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f o r e w o r d

Catherine Lutz

A Special Forces veteran and libertarian in Fayetteville, North Carolina, told 
me, years ago, that “defense is the first need of any organism.” The thinkers 
in this volume follow him, if in a more critical vein, in seeing security as the 
guiding framework and dominant force for organ izing collective life in our era. 
They encourage us to ask: How did this man come to feel that way about the 
nature of being  human? How did many  others come to operate within the strict 
limits of security discourses and to be presented with po liti cal, economic, and 
life constraints and choices structured by this guiding princi ple rather than an-
other one? How did the number of  things against which defense is thought to 
be needed expand so radically in this era as opposed to  earlier ones?

This volume uses ethnographic perspectives and broadly distributed cases 
to help us look for the  family resemblances among a variety of institutions 
and practices that are based in  either the fear of distinct or inchoate threats or 
the desire for security, as  those  things are variously defined. Its authors want 
us to see security not simply as a good or as a need provided for, but as a mode 
of power, or an authorizing and coercive regime of governance. They want us 
to broaden our sense of what the relevant institutions and practices are that 
should be considered as based on a security paradigm. Widening the object 
of attention beyond the military and police, traditionally seen as a society’s 
“security institutions,” the chapters show us that security- seeking or security- 
marketing involves the quest for, or selling of, protection not just from mili-
tary attack but also from disease, stranger danger in the park, home invasion 
and theft, the sudden collapse of stock or housing prices, and climate change. 
The quest, most prolifically, has become protection from the very idea of an 
unknown  future, and often in contrast to a nostalgically re imagined past that 
was predictable or knowable.

Many aspects of our world and its recent history are evidence for the 
ubiquity of a security framework (even if not always with the same biological 
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or evolutionary understanding as that Fayetteville resident). The signs of its 
omnipresence are not simply in how  people talk with each other about their 
pre sent and  future fears or security aspirations. The symptoms include sharply 
rising bud gets for the public and private employment of soldiers, police, transit 
security agents, and mercenary, paramilitary, and private security forces. They 
include remarkable new types of baroque weaponry, set in vast arsenals kept 
in perpetual readiness for use by both states and individuals.  There is also the 
rising status and public visibility of more militant, protectionist/nationalist, 
and misogynist masculinities in po liti cal leaders and popu lar culture figures 
alike. They are in the normalized infrastructure of gates and walls; of antivi-
rus software and passwords; of the literally millions of video cameras trained 
inside homes and businesses, above sidewalks and at borders, standing sentry; 
and in the broad- scale surveillance or digital scanning of populations via on-
line data collection, computer algorithms, blood tests, airport scanners, and 
threat prevention investments on every thing from the cellular to the bodily 
level and from the international to the planetary scale as climate engineers 
anxiously discuss how to prepare to secure our  future from our past green-
house gas emissions.

The innovation of this par tic u lar volume within the now mushrooming 
critical lit er a ture on security is to ask about the po liti cal aesthetics of  these 
practices. Following Teresa Caldeira’s (2000) pioneering work on the “aesthet-
ics of security” in São Paulo, the contributors want to draw our attention to 
how it is that “security, as a form of power, operates through distinct aesthetic 
registers, including notions of beauty and taste, style and genre, form and ap-
pearance, repre sen ta tion and mimesis, and emotion and affect” (Ghertner, 
McFann, and Goldstein, this volume). They want us to see how  people learn 
to make judgments of taste (variously in diff er ent communities) and to feel 
( whether anxiously or angrily or pleas ur ably) about the world in this register 
of judgment. When we go beyond seeing security as simply disciplinary, and 
come to see it as involving  matters of distinction, per Pierre Bourdieu, we can 
discover more about the power and endurance and attractions, as well as the 
fragilities of modern militarism, for example. We are encouraged to look at the 
spatial or social location of aesthetic judgments which, in some communities, 
give elevated worth not just to the soldier but to  those who know that a man in 
uniform is a beautiful  thing, that a field of Arlington graves makes a tragically 
beautiful landscape, that video games involving danger and escape are more 
fun than  others, that a refugee child in an ambulance promises to teach us 
about the goodness of the rescue, the truth of who the perpetrator is, and the 
beauty of youth that was and might yet be, or that an array of Transportation 
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Security Administration officers and machines is a comforting sight at best, an 
acceptable nuisance at worst.  These modes of judgment educate many to see 
the publishing of a photo graph of someone killed as a result of war or brutal 
policing as in “bad taste,” and to see  those who represent no threat  because 
of their wealth or other modes of power as eminently beautiful and viewable.

While the chapters in this volume generally draw our attention to urban 
infrastructures and practices, we can also examine the media productions that 
so powerfully tutor collective taste in a world increasingly lived on- screen. 
Take the New York Times photo graphs of war examined by David Shields in his 
book War Is Beautiful (2015).  Every photo graph, war- related or not, is a teller 
of tales. It suggests an often complex event, with a history and a sequel, and 
its colors, composition, and subject  matter propose how viewers  ought to feel 
about what is happening. But most of us continue to see photos— and espe-
cially photojournalism—as thin slices of life, as objective rec ords of the world 
out  there. Text is widely approached with suspicion as to its writers’ ideologi-
cal bent, but images— whether  because of their presumed objectivity or their 
aesthetic appeal— push  those concerns to the side. The photos of war become 
that much more power ful in structuring our taste for security.

Shields (2015) looks at the fourteen years of New York Times front- page photos 
of images related to the wars in Af ghan i stan and Iraq; hundreds have been 
published from 2001 to the pre sent. He writes emphasizing the Times’ status as 
an American newspaper whose editors, through the years, have presumed the 
basic goodness of the U.S. government and its activities even when they have 
investigated its functionaries’ failings. Shields arranges sixty- five of them, in 
rich color and large format, clustered by the implicit themes that give their 
viewers the overwhelming sense that war is a  thing of some horrible or not- 
so- horrible beauty. Amer i ca’s longest and ongoing wars have been devastating 
in their  human costs. By contrast, the New York Times photos, Shields shows, 
often focus on their rewards: on American power being exercised for good; on 
the Iraqi, Afghan, and American citizenry’s love for the dead and wounded; 
and on the heroics and values of  those who fight (and report on) them.

 These themes are seen in recurring images of the striking natu ral world of 
a conquered “wilderness” in Iraqi deserts and Afghan mountains across which 
U.S. soldiers move, and Shields sees Hollywood as providing the templates for 
the New York Times photog raphers and picture editors through hundreds of 
war movies that focus on the pyrotechnics of blasting weaponry.  These images 
include the warrior presented as an imposing  father figure bringing protec-
tion and order,  whether cradling a toddler or helping a comrade recover in 
a  military hospital.  There is beautiful religious imagery in pietà- like tableaus 
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(an Iraqi man cradling the limp, bloody body of his  brother) and stunning God’s- 
eye views of leadership scanning for bad guys and securing the landscape (Pres-
ident Obama and General Petraeus surveying Baghdad rooftops by he li cop ter). 
Shields points to the inordinate number of photos of sweet and tragic- faced 
Afghan and Iraqi “womenandchildren” whose beauty and fragility make vis i ble 
the need for their protection.

The evidence of death in  these photos is more likely to be trails of blood 
on an Afghan hospital floor than butchered flesh. And it is more likely to be 
mourners collapsed on a coffin than ugly hysterical grief. What we find is love, 
art, nature, and religious sentiment rather than the revolting destruction of 
 these  things.  These photos are evidence of the New York Times’ complicity in 
the warmakers’ desire to make each American war a “good” war, and war mar-
keteers’ knowledge of the common U.S. desire to construe the “securing of the 
globe” as beautiful, even when Americans regret or critique the wars that re-
sult. And they represent the epitome of high- brow, objectivist, Manhattan- based 
judgments of taste in security photographic style.

Security objects with such aesthetic qualities are consumed in vast quan-
tities, some in the form of images, some in the form of documents like con-
stitutions or po liti cal advertisements or immigration laws whose aesthetics 
we should understand as well. The security aesthetic in po liti cal life is not 
simply a beautiful design that enhances or markets a prosaic ideology; rather, 
“an ideology is an aesthetic system, and this is what moves or fails to move 
 people, attracts their loyalty or repugnance, moves them to action or to apa-
thy” (Sartwell 2010, 1). In looking at the aesthetics, we are reminded to con-
tinue to examine security as a good, both in the sense of a moral claim— the 
specifying of who or what places are dangerous and who (almost always pa-
ternally) protects— and in the sense of a commodity— this is the product being 
sold and this is who profits. As the editors of this volume argue, security is 
contested terrain, and  those studying it have often focused on parsing and 
locating the moral claims and counterclaims involved. The commodity good, 
however, has received less attention.  There are three sources of threat that the 
con temporary United States economy is focused on: the fear that racial  others 
 will enter or attack the United States (e.g., protection from which structures 
large parts of the federal bud get), the threat and prevention of re distribution 
or property theft (evident in the one in four American workers who fall in the 
category of “guard  labor” [Bowles and Jayadev 2004]), and the threat and pre-
vention of illness both individual and pandemic (via the many medical surveil-
lance and prevention allocations in the federal bud get). Erased, however, are 
the ugly truths that the true threat of vio lence for many is untreated disease, C
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the threat of arrest and incarceration, or the car crashes that killed 1.2 million 
globally last year and more Americans in the twentieth  century than died in 
all the wars of that period.

 People gradually become conversant in a new security language and come 
to “delight” in a new sense of what is beautiful about their preferred language 
and speakers of security speak. When Carol Cohn (1987) years ago identified 
the emerging security aesthetics of nuclear strategists in her classic article 
“Sex and Death in the Rational World of Defense Intellectuals,” she made the 
point that gender was implicated in the abstractions, euphemisms, and sexual 
meta phors used in  those strategists’ technostrategic dialect. This is all the 
more impor tant to understand when the Trump administration is virtually 
predicated on demonstrating that white men are in charge of security in  every 
form, from rebordering the nation to securing life for the unborn.

Each of the chapters in this book explic itly or implicitly asks what an 
anti- security aesthetics would look like— how a tastefully subversive sensibil-
ity might be cultivated. The artist elin  o’Hara slavick shows us one way in 
which repre sen ta tions of war can be made tastefully subversive in her remark-
able series Bomb  after Bomb: A Violent Cartography. slavick’s aesthetic intentions 
are clear. The colorful and complex drawings of the many places the United 
States has bombed in its history are, in her words: “relatively abstract— and 
I say relatively  because  there are some recognizable cartographic, geographic 
and realistic details like arrows, borders and airplanes, and as in war, civilians 
are rendered invisible. I employ abstraction to reach  people who might other-
wise turn away from realistic depictions.  People approach abstraction with 
fewer expectations and defenses. I want to reach  people who have not made 
up their minds, who long for more information, the  people who vote and want 
to believe that we are living in a democracy but are filled with fear and doubt” 
(slavick 2007, 97). The drawings are also “beautifully aerial to seduce and trap 
the potentially apathetic viewer so that she  will take a closer look, slow down, 
and contemplate the accompanying information that explains that what she 
is looking at may implicate her. I also chose the aerial view to align myself, as 
an American, with the pi lots dropping the bombs, even though I would not, 
myself, drop them.”

slavick’s aesthetic is meant not just to draw attention to the moment of 
trauma or bombing, but to point as well to the long- term impact of having 
or ga nized U.S. society around a view of security that makes war a self- evident 
good and allows it to provide the threat template for ever- widening obsessions 
and the products to cope with them. The contributors to this volume use a 
similarly subversive and accessible style and content to address an audience 
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that might be called into being in a world where the marketing of security goes 
far beyond war to the very imagination of the  future as a  whole.
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I n t r o d u c t I o n

Security Aesthetics 
of and beyond 
the Biopo liti cal

D. Asher Ghertner, Hudson McFann, 
and Daniel M. Goldstein

All  things  human hang by a slender  
thread; and that which seemed to stand 
strong suddenly falls and sinks in ruins.

— OVID

Security, we are told, is the defining characteristic of our age, the driving force 
 behind the management of collective po liti cal, economic, and social life. Yet 
security resists definition, easily roaming across scales. Security is at once 
about protecting something as basic as an individual life— personal safety, both 
yours and mine— and as abstract as “our” collective defense— homeland secu-
rity, public health, world peace. But security’s aspirations are also grandiose, 
its justifications almost metaphysical. It seems to promise a forestalling of the 
inevitable death and decline of all that is “civilized” or “ human,” as per Ovid, 
a guardian against the barbarians at the gate, or in our midst. Incorporating 
all that  people both yearn for and fear, security offers tremendous power to 
whomever can convincingly promise its delivery, proofing us against uncertain 
 future perils. Thus, as both governmental technology and anticipatory device 
for defining and mediating potential  future threats, security may very well be 
what ever the power ful say it is.

But such claims invite rebuttal, making security a highly contested ter-
rain, closely keyed to sovereignty. While the state remains the principal actor 
in security production, the possibility exists for other aspirants to power to 
assert themselves by assuming the responsibility for providing security. This 
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contestation occurs at diff er ent levels or scales, from the local to the national 
to the global.  These include areas of intense social interaction, like schools, 
museums, and other public spaces; the con temporary cityscape, where street 
gangs, paramilitaries, mafias, ethnic organ izations, and  others establish sov-
ereign claims through public per for mances of securitizing power; and spaces 
of social abandonment, such as vacant properties and buffer zones in conflict 
territories. Borders— both the “hard” systems of defensive fortification evident 
at international frontiers and the “soft” forms of border inspection practiced 
routinely in the interiors of nation- states— similarly condense and render vis i ble 
security as an infrastructural apparatus for managing circulations, or managing 
the perception of circulations.

Notably, security’s delivery is revealed through a negation: security is 
achieved when threats do not materialize and risks are obviated. Thus,  doing se-
curity requires the constant staging of an absence, the per for mance of preemp-
tive capacity, and the signaling of the potential to forestall or offset— encoded 
in objects (Advanced Warning Systems, inflatable life vests, razor wire), prac-
tices (airport screenings, border searches, a public “show of force”), and affects 
and imaginaries (collective fear, catastrophe scenarios, contingency plans). For 
this reason, we might consider security as much a sensibility as a calculative 
logic— something felt as much as thought. It is enacted through a population’s 
collective recognition of risk and possibility, prompted through the bodily pro-
cess of being squeezed through checkpoints, the awareness of being overseen 
by closed- circuit tele vi sion, the fear generated in watching the Doppler radar 
of an approaching hurricane, or the sting of teargas. This sensory rooting sug-
gests an analy sis of security’s aesthetic dimensions, observable in the menace 
of walls and fences, the reassuring display of an emergency landing card in a 
seat- back pocket, and the alarming image- figure of the “terrorist,” “criminal,” 
or “refugee” broadcast on the nightly news. The sensibility that such encoun-
ters provoke trucks in feelings of safety and apprehension, eliciting embodied 
reactions from a heterogeneous public implored to exchange its recognition of 
sovereign power for the sense, momentary and fleeting, of security.

This volume represents an intervention into the broad, interdisciplinary 
conversation about security and its societal expressions and effects, a conversa-
tion that has been ongoing since the dawn of the social sciences. The original 
Hobbesian and Lockean formulations of the social contract can, to an extent, 
be understood as agreements about security, or the willingness of a society to 
recognize sovereign authority in exchange for the policing of threats and the 
limitation of risk. More recently, during the Cold War and especially since the 
9/11 attacks in the United States, the discussion about security has focused D
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principally on conventional, biological, nuclear, and chemical attacks and ter-
rorism as the preeminent national security threats.  These threats are joined 
by concerns over pandemics such as sars and swine flu in the sphere of bios-
ecurity and attention to ecological catastrophe in the form of climate change, 
extreme weather events, and species extinction within environmental security 
debates. This post-9/11 discussion, dominated by po liti cal science and interna-
tional studies, has tended to collapse security—as a broad approach to govern-
ing risk (Foucault 2007)— into a narrower problematization of challenges to 
state sovereignty in an era of the global war on terror. As Joseph Masco (2014) 
notes of the U.S. embrace of terror as the organ izing concern of security policy, 
emotional management and threat awareness have, since 9/11, evolved as cen-
tral components of the Western social contract. Leviathan is said to be  under 
threat from all sides, often from sources that only the state security apparatus 
is able or allowed to know about. Threats to Leviathan stand in for threats to 
collective life, and the security of the state acquires such existential significance 
that the everyday vio lences  people experience in regimes of securitized control 
are deemed of secondary concern.

The chapters in this volume, by contrast, train attention on  these vio-
lences of everyday life and the ways in which security is lived and felt. The 
volume thus resists transhistorical or nation- centric notions of security and, 
through ethnographic analy sis, shows how hard- edged logics of control— such 
as border hardening or landslide mapping— become far less determinate as 
they are perceived and experienced on the ground. While engaging security 
as “a biopo liti cal prob lem of the protection and betterment of a population’s 
essential life pro cesses in an indeterminate world” (Grove 2012, 140), the vol-
ume therefore attends to forms of securing the  future that draw on nonquan-
tifiable modes of governing.  Here, we refer to both the means by which even 
calculable risks— assessable using biopo liti cal techniques like statistics, fore-
casting, and insurance— come to be governed by sensory pro cesses that do not 
depend on techniques of risk assessment, as well as the forms of imminent 
threat that exceed biopo liti cal calculation, even when they are the central 
focus of security logics like preparedness and preemption (B. Anderson 2010; 
Collier 2008; Samimian- Darash and Rabinow 2015). Vulnerable lives are hence 
“futureproofed” not only by making risks mea sur able and therefore govern-
able, but also by cultivating, through forms of sensory training, anticipatory 
subjectivities attuned to the possibility of unpredictable events.

We are concerned, then, with the question: How do we comprehend the 
sensory, symbolic, and affective experiences integral to the regulation of bodies 
and spaces, the delimitation of threats and vulnerabilities, and the securing of 
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sovereign command through the promise of “proofing” society against  future 
perils? The contributors to this volume respond to this question by providing 
ethnographic analyses of what we call security aesthetics. In asking what secu-
rity looks, feels, sounds, smells, and even tastes like, we treat aesthetics in its 
broadest sense as the domain of sense perception, which includes the range of 
affective and intellectual faculties that combine to transform how the mate-
rial world strikes the surface of the body into subjective judgments of taste. 
Derived etymologically from the Greek aisthetikos, meaning “sensitive, or per-
taining to sense perception” (which is further derived from and relationally 
linked to aisthēta, “perceptible  things”), aesthetics in its original sense rejects a 
dualistic outlook of viewer and viewed, subject and object, reason and feeling, 
instead foregrounding the experience of  human design and the sensory world 
more broadly as grounded in a material- affective encounter through which 
judgments of beauty and order are formed (Guyer 2005; Manovich 2017). Se-
curity, in the pages that follow, lies in this domain between affect and order, 
sense and judgment, and inclination and directive, building from a classical 
aesthetics that antedates Alexander Baumgarten’s eighteenth- century use of 
the word to develop the philosophy of artistic taste with which it is popularly 
associated  today.

More specifically, we take up Jacques Rancière’s (2004, 12) elaboration of 
the aesthetic as the “distribution of the sensible,” by which he means “the sys-
tem of self- evident facts of sense perception that si mul ta neously discloses the 
existence of something in common”— a shared aesthetic disposition, a norma-
tive arrangement of intelligibility—as well as “who can have a share in what 
is common to the community.” The distribution of the sensible hence shapes 
how differently placed parts of the community see and can be seen, as well as 
what they can say; what gets recognized as speech versus mere noise; and who 
is authorized to speak in sensible terms.

Rancière’s conceptual elaboration of aesthetic politics is rooted in the 
Aristotelian notion of citizenship as the act of partaking in government, a par-
taking that is prefigured by an “apportionment of parts and positions” deter-
mining  those “who have a part in the community of citizens.” The distribution 
of the sensible is thus at once inclusionary, building a shared “community of 
sense” (Rancière 2009) or an agreed upon set of terms and categories of sensi-
ble action, and exclusionary, as it rests on a prior social distribution of subjects, 
some external to the sphere of citizenship— the “part with no part.” This broad 
framing accepts that aesthetic judgments have a necessary normative ground-
ing, conditioned by cultures of practice, social conventions, and discourses of 
beauty, status, and order— what together might be called “the terms of sensi-D
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bility” (Ghertner 2015). It further recognizes the profound po liti cal stakes 
of how  these terms of sensibility are codified and reconfigured— the domains of 
aesthetic consensus and dissensus that Rancière (2010) places at the center of 
his analy sis of po liti cal hegemony. This capacious starting point allows us to 
consider how security, as a form of power, operates through distinct aesthetic 
registers, from notions of beauty and taste to style and genre, form and appear-
ance, repre sen ta tion and mimesis, and emotion and affect.

To break this down further, we distinguish three intersecting modali-
ties for framing and understanding security aesthetics: designing fortresses, 
screening threats, and calibrating vulnerabilities. By designing fortresses, we 
refer to the ways in which interventions in built form deploy visual and other 
sensory signals to fashion aesthetic norms about how security looks, sounds, 
and feels. Alongside, and often through, disciplinary techniques of defensive 
enclosure— such as the erection of walls or the installation of barbed wire— 
the cultivation of a fortress aesthetic enables the landscape to “speak,” deter-
ring threats and simulating order by prompting the viewing public to respond 
to normative standards of appearance. “Fortresses,” then, refers not only to 
discrete residential, commercial, or governmental structures or territories de-
signed to impose constraints through the power of the environment, but also 
to the broader sensory coding of security logics into the design of physical, 
geo graph i cal, and infrastructural milieux.

By screening threats, we mean the surveillant conversion of corporeal and 
spatial imagery into ostensibly self- evident, impartial, and predictive knowl-
edge of dangerous aberration, as well as the material and symbolic systems 
developed to anticipate and respond to deviance. At the same time, we ac-
knowledge more everyday forms of screening, from mundane acts of reading 
strangers as one navigates a city sidewalk to more patterned, but nevertheless 
ordinary, considerations of how investors and homeowners assess neighbor-
hood safety in making locational decisions. Surveillance, though typically an 
apparatus of control directed by state security- making entities,  here also oper-
ates as a tool of self- securitization by  those located outside of, or parallel to, 
the state.

By calibrating vulnerabilities, we refer to the social regulation of how risks 
are recorded,  imagined, and affectively experienced, often through sensory 
projections of a threatening Other. This includes a consideration of a range 
of signals, signs, codes, and sensory schemes for developing securitized ways 
of seeing and feeling, concentrated and honed in the practices of security ex-
perts, but more widely disseminated into a securitized public capable of sens-
ing insecurity even when it is not rationally known.
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Taken together,  these modalities concern not only the ways in which 
security- aesthetic rhe torics and practices are instituted and normalized, but 
also how they are variously challenged, appropriated, and manipulated—or 
perceived and responded to in sometimes unexpected ways. In what follows, 
we provide a conceptual genealogy for understanding  these three modalities 
in order to demonstrate that a concern with security aesthetics has long been 
central to security studies— although it has been, we argue, insufficiently ana-
lyzed. Attention to  these modalities and their histories and various forms also 
provides a framing for the substantive chapters that follow, which themselves 
define and periodize security differently. While each chapter, like any given 
security apparatus, necessarily elicits diff er ent pro cesses of aestheticization, 
each chapter also explicates the operation of the modalities of security aesthet-
ics we introduce  here. With an empirical focus on a range of security practices— 
including biosecurity, border and territorial security, cybersecurity, envi-
ronmental security, neighborhood and school safety, and residential tenure 
security— they thus offer readings of twenty- first- century security as a sensory 
terrain  shaped by affect, image, and form as much as rationalities, restrictions, 
and rules.

DESIGNING FORTRESSES: BUILDING AND MANAGING SECURE SPACES

We have to do something about it, and we have to start by 
building a wall— a big, beautiful, power ful wall. It can have  
a gate. It can have a door.  We’ll let  people in legally, but we 
have to stop what’s happening to our country  because   
we’re losing our country.

—  DONALD TRUMP, INTERVIEWED ON THE O’REILLY  FACTOR,  
AUGUST 18, 2015

In her landmark article in Public Culture in 1996, Teresa Caldeira used the 
phrase “aesthetics of security” to capture how visual rhe torics of status and 
taste  shaped the segregation of urban space through a proliferation of “forti-
fied enclaves” in São Paulo and, by extension, other cities undergoing rapid 
demographic and po liti cal transformation. For Caldeira (2000, 292), as she 
 later put it in City of Walls, “aesthetics of security” refers to “a new code for 
the expression of distinction,” one which “encapsulates ele ments of security in 
a discourse of taste and transforms it into a symbol of status.” In locating this 
shift, in the 1980s and 1990s,  toward an increasingly insular city marked by the 
precipitous obliteration of public space, Caldeira drew parallels between São 
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Paulo and Los Angeles, which Mike Davis (1990, 226) had  earlier identified as 
a “fortress city” in which “the neo- military syntax of con temporary architec-
ture,” exuding a palpable hostility  toward the street, combined with intensified 
policing and surveillance to partition the urban landscape (see also Low 1997; 
Penglase 2014).

Echoing broader studies of disciplinary architectures (e.g., Foucault 1977), 
which differentiate between physical controls that prohibit “risky” forms of 
be hav ior and psychosocial controls operationalized through  human sensory 
reactions to the environment (Habraken 1998), Davis’s and Caldeira’s early 
formulations of security aesthetics evoke classical treatments of aesthetics as 
a domain concerning judgments of taste. Articulated most forcefully by Kant 
(1790, 52), judgments of taste differ from more ordinary judgments by their 
implicit claim to a type of universal validity, requiring agreement by  others: 
“When [a man] puts a  thing on a pedestal and calls it beautiful, he demands 
the same delight from  others. . . .  He blames them if they judge differently, and 
denies them taste, which he still requires of them as something they  ought to 
have.” The demand for recognition and agreement gives the aesthetic a norma-
tive power, which, as Bourdieu (1986) elaborates, can be used to train percep-
tions by correcting or dismissing “bad” judgments of taste.

The social function of security technologies— including gates, walls, 
barbed wire, and the broad design features through which spaces are seen as 
properly securitized— operates through similar logics of correcting aesthetic 
deviance and retraining improper judgment. Caldeira (2000, 295), for ex-
ample, notes how residents of São Paulo initially found the securitization of 
 houses strange but gradually became literate in “the new code of distinction,” 
recognizing how well- enclosed spaces became key markers of status, separat-
ing private residences from the precarious housing found in the low- income 
neighborhoods, or favelas (see also Fischer, McCann, and Auyero 2014). Secu-
rity technologies, then, are called upon not for purely disciplinary functions 
(e.g., imposed order or total surveillance) but as a means of producing a shared 
mode of public judgment that allows observers to participate in private prac-
tices of display, arrangement, and order that invariably contrast with the prac-
tices of  those outside that community— those without taste, or with bad taste 
(see Dinzey- Flores 2013; Ghertner 2012).  Those so classified may be regarded 
as suspicious, with a tendency to exhibit other failures of moral judgment, 
including a propensity for criminality, and hence themselves come to embody 
security threats. In a gated community, manicured lawns and uniform design 
standards contrast with the “less orderly” outside, which comes to be seen as 
a space of risk and uncertainty (Goldstein 2012). In Trump’s United States, the 
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“beautiful” wall— translated in the Department of Homeland Security’s bid-
ding pro cess as a declaration that wall designs  shall be judged, in part, based 
on “aesthetics” (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017)— operates as an ide-
alized image of national sovereignty, despite its necessarily  limited power to 
thwart what Wendy Brown (2014) calls “waning sovereignty.”

The aesthetics of security within a disciplinary mode thus imposes a spa-
tialized sense of order, a normativizing knowledge, and a visual grid of what 
does and does not belong, such that “the aesthetics of the proper” (Mirzoeff 
2011, 3) establishes a feeling of what is right, even in the absence of the total 
surveillance upon which discipline is based. As George Kelling and James 
Wilson (1982) put it in their “broken win dows” theory— which begins from 
the criminological idea that unrepaired win dows in a neighborhood signal 
neglect and encourage further criminality— the landscape communicates, in-
forming onlookers of acceptable be hav ior. Broken win dows,  here, are taken to 
indicate a visual coding of the street in a manner akin to Jane Jacobs’s (1961, 
32) classic account of sidewalk safety. For Jacobs, having “eyes on the street,” 
untrained except in a shared sense of civility, became an informal means of 
social regulation maintained through “an intricate, almost unconscious, net-
work of voluntary controls and standards among  people.” Oscar Newman’s 
(1973, 4) theory of “defensible space” built upon this in seeking to incorporate 
what he called “corrective prevention” into the design of public housing proj-
ects. Falling  under what is now known as “crime prevention through envi-
ronmental design” (see Jeffrey 1971), space is securitized to the extent that one 
can “design- out” crime (Coaffee 2009). This technical end is achievable, in 
Newman’s model, through designs attentive to four characteristics of defen-
sible space: territoriality, natu ral surveillance, image, and milieu. Territoriality 
involves the deployment of real and symbolic barriers to establish “zones of 
influence,” enhancing residents’ “proprietary attitudes”— their feelings of ter-
ritorial control and responsibility for maintaining security— while conveying 
a sense of dominion to would-be intruders (Newman 1973, 53). Figure I.1 shows 
this at work, introducing to a New York City public housing proj ect a propri-
ety security aesthetic based on white picket fencing, microspatial differentia-
tion, and a linear geometry that clearly distinguishes inside from outside. This 
figure, taken from Newman’s Creating Defensible Space handbook— published 
in 1996 by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development— shows 
how the introduction of leading lines divides open space, building in natu ral 
surveillance that allows an onlooking subject to quickly identify spatial trans-
gression. The third characteristic, image, employs design techniques, such as 
white picket fencing, to reduce the stigma attached to public housing proj ects, D
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Figure I.1 A site redesign carried out by oscar Newman (1996, 76) in a New York 
City Housing Authority proj ect in the South Bronx. Newman describes the redesign 
as delivering “territoriality” by allowing residents to assert “control of the space and 
activities outside their dwellings,” while improving “image” by cultivating a residential 
environment “that enhances their self- image and evokes pride.” The “bottom line,” 
according to Newman: “By subdividing and assigning all the previous public grounds 
to individual families, we have removed it from the gangs and drug dealers.”
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as well as the sense of isolation and vulnerability felt by residents and signaled 
to outsiders. Fi nally, the fourth characteristic, milieu, involves “geo graph i cal 
juxtaposition” with adjacent areas deemed to be safe, such as the positioning 
of building entrances so they face public streets.

While Jacobs and Newman, for diff er ent reasons and  toward diff er ent ends, 
celebrated public civility and community- based policing as resources of collec-
tive prob lem solving and inclusive city making,  others have emphasized how 
civility and beauty can become tools of control used to banish  those reliant on 
public space (e.g., Harms 2013; Sorkin 2008). Ghertner’s (2015) formulation of 
“aesthetic governmentality,” for example, shows how bourgeois codes of civility 
 were translated into a governing aesthetic used to evaluate the legality of urban 
spaces in Delhi, India. Amidst a crisis of calculative governmentality— which al-
lowed slum dwellers to tamper with or expose the false premises of governmen-
tal rec ords and thereby perpetually block de mo li tion  orders against them— the 
Indian judiciary shifted the epistemological basis of government to allow settle-
ments to be declared illegal  because, quite simply, they looked illegal. This was 
pos si ble due to a re introduction of colonial- era logics of nuisance law, which 
read not just objects or actions but  whole population groups as potential nui-
sance categories. As a necessary defense of what Ghertner calls the “propriety of 
property” and bourgeois civility, slums  were increasingly cast as insecure objects, 
nuisances to be managed rather than citizens entitled to governmental pro-
grams of improvement. In line with broader writing on (post)colonial urbanism, 
Ghertner thus shows how con temporary urban improvement programs continue 
to rely on colonial strategies of municipal control that use hygiene, order, and 
beauty as techniques of exclusion (cf. W. Anderson 1995; Kooy and Bakker 2008).

The proliferation of a type of “securitarian visuality” (Ivasiuc 2019), in 
which Jacobs’s “eyes on the street” get weaponized into instruments of sur-
veillance and fortress defense, can be tied more directly to what Neil Smith 
(1996) famously diagnosed as the revanchist city, oriented  toward punishing 
 those deemed obstacles to sanitized images of the bourgeois city. This is part 
of a global surge in efforts to produce the city anew through “vigilant visuali-
ties,” or a watchful politics traceable to “the ‘ behind the blinds’ surveillance of 
1950s suburban neighbourhood watch” (Amoore 2007, 216).  Whether through 
municipal efforts to create visibly vendor- free zones in historically informal 
market spaces of Cochabamba, Bolivia (Goldstein 2016), or “zero tolerance” 
policing that vilified key figures of disorder (the squeegee man, the turnstile 
jumper, the panhandler) in 1990s New York City, urban revanchism promising 
a new, more beautiful, and safe city is underpinned by a security aesthetic of 
fortress design.D
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The projection of security through fortress design and spatial manage-
ment, though, can generate symbolic meanings and lived sentiments that 
conflict with the very logics driving securitization, challenging the terms of 
sensibility not only among  those outside of them (the informal vendor, slum 
dweller, or mi grant), but also within. Lisa Benton- Short (2007), for example, 
explores the increased presence of “hypersecurity” mea sures at the National 
Mall in Washington, DC. Although laden with symbolism evoking ideals of 
democracy and freedom, the mall has become increasingly partitioned by Jer-
sey barriers (dividers made of plastic or concrete and used to separate lanes of 
traffic), bollards, and fencing.  Here, “the aesthetics of security,” Benton- Short 
(2007, 442) argues, was “at odds with the iconography of the Mall” and raised 
questions about its  future as a public, demo cratic space. Trevor Boddy (2008) 
has described this highly vis i ble temporary fortification, exemplified by the 
Jersey barrier, as a kind of “fear theming” or “architecture of dis- assurance.” 
He suggests that  after 2005, when the National Capital Planning Commission 
issued new design standards for construction on the mall, urban antiterrorism 
mea sures began shifting to an “architecture of reassurance” (cf. Marling 1997) 
as they became more permanent and less vis i ble.

To account for this mutable relationship between security architecture’s 
visibility and the feelings it may induce, Jon Coaffee, Paul O’Hare, and Marian 
Hawkesworth (2009) have devised a “spectrum of vis i ble security” that ranges 
from con spic u ous techniques of fortressing (e.g., walls and fences) to features 
that are vis i ble but whose security purpose may not be immediately appar-
ent (e.g., bollards, ornamental barriers) to deliberately concealed features (e.g., 
collapsible pavement). In so  doing, they call attention to a series of “aesthetic 
paradoxes,” that is, pos si ble disjunctions between the messages transmitted 
through security features and the differentiated ways in which they are inter-
preted and responded to in everyday life. The management of public life, then, 
increasingly rests on the ability of security regimes to mediate  these aesthetic 
paradoxes via effective threat screening and identification, balancing architec-
tural and other experiential projections of control with the management of 
risky bodies, spaces, and be hav iors.

SCREENING THREATS: RECOGNIZING RISK IN BODIES, SPACES, AND BE HAV IORS

It is not incidental that Michel Foucault (2007) introduces his framing of secu-
rity through a discussion of the unique challenges associated with urban den-
sity and the complex social economy that emerged in the eighteenth- century 
city. The explosion in trade between city and country, the collapse of the old 
“walled city” wherein internal and external ele ments could be clearly ordered 
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and separated, and the intricate conjugation of bodies, diseases, and resources 
circulating in and through urban markets made the functional differentiation 
of spaces  imagined by, and required of, sovereign and disciplinary power im-
possible to maintain. This more polyfunctional urban milieu, an admixture 
of ele ments that made life itself contingent upon a range of aleatory mecha-
nisms, was inherently unpredictable. So, instead of planning or controlling a 
space, security mechanisms would need to work upon and through the milieu, 
aiming to modify not discrete territorial units so much as the regulating logics 
of how  people and  things moved and interacted with each other—to manage 
what Foucault (2007, 20) called “an indefinite series of mobile ele ments.”

The figures of the crowd, the street, the slum, and the market/bazaar, in 
both metropole and colony, litter nineteenth- century reports prepared by pub-
lic health experts, police, architects, and planners, appearing as dense, shad-
owy webs only partially intelligible to a technologically advancing surveillance 
apparatus (see Dubber and Valverde 2008; Joyce 2003; Osborne 1996). The 
challenge for security mechanisms was to take the crowd, that indefinite se-
ries of mobile ele ments, and transform it into a population, an aggregate body 
abstracted from the “indefinite series.” Security, as a mode of power necessary 
for the emergence of modern governmentality, thus begins with an explic itly 
calculative techne premised on statistical and actuarial logics that use a synop-
tic gaze to capture not  every detail, but rather aggregate patterns concerning, 
inter alia, health, reproduction, criminality, and hygiene. This synoptic gaze 
makes action pos si ble through a probabilistic rationality capable of govern-
ing through powers of normalization, a form of visibility used to track and 
improve the overall conditions of the population’s welfare—to, for example, 
target the likelihood of criminal recidivism among victims of child abuse or 
bring the high rate of mortality from smallpox among infants into line with 
the rate found in the general population (Foucault 1977, 2007). For Foucault 
(2007, 63), the ability to treat the statistical normal—in the sense of a numeri-
cal distribution of the characteristics of a population—as a social norm or tar-
get of population governance means that the probabilistic gaze, focused on 
the likelihood of a par tic u lar individual or group having a certain social trait, 
can easily reduce to the normative gaze, dispensing with or forgetting the sta-
tistical construction of group attributes and naturalizing them as so cio log i cal 
or ecological truths. Ecological, economic, or epidemiological mechanisms of 
risk are then socially mapped as biological attributes of risky social groups, 
or people who live or work in proximity to risks— from slum dwellers to waste 
pickers to residents of ethnic enclaves and townships (see Baviskar 2003; Jaffe 
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2016). The “criminal type” and “potential terrorist” thus sit between probabi-
listic risk assessment and normative judgment of risky characters.

The projection of social deviance and the reenactment of a normative 
classificatory aesthetics is evident in what Allen Feldman (2005) calls the “ac-
tuarial gaze,” a set of visual arrangements mobilized to sense and anticipate 
danger, and thereby exact optical command over everyday life. Building on 
Ulrich Beck’s (1992) observation that the sphere of risk transcends the  human 
sensorium due to the inherent imperceptibility of numerous threat potentials 
(e.g., radiation or air pollution), Feldman (2005, 206) theorizes the actuarial 
gaze as “the prosthetic extension of the  human sensorium.” This point is 
illustrated by U.S. Air Force drone targeting and surveillance in Af ghan i stan, 
which deploys a particularly potent form of mechanized threat screening 
(Gregory 2011; Gusterson 2016). Ethnographic research shows that the highly 
mediated “drone stare” participates in “an actuarial form of surveillance,” mo-
bilizing “categorical suspicion” to anticipate and manage risk (Wall and Mona-
han 2011, 240). Trained to mistrust their own perceptions, drone operators rely 
on the technologically mediated surveillance that drones offer as a means to 
detect threats “on the ground.” Mere sight is no guarantee, then, for “objects 
become  rifles, praying a Taliban signifier, civilians ‘military- aged males,’ and 
 children ‘adolescents’ ” (Gregory 2011, 203).

An  earlier instance of “social sorting,” to use David Lyon’s (2007) phrase, 
is detailed by Allan Sekula (1986) in his illuminating essay on the advent of 
criminal portraiture in the nineteenth  century, when photography intersected 
with numerical methodologies, incorporating techniques of physiognomy and 
phrenology, to regulate social life. Sekula focuses on two figures, Alphonse Ber-
tillon, a Paris police clerk, and Francis Galton, the founder of eugenics and 
a key figure in the formalization of modern statistics. Whereas for Bertillon 
the photo graph was indexical, of use for identifying individual criminals and 
potential recidivists, for Galton photographic images could be symbolic and 
typological, offering a means to generalize about heredity and race.

Thus, Bertillon’s “signaletic notice,” or “Bertillonage,” combined anthropo-
metric mea sure ment and what are now known as “mug shots” to amass elabo-
rate archives of individual criminal bodies that, before the criminological use of 
the fingerprint, could be used to confirm an association between a criminal sus-
pect and a criminal rec ord. Galton, by contrast, folded images of multiple bod-
ies into composite portraits, which yielded average types, he claimed, through 
a kind of “pictorial statistics” (see Figure I.2). Rapists, in other words, had a par-
tic u lar look that, through pictorial rendering, would allow the police to profile 
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other potential offenders. Despite their differences, both approaches, Sekula 
(1986, 11) shows, ultimately derived from “the belief that the surface of the body, 
and especially the face and the head, bore the outward signs of inner character.”

Despite the discrediting of phrenology, anthropometry, and racial fo-
rensics, the racialized schema of perception that they helped build remains 
embedded in con temporary criminal forensics’ presumption that identity is 
unequivocally indexed to a biological self. The normative physiognomy of 
the social body hence continues to underlie the perceived objectivity of finger-
printing and other biometric techniques of “reading” the body’s form. As 

Figure I.2  
Francis Galton’s 
demonstration of 
composite portraiture, 
suggesting how 
“criminal types” and 
 others prone to set 
pathologies and 
maladies could be 
visually derived from 
photographic case 
rec ords. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.
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Frantz Fanon (1952, 111) puts it in his account of epidermalization, or the re-
duction of the  human subject to her skin color: “Below the corporeal schema 
I had sketched [ there is] a historico- racial schema. The ele ments I had used 
had been provided for me . . .  by the other, the white man, who had woven 
me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, stories. I thought that what I had in 
hand was to construct a physiological self, to balance space, to localize sensa-
tions, and  here I was called on for more.” Fanon’s confirmation of the char-
acterological secrets that lie hidden beneath the surface of the body, of the 
semiotics of Blackness produced out of “a thousand details, anecdotes, stories,” 
mirrors biometric technology’s continual reliance on the statistical knowledge 
of anthropometry. Building on Lewis Gordon’s (2006) notion of “white proto-
typicality,” Simone Browne (2015) notes how “the racially saturated field of vis-
ibility” (Butler 1993) associated with social schemas of perception gets mapped 
into biometric technologies, producing what she calls digital epidermaliza-
tion, that is, “the exercise of power cast by the disembodied gaze of certain 
surveillance technologies that can be employed to do the work of alienating 
the subject by producing a truth about the racial body and one’s identity de-
spite the subject’s claims” (Browne 2015, 110). What Browne’s concept of “digi-
tal epidermalization”— and the broader concept of “racializing surveillance” 
within which it is embedded— provides is a recognition that the actuarial gaze 
often reduces to the racializing gaze. Or, as John Fiske (1998) puts it, “ Today’s 
seeing eye is white.” The same could be said of the biometric eye.

Epidermalization applies not just to visual technologies but to the  whole 
forensic practice of reading the body, including fingerprinting, that most 
scientific of technologies (Breckenridge 2014). Describing the “cold hit” 
linking Brandon Mayfield to a partial fingerprint pulled from a bag of deto-
nators recovered near the 2004 Madrid train bombings, Simon Cole (2006), 
for example, notes how a biometric match of this sort can actually generate 
the very suspiciousness of facts that might other wise seem innocuous. Even 
in the face of strong exculpatory evidence, Mayfield was deemed suspicious 
and imprisoned for nineteen days based upon a potential fingerprint match 
and a post hoc profile: he had converted to Islam, had an Egyptian wife, and 
had ballistics expertise through his prior ser vice in the U.S. Army. Despite the 
perceived “mechanical objectivity” of information technology and presumed 
infallibility of fingerprinting— reflected in the fbI’s declaring Mayfield a “100% 
identification” with the Madrid partial print— the Spanish National Police 
eventually found the true source of the print, a Moroccan national living in 
Spain. The wrongful detention of Mayfield leads Cole to conclude that the 
only reasonable basis for the mismatched fingerprint was that the “suspicious 
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information”— the “dark  matter” of racialized optics that Browne (2015) argues 
underpins the entire surveillance apparatus— about Mayfield’s profile leaked 
into the laboratory. If in Western philosophy Descartes’s “malicious demon” 
(Ewald 2002) represents the ever- present threat that the rational subject’s 
senses  will fall victim to perceptual illusion,  here the demon takes the form of 
the rational security apparatus itself. The “leak” of the racialized gaze into ac-
tuarial and forensic modes of securitization is most starkly evident in policies 
of racial profiling, where white prototypicality leads to the “illicit appearance” 
of Blackness (Gordon 2012)— which, much like the figures of the immigrant 
and refugee, produces Blackness as prototypically criminal.

The question of prototypicality— raised to a pseudo- science in Galton’s foren-
sic photography and still “leaking” into biometric technology  today— confirms 
the continual blurring of superficially aesthetic readings of the body when pro-
totype is reduced to phenotype, as well as the actuarial logic of security. The 
probabilistic interpretation that it was likely a Muslim who triggered a bomb in 
Madrid allowed an actuarial- security logic to appear to underpin assumptions 
about the character of a Muslim convert. The schematic racism implicit in pro-
totypicality, though, in the Mayfield case and more generally, allows the racial- 
aesthetic logic to transcend the actuarial- security one, an exaggerated version 
of which appeared in President Trump’s executive  orders banning refugees and 
immigrants from Muslim- majority countries, even though zero terrorist attacks 
had been perpetrated on U.S. soil by citizens of the listed countries. A  further 
example of the racial- aesthetic logic of profiling is provided through the sta-
tistical fact that the Transportation Security Administration (tsa) stops and 
frisks black  women at airports nine times more frequently than it does white 
 women, even though the former are found carrying contraband less than half 
as often as the latter (Browne 2015, 132). While travelers “with ‘risky’ surnames 
and meal preferences” tend to experience more intensive surveillance than 
 others during air travel, the risk of “travelling while black” is registered  here 
in the material- aesthetic surface of hair, or what r&b singer Solange Knowles 
called out in a clever play on words, “Discrim- FRO- nation,” which she tweeted 
in 2012  after the tsa searched her for having her hair combed out (see Bennett 
2005, 129–133). In Knowles’s case, epidermalization was anatomized to a single 
body extension, deemed risky, as the tsa put it, due to its “puffiness.” This 
marks a visual transposition of the security question “Does this person show 
signs of distress and agitation?”— which underpins the practice of remotely 
screening airline passengers’ emotional states to detect “abnormal be hav ior” 
before it materializes as security breach (Maguire 2014; see also Maguire and 
Fussey 2016)—to “Did this person comb her hair like a criminal?”D
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Didier Fassin and Estelle d’Halluin (2005), writing on applications for asy-
lum in France, see the body’s surface emerging as another kind of evidence 
in security theater. They detail how more restrictive immigration controls 
since the 1980s, combined with growing suspicion  toward asylum seekers 
and their biographies, have heightened the evidentiary value of medical cer-
tificates in asylum seekers’ applications. Specifically, Fassin and d’Halluin see 
the rise of a new form of bodily governmentality, as asylum seekers are in-
creasingly expected to display wounds to medical experts in order to verify 
their persecution— and thus demonstrate their eligibility for refugee status 
(see also Ticktin 2011). The display of the body to screening is also at issue in 
Rachel Hall’s (2015) work on the “aesthetics of transparency,” a rationality of 
government that seeks to produce docile citizens, willfully vis i ble to biometric 
screening at airports, while projecting an image of the war on terror’s enemies, 
in contradistinction, as “irredeemably opaque” (76).

Threat screening, though, is not only about how sovereign powers manage 
threat propensities. It is also an everyday navigational tactic by which  those liv-
ing in infrastructure- scarce environments outmaneuver (often state- induced) 
precarity by constantly experimenting with styles of communication, move-
ment, and exchange to bypass or minimize risk and open up opportunity. 
While new forms of self- presentation, collaboration, and display are constantly 
necessary in the informal economies he studies, AbdouMaliq Simone (2004, 
2010) offers a range of generative concepts for tracing how seemingly discrete 
styles of managing rhetorical situations— for example, how to make an illegal 
operation appear legitimate— add up to a genre of sorts, a mode of speaking or 
acting that  people learn to mimic, weave together, and manipulate (see Bakhtin 
1983).  Under the rubric of “ people as infrastructure,” Simone shows the endless 
variation, evolution, and recombination of codes of practice required to read 
and navigate sources of collaboration or threat. To the extent that  these styles 
of practice— seemingly parochial and unpredictable on their own— reference 
socially inferred conventions, they become cultural genres facilitating rich 
networks of economy and allowing a strong sense of security to be maintained 
outside of state- sovereign command (Simone 2010, 192).

CALIBRATING VULNERABILITIES: FASHIONING AN AURA OF (IN)SECURITY

In his writings on security, Foucault (2007) identifies two general conditions 
to which security mechanisms must necessarily respond, one juridical- moral 
and one cosmological- political. The first is evil  human nature, implying that 
certain actors within the population  will inevitably do  things antagonistic to 
the goals of overall social welfare, and the second is “bad fortune,” a concept 
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requiring ac cep tance of inevitably undesirable outcomes (e.g., that the weather 
 will sometimes be bad or that terrorists might someday pick your city). Secu-
rity seeks to isolate evil and forestall misfortune, an impor tant means of which 
is the calibration of vulnerabilities and the modification of sensory schemas 
of perception. For our purposes, this marks a point of departure for exploring 
the forms of aesthetic training central to the production of securitized publics, 
“communities of sense” (Rancière 2009) perceptually and affectively disposed 
to share in governmental schemes of sensing threat, but also prone to exceed-
ing or reworking  those schemes (Masco 2014; Pedersen and Holbraad 2015).

In contrast to juridical and disciplinary power, which focus on a pos si ble 
event and seek to prevent that event from ever occurring, security, Foucault 
(2007, 37) writes in relation to food scarcity, tries to arrive at an apparatus 
(dispositif) for transforming scarcity into a nonevent. In this case, the appara-
tus was the “liberal” repeal of market restrictions (price ceilings, restrictions 
on hoarding or exports) and a system of laisser- aller, letting  things take their 
course— quite the opposite of how we understand security mechanisms to op-
erate with reference to the types of crises more prominent in security discourse 
 today. And yet the central feature of how the event is transformed into a non-
event remains located in a pro cess of displacing danger onto the biopo liti cal 
outside, the part of society not to be defended, the evil. As Foucault (2007, 42) 
puts it, the security event is split: the specific “scarcity- scourge dis appears, but 
scarcity that  causes the death of individuals not only does not dis appear, it 
must not dis appear.” By allowing certain  people to die of hunger, the scarcity 
event, a wider scourge, is avoided. In this manner, what would normally pass as 
an event is rendered nonevental through a partitioning of the pertinent from 
the nonpertinent, the  human from the nonhuman (Mbembe 2003). The sec-
tion of society reduced to bare life must be aesthetically rendered grotesque— 
the not- quite- human object of revulsion or unease (Agamben 1998; see also 
McFann 2014). Produced through a distortion or exaggeration of a  human 
form, the grotesque is what one sees and tries to, but cannot quite, turn away 
from, arousing feelings of both fear and amusement in the observer (Kristeva 
1982; Ruskin 1851).

Didier Bigo (2002), writing on the “governmentality of unease,” details 
how the “transversal” figure of the immigrant, rooted in the myth of the state- 
as- body, allows politicians and a transnational field of security professionals 
to frame po liti cal prob lems in terms of threatening “penetrations,” foreign 
breaches of bodily integrity. This pliant framing, Bigo argues, structures po liti-
cal thinking and discourse in a way that allows for endless adaptation and co-
ordination across contexts, for the word “immigrant” may incorporate a seem-D
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ingly limitless range of threats  under the same sign. And yet, while migration 
flows can never be completely controlled, politicians and security professionals 
act on the basis that territorial control is pos si ble, so that a sense of unease may 
be continually reproduced and cited to justify new security mea sures. Indeed, 
 because fear gathers in proportion to the indeterminacy of the threat, the very 
amorphousness of the immigrant figure facilitates its instrumental mobiliza-
tion, both as a scapegoat for policy failures and as the constitutive outside that 
reaffirms the body politic.

The slippage of signs and the nebulousness of risk may combine to propa-
gate fear. Sara Ahmed (2004, 119) argues that emotions like hate and fear do 
not reside within individual subjects but rather circulate through “affective 
economies” and therefore “work by sticking figures together,” such as the asy-
lum seeker and the terrorist (see also Puar 2008), “a sticking that creates the 
very effect of the collective.” In a commensurate vein, Brian Massumi (2005, 
32, 40) has written on the color- coded Homeland Security Advisory System, 
created in the aftermath of 9/11, arguing that it was designed “to calibrate the 
public’s anxiety” through a form of affective training. Without form or con-
tent, the alerts depended on fear in a solely anticipatory register, detached 
from any specific threat or experience of danger, such that fear could now 
“self- cause.” In this sense, as a form of what Cindi Katz (2007) calls “banal 
terrorism,” vulnerabilities are calibrated through the production of an atmo-
sphere of fear, using visual and other sensory means to call into existence a 
generalized anxiety and si mul ta neously demanding the opening up of bodies 
to an array of forms of sensory training, or subtler sensory attunements to 
the security atmosphere (Stewart 2011; Turner and Peters 2015). At the level 
of national security practice, this is what Joseph Masco (2014) calls “national 
security affect.” Masco specifically shows how the U.S. security apparatus mo-
bilized 9/11 as an “ongoing existential danger,” inserting Cold War– era nuclear 
fear into the twenty- first- century U.S. regime of counterterror. Echoing Fou-
cault, Masco argues that the global war on terror rests upon “the promise of 
a world without events”— a war carried out on and through negative affects, 
in which the perpetual experience of insecurity is managed through a vague 
promise that that experience can be eliminated.

Barbara Sutton (2013), writing about perceptions of street vio lence in Co-
lombia, describes a further attunement to a threatening environment through 
what she calls a “fashion of fear,” represented by the downscaling of security 
design from the gated community to the bulletproof car and all the way down 
to the body through a diff er ent type of banal security object: fash ion able ar-
mored clothing. As the pervasive logic of borders and fences becomes attached 
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to the prob lem of moving and being pre sent in threatening public spaces, how 
one dresses and self- presents becomes a domain of status that si mul ta neously 
reworks security into a question of individual choice and personal responsibil-
ity, rather than state vio lence or structural in equality. Security, then, is avail-
able for purchase, and ballistic apparel tells parents to  either live in fear or take 
charge of their own lives, outfitting their  children in shielded backpacks and 
polka- dotted bulletproof vests as a way to live securely and attractively.

A likewise illuminating perspective on vulnerability calibration is offered 
by Brent Steele (2010) in his writing on the “aesthetics of insecurity,” a sensory 
domain he distinguishes to account for how collective bodies, including but 
not  limited to the nation- state, fashion self- images through “aesthetic power.” 
David Murakami Wood and Abe Kioyshi (2011) provide a similar articulation 
of what they call an “aesthetic of control” in Japan, whereby nostalgia for a 
mythologized past— a pre-1964 “Beautiful Japan”  imagined to be clean and  free 
of crime— serves to displace pre sent anx i eties about the  future. Thus, just as 
visibility is produced via technocratic surveillance or public ser vice announce-
ments enjoining residents to see and anticipate danger, disappearance is en-
forced through intensified policing involving the displacement of homeless 
encampments whose presence sullies the idealized urban order (see also Jusio-
nyte and Goldstein 2016).

In another context, but echoing Steele’s broader claim, Katya Mandoki 
(1999, 78) explores how the Nazis used techniques of visibility to feign an aura 
of collective security. The regime engaged the aesthetic, she writes, through 
a series of substitutions— religion by art, art by propaganda, propaganda by 
indoctrination, culture by monumentalism, politics by aesthetics, and, fi nally, 
aesthetics by terror— “to frame the shapelessness of the masses and fabricate 
their fictitious image as an ordered, steady and invulnerable organisation.” Yet, 
as Hudson McFann and Alexander Hinton (2018) argue, the pursuit of a pure, 
utopian order by genocidal regimes is always haunted by an “impassability,” as 
their revolutionary visions are inevitably undermined by the threats they must 
continually produce. In the case of the Cambodian genocide, the focus of their 
analy sis, just as the Khmer Rouge sought to create a pure, uniform society, 
the regime was undone by the threatening excess— vari ous forms of “detritus,” 
including physical garbage of the prior regime and its polluting traditions and 
incorrigibles— that it had to manifest in order to legitimize its violent trans-
formation of Cambodia.

The challenge of instituting durable forms of aesthetic consensus is more 
evident with threats of long or unknown duration. For example, the field of 
nuclear semiotics arose in 1981 when the  Human Interference Task Force D
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(hItf) was established by the U.S. Department of Energy to search for ways 
to reduce the chances of  future  humans unintentionally entering radioactive 
waste isolation zones. The proj ect was continued in 1991 when a group of lin-
guists, astrophysicists, architects, and artists  were invited to the New Mexico 
desert to visit the Waste Isolation Pi lot Plant, the only permanent repository for 
nuclear waste in the United States. The panel was assigned the task of devising 
a system to communicate to  people, ten thousand years in the  future, that entry 
into the waste zone was dangerous. Given this long time horizon, the existence 
of a shared language, standardized criteria of aesthetic judgment, or even cul-
tural translatability could not be assumed, leading the panel to conclude that 
visual storytelling was the most  viable solution. One proposal was to design a 
“landscape of thorns”— fifty- feet- high concrete spires with sharp points jutting 
out at diff er ent  angles— aimed at scaring  people away from a dangerous place, 
but worries crept in that this engineered landscape itself would become an at-
traction (see Figure I.3).

Figure I.3 “Landscape of Thorns,” concept by Michael Brill and art by Safdar Abidi. This 
image depicts a hy po thet i cal landscape rendered as unnatural and evil, with jagged 
and unwelcoming features that its designers thought would deter  future  human entrance, 
even in the absence of shared cultural conventions or criteria for assessing evil. Image 
reproduced from Trauth, Hora, and Guzowski (1993, F-61).
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 Earlier, phi los o phers Françoise Bastide and Paolo Fabbri (1984) had pro-
posed a solution  under the hItf that a breed of cat be genet ically engineered 
to change color when exposed to radiation. Released into the wild, this new 
“radiation cat” would serve as a living Geiger  counter, visually symbolizing 
risk when it turned an “unnatural” color. Proliferating songs, legends, and 
folklore about  these “evil” creatures would create, they suggested, a durable 
culture of avoidance  toward the distorted felines, passing the fear they elicited 
onto the spaces they occupied.  Here, then, the juridical- moral concept of evil 
was deployed to avert the cosmological- political appearance of misfortune.

Sensory warning systems often rely on environmental signals rather than 
human modifications of species form. The growth of  water lilies, which are 
drawn to warming  waters, and the increased pollen production from common 
ragweed, caused by warming soil and higher atmospheric carbon dioxide con-
centrations, are two examples of aesthetic harbingers of climate change (Ziska 
et al. 2003). The  earlier seasonal appearance of bright white and purple  water 
lily blooms or their discovery in more northern locations tells the trained eye 
that temperatures are rising. The more intense irritation in the eyes and the 
more aggressive sneezes an allergic body experiences to higher pollen counts 
tell the body of environmental change. Scientific usage of satellite imagery 
of glacier retreat further functions as a “fingerprint” of global warming—as 
distinct from, yet often complementary to, calculative assessments of atmo-
spheric temperature or snow mass.

SECURITY AESTHETICS AND THE MANAGEMENT OF LIFE

Each of the chapters that follow shows how the three modalities of security aes-
thetics charted above intermix in the making of differently  imagined  futures, 
illuminating the complex interplay of sense perception and articulated reason 
in how security apparatuses operate. They provide ethnographic illustrations 
of security aesthetics at work in diverse geographic and social situations, deep-
ening and extending our framing conceptions through their context- specific 
interventions.

Victoria Bernal’s chapter begins with a close reading of three recent mu-
seum exhibits unique in the U.S. context for focusing on cybersecurity. Re-
sponding to what she calls “digital opacity,” Bernal shows how each exhibit 
uses distinct aesthetic techniques to make vis i ble “the elusive digital.” The 
first exhibit, Weapons of Mass Disruption, is aligned with the U.S. national 
security apparatus and develops a “masculine, futuristic geek” tech aesthetic. 
This exhibit trains audience members to fear  future cyberattacks as the digital 
equivalent of nuclear warfare, while encouraging faith in government agencies D
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to protect society from them. The Cyber Detectives exhibit, by contrast, uses 
low- tech analogs— including wooden keys as passwords and rotating dials to 
simulate cryptography—to depict the internet as a mechanical system that in-
dividual citizens can and should game and secure through routine practice. 
The third exhibit, Covert Operations, features internationally renowned art-
ists and deploys a revelatory and dystopian aesthetics characterized by a peda-
gogical overtone meant to shock viewers into questioning the overreach of 
surveillance technology. As is typical of the curatorial space of the museum, 
the aesthetic orientation of the three displays is transparent and easily intel-
ligible, supplemented by voiceovers, instructional text, or artists’ statements. 
And yet, as Bernal argues, the ability of audiences to step into any of  these 
orientations and seamlessly partake in their narratives suggests that the con-
tent of cybersecurity— including normative questions of what it is and should 
be—is as malleable as its form, making security aesthetics perhaps the key ter-
rain for contesting how our digital lives are managed.

Shifting from elusive digital security threats to immediately recognizable 
environmental dangers, from landslides and floods to  house hold accidents, 
Austin Zeiderman’s chapter shows how vulnerabilities calibrated through 
de cades of exposure have produced what he calls an endangered city. Con-
trasted with “danger,” which indicates the presence of a specific, identifiable 
threat, “endangerment” refers to “the more general condition of being threat-
ened,” even  after the concrete dangers that may have once placed lives at risk 
have subsided. Building on Bogotá’s housing agency’s own practice of sensory 
training— what it calls sensibilización— Zeiderman describes how a securitized 
urban citizenry is made through its response to public ser vice announcements 
and environmental security programs. As an effort to raise awareness, make 
the public conscious of risk, and train perceptions, sensibilización, Zeiderman 
shows, shapes the po liti cal terrain on which poor bogotanos occupying flood-  
and landslide- prone hillsides pursue state care, having to identify and perform 
their endangerment to secure benefits. In Bogotá, systems of social inclusion 
and exclusion are hence increasingly conditioned upon “individual and collec-
tive abilities to perceive and respond to signs of danger.”

Ieva Jusionyte considers security aesthetics less as a system of state provi-
sioning than as a tool of violent exclusion, studying how border enforcement 
maims immigrant bodies while concealing its very techniques of vio lence 
through facade embellishments, architectural design, and the weaponization 
of topography. The border fence in Nogales, Arizona, along the U.S.- Mexico 
border is thus depicted by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security as an 
“aesthetically pleasing” infrastructural deterrent to potential border crossers, 
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a means both of screening threats and building a national fortress. However, 
its  actual effect, Jusionyte shows, drawing from ethnographic research with 
emergency responders, is to push would-be border crossers  either into the 
deep desert, where they are more likely to suffer from dehydration or other en-
vironmentally induced illnesses, or over the top of the wall, where they suffer 
a range of injuries delivered by the tactical infrastructure that the wall and sur-
rounding terrain jointly constitute. Security aesthetics  here naturalizes injury 
as a feature of border life, concealing state- enforced environmental vio lence 
and rendering broken ankles and amputated fin gers signs of illegal entry— a 
civil offense less than a humanitarian disaster.

Whereas Jusionyte’s chapter focuses on futureproofing the U.S. border 
from the perceived threat of Central American and Mexican immigrants, Jon 
Car ter’s chapter turns to the everyday vio lence of Honduran neighborhoods, 
where the competing sovereignties of gangs and the militarized police compel 
youth to lie, hide, and sometimes flee north  toward the United States. Tracing 
the shifting security aesthetics of more than fifteen years of anti- gang polic-
ing, Car ter describes futureproofing as an art of survival premised on diff er ent, 
sometimes competing, forms of aesthetic  labor and display. Ranging from the 
retelling of public secrets to the construction of personal security archives and 
the utilization of scannable police uniforms, Car ter notes how the ability to 
read who is or is not police, gang, or both underpins an entire theater of secu-
rity practice. Semiotic ambiguity was not always the norm, though, as prior to 
the adoption of tough- on- crime Mano Dura policing policies in 2003, youth 
transformed their bodies into a semiotic surface for expressions of counter-
state security aesthetics, tattooing their  faces with gang insignia as an act of 
refusal. Dissimulation and concealment— and when that is not enough, flight 
out of the country— are the new techniques through which ordinary residents 
stage security, leading Car ter to turn ethnographic attention away from re sis-
tance and  toward resilience and deferred surveillance as the means by which 
communities pursue safety.

Rivke Jaffe’s chapter focuses on the sensorial politics of difference within 
don- controlled inner- city “garrisons” in Kingston, Jamaica. Examining how 
“Downtown” and “Uptown” Kingstonians— the former typically lower- income 
and darker in complexion than the latter— experience safety within  these spaces, 
Jaffe shows how differentiated uses of security aesthetics relate to the formation 
of distinct but overlapping po liti cal communities. Po liti cal and gang graffiti, 
party anthems, arrangements of bodies, manners of speaking and greeting, hand 
signals, preferred reggae or dancehall sounds, and (non)uses of street signage 
thus weave together styles of garrison aesthetics, a set of material- affective re-D
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lations not entirely dissimilar to  those of the military base to which the term 
originally referred. However, rather than associating  these aesthetic regimes 
only with feelings of fear, she emphasizes their function in generating positive 
sensations of safety, comfort, and familiarity for  those within shared commu-
nities of sense, and further considers how modifications in the environmental 
intensities of sound and heat can shift the atmosphere of security to welcome 
Uptowners into the more culturally “au then tic” Downtown. An analy sis of 
security aesthetics, Jaffe thus suggests, helps move beyond rigid categories of 
race or neighborhood hierarchy, while also highlighting the built environment 
as a more- than- material domain of security practice.

Remaining alert to the aesthetic order of the street, Zaire Z. Dinzey- Flores 
and Alexandra Demshock ask what security looks, sounds, and feels like in 
gentrifying Brooklyn, New York. They do so by examining how real estate 
property listings depict and rebrand historically black neighborhoods as “safe” 
for affluent, mostly nonblack families. Focusing on the narrative and picto-
rial staging of interior residential spaces, but refusing to separate  these more 
obvious strategies of interior design from the staging of neighborhoods, the 
authors consider how neighborhoods and their residents are arranged, or ga-
nized, and pictured as part of what they call “the furnishings of safety.” Just 
as a skilled stager might emphasize the original woodwork or iconic stone 
of an historic home, the reputation of “Do or Die Bed- Stuy”— the infamous 
name given to the once- gunfire- ridden- but- now- gentrifying neighborhood 
of Bedford- Stuyvesant—is not completely elided in neighborhood staging. 
Rather, real estate agents incorporate the neighborhood’s history into a pro-
cess of “narrative renovation” that invites would-be buyers to participate in 
neighborhood improvement while gaining the cultural cache of becoming an 
owner in a not- yet- discovered area. Through this and other aesthetic tech-
niques, such as “picturing quietness” and “creating pre- fab escape hatches,” 
real estate practice rests on racialized logics of public appearance and street 
order, but it spins them into lifestyle amenities perfectly suited to you, the 
self- conscious “American Gentrifier.”

Turning to a radically diff er ent staged space, Rachel Hall explores the re-
alist aesthetics of active- shooter drills executed in grade schools in the United 
States. Using the theatrical techniques of scripting, mise- en- scène, blocking, 
prop work, makeup, and improvisation, school boards willingly subject young 
 children to worst- case scenarios— replete with fake blood, live ammunition, and 
unknown “intruders”—as a means to prepare them for the real  thing. Noting 
how school drills have shifted from an older logistics paradigm, characteristic of 
the venerable fire drill, to an aesthetic one wherein students and teachers enter 
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the mimetic world of scenario play, Hall argues that active- shooter drills func-
tion in a performative space that is variably “world- reflecting” and “world- 
simulating.” That is, while they draw on references to an external real ity of gun 
vio lence, which justifies the need for the drills, they also operate by forcing 
students to “submit to experiential training in which they play the potential 
victims of  future acts of gun vio lence.” Calling into question the security logic 
that has led more than two- thirds of U.S. schools to subject their  children to 
an immersively traumatic experience, Hall challenges the aesthetics of the cur-
rent security ethos of preemption, noting how efforts to “harden”  children’s 
psyches in anticipation of the “real event” ignore the very real vio lence of the 
per for mance itself and instill a tragic sensibility in one of our most impor tant 
civic spaces.

Limor Samimian- Darash remains focused on the aesthetics of preemption 
in her chapter on the establishment of rules for Dual Use Research of Concern 
following a scientific lab’s successful transformation of h5n1 avian influenza 
virus into an aerosol possibly transmissible among  human beings. Tracing the 
ways in which the National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity  under the 
U.S. National Institutes of Health responded to the realization that biosecu-
rity threats could emerge within the scientific community, rather than from 
the outside, she describes a shift in the aesthetics of biosecurity from danger, 
premised on a list of known pos si ble threats, to risk— and, in parallel, from 
designing fortresses to screening threats. Yet  because potential uncertainties, 
in which threats are not typically predictable, had to be rendered perceptible 
in order to establish rules of regulatory oversight, uncertain threat potential 
was reduced to a list of pos si ble pathogenic outcomes. This produced an inher-
ent mismatch between the uncertain form of the threat and its tangible con-
ceptualization/visualization. Thus, while biosecurity protocols  were meant to 
capture the uncertain terrain of emergent scientific practice, they remained 
locked in a framework of danger premised on predictability and concrete form.

The absence of predictability serves as the starting point for AbdouMaliq 
Simone’s study of everyday life in Jakarta. Exploring a variety of experiential 
and experimental modes of living that he terms “standby,” Simone shows how 
rampant financialization and real estate speculation— along with competing 
systems of property inheritance and subdivision— have led to every thing from 
the search for means of daily waste disposal to the possession of something as 
seemingly permanent as land title to be governed by an array of shifting associa-
tions. Dominated by a pervasive sense of provisionality and an absence of clear 
logics of regulatory oversight, living in standby becomes an improvisational 
practice out of which “a sense of security is anchored in a certain insecurity.” D
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When lease agreements and infrastructures become open and temporally non-
durable, and where symbolic and aesthetic markers of the urban have ever- 
shifting spatial and po liti cal coordinates, standby marks a way of anticipating 
opportunities to align oneself with “architectures of possibilities,” or specific 
lines of association that make aggregated outcomes pos si ble but not predict-
able. Judgments of taste, Simone thus concludes of the conditions of “the urban 
majority,” are not about moral validity or aesthetic purity, but rather become a 
sorting mechanism for knowing when to follow a line or wait for another one.

Alejandra Leal Martínez, fi nally, explores the experiences of displacement 
among informal street vendors and parking attendants in a rapidly gentrifying 
area of Mexico City, where aesthetic consensus is both more consolidated and 
founded on sharper moral coordinates than in Simone’s Jakarta. Leal Martínez 
finds that a dominant middle- class security aesthetic premised on an absence 
of social mixing and orderly sightlines has masked longer- standing economic 
security concerns  behind the sheen of urban renewal proj ects— a transporta-
tion hub and mechanized parking meters. Asking how the disappearance of 
this older sense of security as a collective, common horizon has articulated 
with new urban securitization initiatives, she shows how a sanitized public 
plaza and sterile digital parking meters come to operate as signs of the city’s 
global publicness. But the reimagining of the city as a securitized fortress along 
 these lines also generates a new aesthetic paradox: the invisibilization of infor-
mal workers’ status as urban citizens means that compensation and support 
that might facilitate their transition into less “disorderly” professions can be 
read only as a wasted handout. Aesthetic purification, Leal Martínez notes, 
therefore cannot be articulated as anything but spatial cleansing, despite the 
public discourses of democ ratization and sustainable development driving it.
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The Aesthetics of  
Cyber Insecurity

Displaying the Digital  
in Three American  
Museum Exhibits

Victoria Bernal

Digital media raise new kinds of risks and new po liti cal questions about threats 
and security.  There are aspects of digital media that make digital threats quali-
tatively diff er ent from crimes such as shootings, hijackings, bombings, and 
other more familiar threat scenarios Americans have been sensitized to, par-
ticularly since 9/11. One difference is at the sensory, experiential level where 
digital media pose perceptual challenges. Understanding issues of security 
involving digital media is difficult for ordinary  people partly for aesthetic 
reasons. In this chapter I draw on the conceptualization of aesthetics put 
forward by D. Asher Ghertner, Hudson McFann, and Daniel M. Goldstein 
(this volume) where aesthetics provides a framework for considering sensory 
 experience (how something looks, sounds, and feels) and for attending to 
the kinds of sensibilities that are invoked by certain per for mances, objects, 
and signals. The three modalities of security aesthetics outlined by Ghertner 
et al.— designing fortresses, screening threats, and calibrating vulnerabilities— 
help to reveal what is and what is not distinct about security in relation to the 
digital. The focus of my analy sis is three American museum exhibits that deal 
with digital threats.

This chapter analyzes the overt repre sen ta tions and decodes the hidden 
cultural messages and values embedded in three exhibits: the Weapons of Mass 
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Disruption room at the International Spy Museum (hereafter “Spy Museum”) 
in Washington, DC; the Cyber Detectives Exhibit at the Tech Museum of In-
novation (hereafter “Tech Museum”) in San Jose, California; and the traveling 
art exhibit Covert Operations, which I saw displayed at the San Jose Art Mu-
seum in California (although it was originally curated by Claire Car ter at the 
Scottsdale Museum of Con temporary Art in Arizona). Given how entwined 
digital media are in  people’s daily lives, we might see discourses about digital 
threats as part of a sociotechnical imaginary that describes the world  people 
now inhabit and envisions pos si ble  futures. The three museum exhibits each 
use distinct aesthetic techniques to pre sent diff er ent narratives about the kinds 
of risks that should concern the public and to sensorily attune  people to respond 
to them.

Museums might not be the most obvious venues for exploring the digi-
tal, since they are an old institutional form that historically has been slow to 
embrace the cutting edge of art, culture, and technology. Clearly museums 
are institutions of power and knowledge; they are pedagogical (Bennett 1995) 
and po liti cal institutions (Anderson 1991). The museum has been criticized for 
“presenting itself as the guardian of a separate realm of aesthetic experience, a 
neutral space,” which “conceals its status as a po liti cal institution” that func-
tions to reproduce the status quo (Hinderliter et al. 2009, 10). Yet the museum 
can also be seen as “a form of organ ization for pos si ble social and cultural oper-
ations” (Hinderliter et al. 2009, 11). The museum itself constitutes an aesthetic 
form— one that is authoritative and elite. Museumgoers see exhibits on display, 
but the pro cesses of curation and administration, and the debates and politics 
 behind the decisions that produced the exhibits, are not vis i ble. To enter a 
museum is to enter a space and time separate from the quotidian, and this de-
contextualized experience where one becomes especially attuned to one’s own 
sense perception is part of what  people seek when they go  there.

As recent scholarship argues, aesthetics is not about abstract notions of 
beauty, nor is it purely about appearances; it is about how  people’s experiences 
of perception are related to norms and ethics, which contribute to the plea-
sure or discomfort they feel. Any aesthetic has a po liti cal dimension  because 
it references “the historical configuration of social and perceptual experience” 
(Hinderliter et al. 2009, 5). Jacques Rancière’s (2009) ideas about aesthetics 
as having to do with forms of visibility and intelligibility are pertinent to the 
proj ect of analyzing how digital threats and security are  imagined and experi-
enced, and how they are given substance and communicated to the public by 
the exhibits I consider  here. We might say, in other words, that  these exhibits 
help construct a par tic u lar, securitized “distribution of the sensible,” providing 
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“terms of sensibility” (Ghertner 2015, 127) and pos si ble conditions of consensus 
for reading and responding to digital threats.

Before analyzing the three museum exhibits, it is necessary to contextu-
alize their efforts to represent the digital by considering the perceptual and 
repre sen ta tional challenges posed by digital media, situating the exhibits in 
wider discussions of security and aesthetics, and considering what is distinct 
about questions of security and threat involving digital networks.

DIGITAL OPACITY, THE EXPERIENTIAL GAP, AND DIGITAL THREATS

The way  people usually experience digital media creates an illusion of privacy 
and safety.  People engage with their devices and their online accounts in ways 
that make them appear to be separate and compartmentalized when, in fact, 
openness and connectivity are characteristic of the network and fundamen-
tal to how the internet works. I think of this as “the experiential gap”  because 
 people are receiving deceptive sensory cues when using digital media. The illu-
sion may have become even more pronounced as smartphones and other per-
sonal devices have replaced public computers and internet cafes. The very term 
“personal” devices indeed suggests their discrete association with an individual. 
A text message or email one sends or receives appears to involve only the sender 
and the addressee. A person’s possession of the device and what they experience 
suggests that they alone see what is on their screen and that only the intended 
recipient knows what has been sent.  People relate to their devices as private 
and personal, and rarely does anything in their experience of digital media con-
tradict the feelings of security and confidentiality. One example of an experi-
ence that does contradict the feeling of privacy is when someone searches for 
something online and  later receives spam related to that search. In describing 
this experience, I have heard  people say it feels “creepy” and even “scary.” The 
creepiness and scariness of realizing one’s online activities may not be private 
shows the degree to which  people normally experience  these as if they  were 
confidential. While the 2013 revelations by Edward Snowden about the exten-
sive reach of government surveillance programs and the 2018 scandal revealing 
Cambridge Analytica’s lifting of tens of millions of Facebook profiles to try 
to sway the U.S. presidential election, in par tic u lar, informed the public that 
their digital lives actually are not private, this knowledge is purely intellectual 
and not something  people can actually perceive when using their devices.

Another distinctive  factor creating a sense of privacy and safety is what I 
term “the opacity of digital media.”  People see what is on their screens and the 
commands they execute, but they have no way of seeing what happens beyond 
or  behind the screen when, for example, they send an email or text message. 
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Most  people have very  little knowledge of how the internet works even as they 
rely on it  every day for many aspects of their lives. Their familiarity with digi-
tal media is largely confined to what they can see, hear, and touch, which has 
to do with the interfaces, applications, and hardware they use. The under lying 
codes, algorithms, and infrastructures are invisible and inaccessible to most 
 people (Langlois, Redden, and Elmer, 2015; Parks and Starosielski 2015). Digital 
media are thus opaque in that their inner workings and extensive networks are 
not something users encounter or learn about through their ongoing experi-
ences of using the media.

The experiential gap and digital opacity point to features of digital media 
that contrast with its celebrated features of interactivity and the empower-
ment associated with the decentralized participation it facilitates (Bernal 2014; 
 Papacharissi 2015; Rosen 2012). Considerations of digital aesthetics, moreover, 
have mainly focused on the quality and characteristics of digital images and 
sounds. Aesthetics, as Sean Cubitt (2008, 28) points out, demands a wider scope, 
but “digital aesthetics has the uncomfortable job of looking at many  things, 
from celnets to Internet governance, that simply cannot be seen or touched.”

With regard to cybersecurity, the situation is further complicated by the 
fact that digital harm is often imperceptible. An account or device may be 
hacked, yet the owner remains unaware. One’s data is collected (and perhaps 
shared, surveilled, or sold), but one still has it, and one experiences no change. 
Hacks, even  those involving millions of accounts, such as the massive 2014 
hack of Yahoo, which did not come to light  until 2016, commonly go unno-
ticed for years. Digital media thus sustain an illusion of security and privacy 
 because  there is no experience of intrusion, interruption, or any other sensory 
cue. The 2013 Snowden revelations about the U.S. government’s mass surveil-
lance programs showed that corporations and the state could collect and store 
information on Americans’ digital lives while  people remained totally unaware 
of the data the National Security Agency was stockpiling on them (Green-
wald 2015). One of the less recognized aspects of the Snowden revelations is 
that not only did Americans not know that the government was collecting 
their data; they did not know that many of  these kinds of digital capabilities 
even existed. They did not know that data could be intercepted at key transfer 
points or that devices could be turned on remotely or that someone could wit-
ness their keystrokes as they typed.

The experiential gap, the opacity of digital media, and the imperceptibility 
of harm to the average person mean that it largely falls to experts to determine 
the nature of digital threats and to explain the risks and pos si ble safeguards to 
the public. Screening threats and constructing security can never be a purely 
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technical  matter, however, regardless of how complex the technologies in-
volved. Thus, while Americans have been increasingly exposed to discourses 
about cybersecurity, what it is that poses a threat, who or what is to be secured, 
and by what means remain ambiguous and contentious. A coherent common 
sense about  these  matters has yet to be established. For example, the fbI casts 
encryption as a threat and talks of the dangers of “ going dark,” while Apple’s 
ceo Tim Cook, among  others, argues that encryption is a fundamental cor-
nerstone of security.

ANALOGIES, META PHORS, AND THE ELUSIVE DIGITAL

 There are inherent challenges in representing digital data and its circulation 
and storage. The lack of materiality makes repre sen ta tion through visual im-
agery problematic. In the aftermath of the Snowden revelations, for example, 
images of huge government buildings in the Utah desert used to store data 
became iconic symbols of mass surveillance.  These im mense and rather mys-
terious concrete forms seemed to suggest the  grand scale of the surveillance 
operations, portending an ominous gravity— their size communicating the 
weightiness of the  matter. Yet the image of  these buildings told  people very 
 little. In some sense the buildings could be seen as standing in for every thing 
the public does not know about the government’s data collection.

Cultural reference points and  legal ideas lag  behind digital developments, 
so government officials, journalists, tech experts, and scholars addressing issues 
of digital surveillance and security resort to diverse images and meta phors to 
bridge old and new in order to communicate digital  matters to the public. The 
images that have been invoked include  needles in haystacks, backdoors, read-
ing someone’s mail, peering into bathrooms, and leaving keys  under doormats. 
Many of  these images are reassuring in their simplicity. While U.S. government 
officials invoke the threat of terrorism to defend mass surveillance, famously 
using the rationale that “we need a haystack to find a needle,”  others see  these 
same actions as a threat to the public. One of the most alarming analogies 
comes from Bruce Schneier (2016, 3), who compares weakening encryption to 
poisoning restaurant goers:

Of course, criminals and terrorists have used, are using, and  will use en-
cryption to hide their planning from the authorities, just as they  will use 
many aspects of society’s capabilities and infrastructure: cars, restaurants, 
telecommunications. In general, we recognize that such  things can be used 
by both honest and dishonest  people. Society thrives nonetheless  because 
the honest so outnumber the dishonest. Compare this with the tactic of 
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secretly poisoning all the food at a restaurant. Yes, we might get lucky 
and poison a terrorist before he strikes, but  we’ll harm all the innocent 
customers in the pro cess. Weakening encryption for every one is harmful 
in exactly the same way.

 These rather ill- fitting analogies of searching haystacks—in fact the proverb 
holds that you  can’t find a needle  there— and eating in restaurants illustrate 
some of the conceptual imprecision and communicative challenges associated 
with questions of digital security.

Three significant museum exhibits have recently entered into this confusing 
and evolving societal conversation about what digital threats might look like and 
what exactly cybersecurity stands for. They each employ novel strategies to con-
front the aesthetic prob lems posed by representing the internet and associated 
threats, offering par tic u lar interpretations and experiences to the public. While 
Americans have been receiving diverse messages about  these issues from a range 
of official and unofficial sources in vari ous news media and tele vi sion shows, mu-
seums offer a particularly interactive and immersive experience of images, texts, 
objects, and sounds, building a type of security atmosphere that works sensorily 
as well as narratively on its audience (Turner and Peters 2015). The museum ex-
perience blends leisure, entertainment, and education. Each of the three exhib-
its I analyze pre sents a diff er ent view of digital threats and our digital lives, and 
they do so through distinct aesthetic repertoires and techniques.

The Cyber Detectives exhibit is impor tant not only for the unusual ap-
proach it takes to representing the digital, but  because it bills itself as the very 
first museum exhibit focused on cybersecurity. Located in Silicon Valley in 
the San Jose Tech Museum, the Cyber Detectives exhibit is within walking 
distance of the San Jose Art Museum where the Covert Operations exhibit, 
explored below, was displayed in 2015. The contrast between how  these two ex-
hibits, available to the same public, dealt with questions of security and digital 
media was striking and seemed to call for comparative analy sis. Before visiting 
 these two exhibits, I had already been intrigued by the Spy Museum’s drama-
tization of digital threats.  These three exhibits together reveal the diff er ent 
aesthetic renderings of opaque digital threats and the diff er ent po liti cal stakes 
of how security is rendered intelligible.

The three exhibits articulate diff er ent messages, employ diff er ent aes-
thetic approaches, and loosely represent par tic u lar perspectives. The Spy Mu-
seum conveys a U.S. government national security perspective, whereas the 
Tech Museum reflects Silicon Valley tech culture— both of which are deeply 
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 involved in questions of cybersecurity. The Covert Operations exhibit, how-
ever, reflects a critical artist perspective, an outsider, nonexpert view in relation 
to government and technology industries. One might also describe the three 
museums as devoted respectively to entertainment (the Spy Museum), science 
(the Tech Museum), and art (the Art Museum), although each museum com-
bines ele ments of all of  these curatorial ele ments. In terms of the modalities 
of security aesthetics addressed by Ghertner et al. (this volume), “calibrating 
vulnerabilities” is particularly dominant in the Spy Museum’s exhibit, while 
the Cyber Detectives exhibit creates experiences of “screening threats.” The 
modality of Covert Operations is one of calibrating vulnerabilities, but vul-
nerabilities constructed in very diff er ent ways than  those of the Spy Museum. 
The security aesthetics of “designing fortresses” is one that highlights what is 
distinct about digital security— its firewalls, antivirus protections, and other 
such fortifications are not physical barriers, and they are not vis i ble (except 
to coders), yet the vocabularies and meta phors around them do participate in 
clear regimes of security aesthetics. The convergence and divergence among 
the aesthetic techniques and narratives of the three exhibits reveal the com-
plex contours of strugg les over competing visions of digital security, as well 
as differing understandings of the pre sent world and the  future. I begin the 
analy sis with the Spy Museum, then explore the Cyber Detectives exhibit, be-
fore turning my focus to the art exhibit, Covert Operations.

CYBERWAR AND THE INTERNET AS WEAPON

The Spy Museum in Washington, DC, devotes one room to the twenty- first 
 century, and its theme is the weaponization of the internet, addressed  under the 
rubric “://Weapons of_Mass Disruption.” This exhibit thus posits digital threats 
as the major challenge of our  century and, through nuclear analogy, pre sents 
an apocalyptic view of the pos si ble  future. Joseph Masco’s (2014, 2) exploration 
of the culture of the American national security state argues that “counterter-
ror” following 9/11 has created an “unlimited space and time horizon for military 
state action” and “a world without borders, generating threats without limits.” 
Cyberspace lends itself to new scenarios of danger on an expansive scale  because 
it is already  imagined as borderless, global, and future- oriented, offering a per-
fect field for the development of such threat imaginaries. The exhibit’s immer-
sive experience is designed to cause visitors to recalibrate their sense of the scale 
and significance of digital threats and to foster feelings of vulnerability.

In the museum, the visitor arrives at the Weapons of Mass Disruption 
room only  after visiting the rest of the museum, having moved through a 
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series of chronological exhibits. Tony Bennett (1995, 179) eloquently criticizes 
this conventional “narrative machinery” of museums as designed so the “ide-
ologies of pro gress” and evolutionary narratives are “realized spatially in the 
form of routes that the visitor was expected— and often obliged—to complete.” 
To fully understand the vision of the twenty- first  century and digital media 
presented by the Spy Museum, it is helpful to first explore the context of the 
museum and the experience of its other exhibits. This museum, which opened 
in 2002, is a private institution, but its director and many of its key advisers 
are former government intelligence personnel. The museum’s director spent 
thirty- six years at the cIa. According to its “History and Mission” statement, 
the museum draws on experts in the “Intelligence Community,” and its list of 
advisers includes former directors of the fbI and the cIa.1

The Spy Museum’s stated aim is to “educate the public about espionage 
and intelligence in an engaging way.” Its mission statement asserts that the 
museum is “committed to the apo liti cal pre sen ta tion of the history of espio-
nage in order to provide visitors with nonbiased, accurate information.” It also 
claims to provide a “global perspective.” A former member of Rus sia’s kGb and 
a former member of Britain’s mI5 are also listed among the museum’s advis-
ers; however, the museum showcases the evolution of spying and intelligence 
largely from an American perspective. Exhibits are or ga nized chronologically, 
and one of the earliest artifacts one encounters is a 1777 letter written by 
George Washington. What “global” and “apo liti cal” mean in this context is 
suggested by a sign at the entry to the first exhibit hall, “School for Spies,” stat-
ing: “The skills you  will discover are timeless, shared by spies of  every land. . . .  
Learn them as if your life depended on it.  Because it may.” The museumgoer is 
thus invited to learn about spycraft as if training to become a spy. The sign also 
states that what is displayed in the museum are “not Hollywood inventions,” 
although the exhibits nonetheless include artifacts from James Bond movies 
and photographic stills from Get Smart, the 1960s tele vi sion comedy about spy-
ing.  These, along with the pretense that visitors are training to be spies, lend 
a playful ele ment to the pre sen ta tion. The dominant aesthetic of the museum 
halls is ultramodern and hi- tech, much more in keeping with a science mu-
seum than a history museum. The vis i ble materials are metallic, plastic, and 
glass, and the space has a spare, cold feel to it. It is a total environment;  there 
is no natu ral light, nor any  windows. Information and images are displayed on 
screens. In some sections it feels a bit like being inside a submarine or a space-
craft. If I had to coin a term for this aesthetic, I might call it “masculine fu-
turistic geek” to denote the fact that it is not just masculine, hard- edged, and 
slick, but also techie and intellectual, with a hint of sci-fi. This interior design 
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asserts a claim to power, authority, and the  future. We, the museumgoers, are 
 there to learn, to be guided through the rarified knowledge of spies.

Much of the spying and code- breaking the museum covers took place dur-
ing  actual wars, yet the focus of the exhibits is not on weapons and destruc-
tion, but rather on the intricate techniques and technologies of espionage, 
intelligence gathering, encryption, and code- breaking.  These are illustrated 
with real artifacts used by spies, such as fake beards, bugging devices, and cam-
era watches. The focus shifts abruptly in the final twenty- first- century room, 
which is devoted to the digital age. The first  thing a visitor encounters is the 
title of the room, “://Weapons of_Mass Disruption.” This phrase has been used 
by the Department of Defense in reference to the internet (Lawson 2013). As 
this title indicates, the exhibit pre sents the internet as a battleground and 
weapon of war. The aesthetics of this label itself is in ter est ing for the way it 
combines nuclear- related text with symbols associated with the internet, a fus-
ing of the fear of fission onto cyberspace. The nuclear analogy of the room’s 
title is made more explicit in the exhibit description: “In  earlier de cades, we 
feared nuclear war,” but “ today computer networks in our homes, businesses 
and government are key targets for infiltration, espionage, and attack. . . .  
Cyberspace has become a battleground for the military, terrorists and spies.” 
The exhibit accords  little attention to the issues of secrecy, cryptography, sur-
veillance, and leaking associated with information technologies, even though 
such issues are more in line with the museum’s focus on spycraft and intelli-
gence and more in keeping with the rest of the museum’s exhibits.

To communicate its vision of digital threats, the twenty- first- century ex-
hibit has to contend not only with the difficulty of representing cyberspace 
and digital networks, but also with portraying events that have not yet hap-
pened. The other exhibits in the museum are historical, or ga nized around ar-
tifacts from the past, but this room is engaged in anticipating  future threats. 
The exhibit ends up relying heavi ly on spoken narrative. The dominant fea-
ture is a video of “top experts,” many of them current and former government 
officials, talking about the destructive threat posed by pos si ble cyberattacks to 
infrastructures and to American life as we know it. The exhibit also displays 
a large map of the United States depicting the power grid, above which glow-
ing letters pose the question: “Could power lines turn into  battle lines?” (see 
Figure 1.1). For reasons unclear to me, but perhaps suggestive of the difficulty 
of illustrating the scenario of cyberwar with existing artifacts, the exhibit fea-
tures several items from the James Bond film Skyfall (2012). Another artifact on 
display is a laptop said to have belonged to a notorious hacker. Yet, seeing an 
ordinary (dated) laptop tells the visitor nothing about the methods and skills 
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of hackers or about the workings of digital networks. This is an example of 
digital opacity— what one sees of and on a digital device is only a surface that 
does not provide clues to the capabilities it possesses.

Texts in the exhibit state that rampant looting and anarchy would break 
out in mere days  were a cyberattack on infrastructure to cause electrical out-
ages and shortages of goods. It is significant that, in this scenario, part of the 
danger Americans face is from what their fellow citizens would do in an emer-
gency. Through constructing a chain reaction of  human chaos, the internet is 
presented as a weapon of mass destruction that can quickly cause the collapse 
of American society. To heighten the sense of danger, the room suddenly goes 
completely dark at one point to simulate the experience of a cyberattack on 
the power grid. While the authoritative threat narrative of the video and refer-
ences to “weapons” and “ battle lines” are narratively alarming, the simulated 
attack attempts to overcome the experiential gap by supplying what is usually 
lacking where digital threats are concerned— something that can be directly 
experienced through the senses. This is an aesthetic of vulnerability, conveyed 
via an enveloping atmosphere intended to affectively jar the museumgoer. As 
the nuclear analogy suggests, fear of attack is not new to Americans. This ex-
hibit is not creating a condition of fear where none existed; it is sounding the 

Figure 1.1 Weapons of Mass Disruption exhibit at the International Spy Museum, 
Washington, DC.
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alarm about a new vector of vulnerability, a new kind of attack to fear by draw-
ing upon a reserve of latent fear of unpredictable threats.

Clearly, the Spy Museum is partly, perhaps primarily, about entertain-
ment, and being momentarily submerged in darkness can provide a thrill or 
at least a surprise. Yet the need for drama and entertainment value is not suf-
ficient to account for the exhibit’s overall focus on a catastrophic cyberattack. 
 There is  little emphasis on dramatic war scenarios in the  earlier rooms that 
cover periods of  actual warfare. In fact, a  whole room is devoted to Bletchley 
Park, Alan Turing, and code- breaking, all of which can be seen as anteced-
ents to the development of computing.  These  earlier exhibits also foreground 
intelligence— both in the sense of information gathering and  human inventive-
ness. Yet  these narratives are not drawn forward into the twenty- first- century 
room. Visitors are instead presented with the specter of a cyberattack on the 
United States and a vision of the internet as a dangerous weapon analogous 
to an atomic bomb. The content of the exhibit, moreover, makes clear that 
government experts have the impor tant knowledge about threats and security. 
 There is no encouragement of any form of agency on the part of museumgoers.

When I visited the exhibit in 2014,  there was no mention of cybersecurity, 
nor of any other mea sures ordinary  people might take to avert the dooms-
day scenario presented. The spycraft skills and techniques showcased in the 
 earlier exhibits are not referenced. Ultimately the exhibit hails the viewer 
as a par tic u lar kind of securitized citizen, one whose sense of vulnerability 
is recalibrated in light of a potentially catastrophic  future— and one who is 
expected to have faith that government experts can avert this  future, if given 
the power to do so.

DIGITAL LOGICS AND PUZZLES

Spies and detectives have much in common, but the Cyber Detectives exhibit 
at the San Jose Tech Museum pre sents digital threats and cybersecurity in ways 
that contrast sharply with the aesthetics and narratives of Weapons of Mass 
Disruption. Cyber Detectives, which opened in 2015, bills itself as the first in-
teractive exhibit on cybersecurity.2 The Tech Museum exhibit is optimistic 
in its overall tenor, quite unlike the ominous atmosphere and warnings about 
cyberattacks offered by the Spy Museum. Significantly, the Cyber Detectives 
exhibit engages visitors in hands-on prob lem solving that foregrounds  human 
agency and is designed to materialize aspects of the internet that are normally 
invisible. For the most part, it does so through specially designed analog arti-
facts that illustrate under lying princi ples of digital technology. Through anal-
ogous experience, the exhibit uses a mechanical style to overcome ele ments of 
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the experiential gap and the opacity of digital media, but in  doing so reduces 
abstract and systems- based risks into discrete, almost game- like objects.

Screens are barely pre sent in the exhibit; it is as if the audience has stepped 
through to the world  behind the screen, experiencing the princi ples and seeing 
the mechanisms by which computers and the internet work. The game- like 
environment makes sense given its target audience, which is more school- age 
than adult. Aesthetically, this is communicated in part by the way displays are 
labeled—in very large letters on brightly colored backgrounds. The method is 
generally one of learning by  doing, as compared to receiving knowledge im-
parted by the authoritative voices of experts, as in the Spy Museum exhibit 
discussed above. The spirit of play is built up through interactive exhibits that 
take the form of puzzles or prob lems to be solved.

The exhibit physically shares with the Spy Museum a lack of any natu ral 
light, but without evoking the same feeling of enclosure. The space is much 
more open, with a very high ceiling, and the visitor moves freely from one 
station to another in a large area according to preference, rather than via the 
more curated, winding path through consecutive rooms found in the Spy 
Museum. The game- like experience of the Tech Museum exhibit is further en-
hanced through the scoring system visitors are offered based on tasks accom-
plished. Stations within the exhibit invite the visitor to accomplish par tic u lar 
tasks by manipulating physical objects. The first station one encounters upon 
entering teaches about the internet as a system. It consists of physical game 
pieces labeled “routers,” “servers,” and “firewalls” on a display  table that lights 
up to show the connections between the pieces when they are placed on the 
board (see Figure 1.2). The lights indicate  whether the data traveling between 
two pieces is corrupt. The goal is to get the system design configured so that it 
is interconnected but protected by firewalls.

This introduction to the internet offers a distinctly low- tech, 1980s- 
gameboard- like aesthetic. It eschews any form of technophilia, runs completely 
 counter to the lure of flashy consumer goods like smartphones or tablet com-
puters, and avoids any aura of awe about the won ders of computers. The museum 
materializes cyberspace, making it hands-on while also devoid of precious, 
fragile, or possibly intimidating technology. Throughout the exhibit, many 
objects are made of wood, a familiar and organic substance inviting tactile en-
counter and fiddling. In the router game, firewalls must be placed to reduce 
vulnerabilities, but  here, like in the rest of the exhibit,  there is no threat sce-
nario,  enemy, or danger other than “corrupt data.” While the exercise is explic-
itly about screening threats, the nature of the threat is presented in technical, 
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even benign terms. In some sense the threat comes from within, from the risks 
created by bad or faulty design.

The curator and developer of the exhibit, Michelle Maranowski, in a radio 
interview, says the exhibit has two goals: “to empower our guests with the tools 
to be safe online” and “to introduce our visitors to the idea of cybersecurity 
as a  career” (Maranowski 2015). Maranowski has a degree in electrical engi-
neering and has worked in Silicon Valley since 1997. What I experienced as 
games, she describes as “training,” explaining that visitors assume the role 
of a new cybersecurity professional and enter “the training zone,” where they 
learn skills, before entering “the mission zone,” where they  will apply them. 
This contrasts with the Spy Museum, where,  after learning the tools and tech-
niques of spycraft, the visitor is confronted with a digital threat scenario in 
which what they have seen (camera wristwatches, fake beards, and shoes with 
secret compartments)  will be of no use.

Surprising to me is that Maranowski does not mention in the above inter-
view the creative analog displays that are the most distinctive feature of Cyber 

Figure 1.2  Server display at the Cyber Detectives exhibit, Tech Museum of Innovation, 
San Jose, California. Photo graph by author.



46

V
IC

To
R

IA
 B

ER
N

A
L

Detectives. One such station, Creating Code, represents the way computer pro-
gramming works as a series of commands. The visitor confronts a machine- like 
wooden contraption whose vari ous moving parts can be coordinated to propel 
a ball from start to finish. The visitor must set speeds and timing, choosing the 
right commands in the right sequence to get the contraption to complete the 
task. This involves step- by- step logic and trial and error to get every thing config-
ured correctly. In the pro cess, it reveals the kind of precision that is needed when 
writing code  because a computer follows your commands, not your intentions.

The exhibit’s open, colorful, free- flowing design and use of game- like ma-
terials creates an aesthetic very diff er ent from the hi- tech, futuristic, hard- 
edged atmosphere at the Spy Museum. In contrast to the dark room, closed 
space, and aesthetic sense of unknown and unknowable vulnerability that 
engulfs and dwarfs the visitor in the Weapons of Mass Disruption room, the 
interactivity of the Cyber Detectives exhibit foregrounds the  human, bringing 
the scale of the internet down and breaking it up into diff er ent components 
that can be manipulated. This gives the visitor a sense of control over technol-
ogy, rather than being at its mercy. Where the temporality of the Spy Museum 
is pro gress oriented, futuristic (even when presenting historical artifacts), and 
predictive, the temporality of Cyber Detectives is the now. Visitors work their 
way through a series of hands-on experiences that need not follow a par tic u-
lar order, each involving diff er ent information and skills, but all set si mul ta-
neously in the time frame of the pre sent.

At the Cryptography: Secure Exchange station the visitor is invited to 
“hack a secret message.”  Here,  there are a series of large wooden dials that one 
can rotate in order to decode messages. Texts of the exhibit explain “symmet-
ric” and “asymmetric” cryptography and how public and private keys work. 
One of the examples is called a “Cardon Grille,” which the sign explains is an 
example of steganography, where holes in the grill reveal a secret message in 
a text. “Rail Fence” is an example of what they label a “transposition cipher,” 
while “Caesar Cipher” is a substitution cipher. Significantly, although this ex-
hibit teaches the concepts under lying digital encryption, it mentions noth-
ing about end- to- end encryption or cell phone data, which have been hotly 
debated particularly in relation to the 2015 shooting in San Bernardino, which 
led to a standoff between Apple and the fbI. This omission may be  because the 
exhibit was designed prior to the 2015 controversy and has not been updated, 
but it is also consistent with the way digital technology is decontextualized 
and depoliticized throughout the exhibit.

It is, thus, impor tant to consider not only what the exhibit shows, but 
what is not addressed.  There is nothing about politics, rights, war, or terror-
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ism in the exhibit. Since the exhibit appeals to youth, it is surprising that it also 
makes no mention of digital privacy issues or sexting. An area called Passwords 
and Picking includes several stations, one of which involves a  giant wooden lock 
and key, with wooden pins that visitors must manipulate to rekey the lock. The 
exhibit explains that “a key is similar to a password.” I could not figure out how to 
work the wooden pins to rekey the lock, and a museum docent showed me and 
my companion how to do it. He then remarked, “Now I need your names to send 
to the fbI. We are creating criminals  here.” This informal, joking comment was 
the only  thing encountered in the exhibit that raised the issue of government 
surveillance, an issue of increasing national and international concern.

One of the most elaborate features of Cyber Detectives is a group of four 
small rooms set up as offices where the visitor is given a mission to solve hack-
ing prob lems by following vari ous clues. A video says “welcome to cyberattack 
simulation center” and explains that a “vicious series of cyberattacks” have oc-
curred on a recycling com pany and your mission is to stop them and identify 
“the criminals.” Hackers are simply described as “criminals” in contrast to the 
Spy Museum, where hackers  were presented as terrorists or dangerous enemies. 
In the interview mentioned  earlier, Maranowski (2015) explains that the missions 
are based on  actual events and designed to depict four basic kinds of attack: es-
pionage, sabotage, social engineering, and financial hacks. In talking about such 
hackers, she says, “I call them criminals,” and she refers several times to “good 
guys” and “bad guys,” a reference that evoked for me a simpler, childish world 
of tele vi sion Westerns and apo liti cal outlaws. “Bad guys” in this view are not a 
looming, amorphous, catastrophic threat of the twenty- first  century but merely 
a fact of life, part of the mundane world that contains both good and bad.  These 
are the perspectives on display in the mission zone of the exhibit.

Significantly, “the victim” of the hacking is a corporation, but not just 
any corporation; its business is recycling, so it is clearly a “good guy.” Using 
skills gained in the training zone, and following clues and hints in each room 
(guided also by a recorded voice that ensures each visitor  will succeed), the 
visitor solves the prob lem and gets the recycling com pany  running again. 
One mission starts with the report that “criminals have installed malware” on 
Acme Recycling, which is interfering with the factory’s operation. We must 
search a computer for malware. As an inside joke perhaps, the malware, we 
 later discover, is named “stucksnet,” an echo of Stuxnet, the infamous U.S. 
government malware that was used to attack Iran’s nuclear plant.

For  these missions, the museum creates an immersive environment that 
places the visitor in a simulated real- world situation with a domestic aesthetic. 
You do not enter a hi- tech command center with glossy computer screens. 
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Each mission is instead contained in a room set up to look like someone’s very 
ordinary and homey office with a computer on a desk, some books on a shelf, 
and a photo graph on the desk. The digital world of the internet is not experi-
enced as a  grand, futuristic presence, but is rather integrated as one facet of 
a familiar, workaday environment. The simulated offices are given a personal 
feeling and individualized through vari ous accessories. On one desk  there is a 
photo graph of a pet chihuahua named Jorge, and “Jorge” turns out to be the 
password that works to access the computer. The computers in  these rooms 
are not  really operational; they are set up to display only specific information 
related to the mission. In another room “banking information has been sto-
len,” and your mission is to “save the com pany from having its money stolen.” 
Since  these rooms are designed to depict con temporary life, they contain ex-
cess cultural information not directly relevant to cybersecurity. One includes 
an unfortunate gender ste reo type, in which a  woman customer calls the bank 
to complain about not being able to pay for a pedicure.

One of the other rooms features a desk on which the visitor sees a framed 
photo of a man who looks South Asian. The desktop computer displays a 
screen saver that to me looked like a photo of the Blue Mosque in Istanbul. 
 Whether this was meant to suggest that “good guys” could be brown skinned 
and Muslim, or  whether we are meant to see the mosque image as put  there by 
the hacker, is not clear. Another desk is decorated in the style of a Silicon Val-
ley techie, featuring books on ste reo typical Bay Area leisure interests: coffee, 
 whales, and hiking.

Cyber Detectives represents the internet as a logical system, presenting 
challenges and puzzles that are solvable through  human ingenuity. It takes a 
novel approach through specifically designed artifacts that represent in  simple, 
physical terms the way networks are or ga nized, how code works, and some of 
the methods used to infiltrate systems and to secure digital data. The experi-
ence makes technology and digital threats unintimidating, in part through 
a low- tech, small- scale, and even homey, aesthetic. However, the exhibit ap-
proaches digital technology in a way that decontextualizes it from any social, 
po liti cal, or ethical issues or questions. The exhibit achieves its goal of em-
powerment, but its approach to empowerment is individualistic rather than 
social. This may reflect the neoliberal and even libertarian culture of Silicon 
Valley. In the interview mentioned above, curator Maranowski (2015) asserts 
that “as a user I have to be careful,” reflecting a view of cybersecurity that 
places responsibility on the individual rather than on tech developers or gov-
ernment regulators. The museum’s webpage about the exhibit says, “We are 
each responsible for protecting our own digital lives.” Also on the webpage, 
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 under the title “Exploring Ethics and Cyber Security,” are several links relating 
to issues of encryption and surveillance. However,  these links take you off the 
museum’s website to a Santa Clara University website, and  there is no mention 
of  these issues in the museum exhibit itself.

Depicting hackers as bad guys while setting up a corporation as the good 
guy/victim is a po liti cal choice, but  there is no acknowl edgment within the 
exhibit of any conflict or debates about digital technologies. Visitors are told 
nothing about the politics of digital rights, surveillance, the war on terror, or 
digital privacy. The digital risks or threats that are included in the exhibit are 
simply posed by “corrupt data” and “criminals.” This is striking given that the 
exhibit opened two years  after the 2013 Snowden revelations, which showed 
that corporations and the U.S. government  were engaged in massive, secret 
digital data collection on average Americans.

The art exhibit Covert Operations was inspired in part by issues of govern-
ment secrecy, and the form and content of its messages about digital threats 
pre sent a sharp contrast with the security aesthetics of the Spy Museum and 
the Tech Museum.

SECURITY, POWER, AND VIO LENCE

Covert Operations was inspired, according to the blurb on its cata log, by the 
aftermath of 9/11 and seeks to pursue “the complicated intersection of free-
dom, security, secrecy, power and vio lence” (Car ter 2014). It begins, therefore, 
by acknowledging the role of politics in the exhibit, something neither the Spy 
Museum nor the Tech Museum exhibits do. It also locates itself in a par tic u lar 
social, historical temporality— that of post-9/11 Amer i ca. Covert Operations 
features the work of thirteen international artists “who have collected and re-
vealed unreported information on subjects ranging from classified surveillance 
to terrorist profiling, narcotics trafficking to ghost detainees, and nuclear 
weapons to drone strikes.” Based on this framing, one can juxtapose it with the 
Weapons of Mass Disruption exhibit, which likewise is engaged with a post-9/11 
America- under- threat, yet one framed from the perspective of the cIa, the fbI, 
and other intelligence experts. In contrast to the ways the Spy Museum’s exhibit 
assumes the viewpoint of U.S. intelligence, and with how the Tech Museum’s 
exhibit depoliticizes digital technologies, the San Jose Art Museum’s exhibit 
starts with the issues of government secrecy and power. While “information” 
is mentioned in the cata log blurb, digital media is not. Yet the digital has a 
strong place in the exhibit  because of the subject  matter addressed and also 
 because some of the artists work in that medium. Unlike the other two mu-
seum exhibits described above, which do not have an associated publication, 
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the cata log of Covert Operations is a large- format book of 124 pages that, along 
with images of the artwork, includes several essays that contextualize the proj-
ect (Car ter 2014). Before turning to the visitor experience of the exhibit, I ana-
lyze  these texts.

The foreword to the cata log states: “This exhibition and publication focus 
on the time period  after 9/11 and consider the methods, results, difficulties and 
limitations encountered by government agencies and private individuals to 
maintain safety and security” (Rod gers 2014, 9). It explains that the artists use 
“techniques that duplicate and/or parallel  those deployed by governmental 
agencies to cover and uncover information” and notes that “ every day, we hear 
new information about how we in the United States are involved in elaborate 
webs of misinformation and deception” (Rod gers 2014, 9, 10). In the prologue, 
curator Claire Car ter begins by referencing geopolitics, the Cold War, and the 
threat of nuclear war as setting the stage for many of the artworks in Covert 
Operations. She mentions global superpowers’ “increasingly sophisticated use 
of media, surveillance and government misinformation” (Car ter 2014, 13). Im-
mediately following the prologue is a two- page photo spread showing the Twin 
Towers on 9/11, with one tower burning as the second plane nears impact. Fol-
lowing this is Car ter’s essay, “Bearing Witness: Freedom, Security and Vio-
lence  after 9/11,” in which she writes that the artwork arises from the artists’ 
“insistence upon civil rights protections, transparency, open government and 
adherence to  human rights” (Car ter 2014, 19).

Car ter’s essay discusses several of the artworks while contextualizing them 
with detailed explanations of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of 
 Human Rights, the Geneva Conventions, and the U.S. Freedom of Informa-
tion Act and the Patriot Act, including references to major court decisions and 
quotes from The 9/11 Commission Report. Car ter (2014, 21) writes that “ every ef-
fort has been made to verify the authenticity of the artists’ information; no 
research was taken at face value. Works . . .  that conflate historical facts and 
fictional narratives . . .   were excluded.” Such truth claims are rather unusual 
for an art exhibit. It is clear that Covert Operations aims to educate view-
ers about issues of security, surveillance, and state power. Cumulatively, the 
art in the exhibit suggests a dystopian world of hypersurveillance, borderless 
and lawless U.S. militarism, and government secrecy in relation to the public, 
a world that is deeply entwined with digital technology. In some ways this 
exhibit is kindred to the proj ect of this volume, concerned to explore “how se-
curity looks, sounds, and feels.” Art contains a reflexivity about repre sen ta tion 
that may facilitate a critical perspective. The standpoint of the artist looking 
at the world that comes through in Covert Operations contrasts with the 
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scientific orientation of the Tech Museum or the expert perspective of the Spy 
Museum, where  things are presented as self- evident, impartial, and unfiltered 
by any perspective. At the simplest level, the art museumgoer is made aware 
of the existence of diff er ent perspectives by the label accompanying each piece 
identifying the artist who made it.

Covert Operations is comprised of thirty- seven distinct artworks by thir-
teen diff er ent artists. One result of this is that the experience is less immersive 
than  either Weapons of Mass Disruption or Cyber Detectives, where a uni-
fied vision is presented throughout. As staged by the San Jose Museum of Art, 
 there was nothing distinctive or unusual in the way Covert Operations was 
presented as an art exhibit. It followed the conventional, neutral art museum 
format where the visitor moves through a series of galleries in which the vari-
ous artworks are displayed, an aesthetic that gives prominence to the artwork 
itself rather than to its surroundings. The galleries feel light and airy with high 
ceilings, wooden floors, and white walls. In one sense, the dominant aesthetic 
of the experience is that of any con temporary art museum: a safe, serene, elite 
space that requires no vigilance on the part of visitors, freeing them to lose 
sense of their immediate surroundings as they allow themselves to be drawn 
into works of art.

Upon entering the exhibit, my attention is immediately drawn to the 
bright and moving lights on a large installation of industrial- style electronic 
signage arcing from the wall to the floor. Its led lights display circulating mes-
sages in red, white, and blue. The scale and form of the signs as well as the 
brightness of the display and its continuous scroll suggest it has an impor tant 
and up- to- date message. I strugg le to read the messages, but the letters flash by 
and, although I can make out words, I am not able to follow the sentences they 
form or find the meaning of their content.  Later, in the exhibit cata log I read 
that in making this piece, titled Ribs, Jenny Holzer used source material from 
declassified U.S. government documents, but broke up the texts into fragments. 
The cata log copy states that “by dematerializing official documents into the elec-
tronic signals interpreted by a computer and pushed through an led sign, Holzer 
further dispersed their content” (Car ter 2014, 60). Figure 1.3 shows this disper-
sal at work, depicting snippets of text whose banality is rendered eerie through 
word repetition and the installation’s radiating effect. Considering this work in 
light of how its content was made, it seems to me that it performs a kind of 
 Marshall McLuhan demonstration where the medium is the message, prompting 
the viewer to reflect on how messages get their meaning or their authority.

While still in the first gallery of the exhibit, suddenly the hushed ambi-
ance in which I and other museumgoers are contemplating the art is eerily 
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broken by a loud series of bell chimes. This aural disruption, I  later learn, is 
from David Gurman’s piece, The Nicholas Shadow (the title relates to an image 
of St. Nicholas on the bell). The artist has set up a huge bell to ring on the hour, 
chiming once for  every civilian casualty in Iraq that day thus far. It is quite 
literally a death toll. The death count is updated hourly based on data accessed 
from the website Iraq Body Count (www . iraqbodycount . org) by a computer 
that also controls the bell. The chimes of the bell, by reaching the audience di-
rectly through the senses, communicate the losses in a way that is more power-
ful than statistics. In the museum, the way that sound carries across the rooms 
interrupts the separate space in which each artwork in turn holds the viewer’s 
attention while they tune every thing  else out. Once  every hour, the sound of 
the bell dominates and changes the atmosphere.

One could compare this experience to the sudden darkness in the Spy 
Museum. As in that experience, the ele ment of surprise is significant. In the 

Figure 1.3 Jenny Holzer, Ribs (2010): eleven LED signs with blue, red, and white 
diodes. Image reproduced from Car ter (2014, 61).

http://www.iraqbodycount.org
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Art Museum, it is mysterious  because viewers may hear the chimes before they 
have reached the bell itself. When I heard it, it sounded vaguely to me like 
an alarm of some kind, a warning signal that someone had gotten too close 
to a piece of art or opened an emergency exit door perhaps. And perhaps it 
is meant to sound an alarm. This work does not make the workings of digital 
technology less opaque. However, it uses digital data to create a sensual, aural 
experience that physically conveys to us information that is hidden or oft- 
ignored, information that even when known may be difficult to fully perceive 
or feel. The cata log notes on this piece state that “the designer, technologist 
and installation artist David Gurman specializes in visualizing data” (Car ter 
2014, 64).

Several artworks are concerned with technologies’ visual and data- gathering 
capabilities, addressing drones, satellites, and surveillance cameras. Other works 
address vari ous forms of data, record- keeping, and documentation. Taryn 
Simon’s photographic series An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar in-
cludes an image of transatlantic undersea cables reaching land in New Jersey. 
The photo graph shows industrial flooring and walls with five big cables com-
ing up through the floor. This photo graph, as Simon’s title states, makes vis i ble 
the “hidden and unfamiliar” infrastructure of digital networks that rely on 
physical cables that traverse the globe. The photo thus materializes the in-
ternet for the viewer, showing how it is bound to the earth and, particularly 
for the American viewer, how the internet is physically bound to the nation 
(the photo is part of an “American Index,” and the label tells the viewer that 
the photo graph was taken in New Jersey). This image can be seen as working 
against the opacity of digital media, revealing its material dimension. Another 
photo graph in this series shows a church, which the label explains is part of 
a U.S. military set used for simulations of urban combat (see Figure 1.4). The 
next photo is a computer- generated image showing the same church with a 
burning car in front and terrorists aiming guns at civilians (see Figure 1.5). The 
effect of viewing  these two images is disturbing, suggesting  either that  there is 
no safety anywhere, no line between civilian settings and  battle zones, or more 
likely that the U.S. government views the world in terms of threat potentials 
and worse- case scenarios. In this latter sense, the viewer, through the images, 
is getting a chance to see  things through the militaristic, hypersecuritized lens 
of the state, where what appears to be an innocent scene must always be read 
as waiting for an imminent attack.

“Camera Room, New Mexico, 2007” is part of David Taylor’s series about 
the U.S. border, Working the Line. It is a poster- sized photographic print show-
ing the inside of an office that is clearly conducting surveillance. Only one 
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person is vis i ble, a man working at a desk off to one side. Computer screens 
dominate the image. Fourteen screens are arrayed in two rows across one wall 
of the office, each displaying a diff er ent, presumably live image, while another 
 giant screen looms in the corner, overshadowing the man at the desk. We see 
him from the back, looking at four screens that occupy his desk, and we see 
three more digital screens displaying data and video feeds on another desk in 
the foreground. The room has no win dows and most of the light in the room 
comes from the digital brightness of the screens. What we see is digital sur-
veillance in practice, the visual data being streamed into this office on all of 
 these screens suggests the power and ubiquity of surveillance. Just as Simon’s 
piece showing the threatened church indicates how public and state percep-
tions of threats are engineered,  here the  actual mechanics of threat screen-
ing are shown in all their scary won der. Yet we also see the screens and the 
work of surveillance as oppressive and dehumanizing to the surveillor. He is 
the lone, isolated  human presence in this room, dwarfed by the technology that 
surrounds him. Thinking of this office in relation to  those depicted in Cyber De-
tectives’ simulations, we see how the aesthetics of the office contains a narrative 
about technology, threats, and humanity. In Cyber Detectives, one senses a 
 human presence, even though no worker was pre sent. The digital threat  there 
is specific and easily handled, allowing the resumption of office normality. In 
Taylor’s image, by contrast, we see a disturbing new normal where the threat 
is unspecified and ubiquitous, requiring constant surveillance everywhere and, 
what is worse, where the pursuit of security produces a miserable life. Taylor’s 
image suggests a dystopian digital  future, but as the title reminds us, it is al-
ready  here in “Camera Room, New Mexico, 2007.”

Entering another gallery of the exhibit one sees a large white wall covered 
with columns of text, long lists that make no sense. They are in alphabetical 
order. If you happen to look at the D’s, they begin with “Dark Tea, Darwin, Data 
Clarity, Data Detective, Data Logic/RDS, Data Mining Suite, Data Serfer, Data 
Surveyor, Dataminer 3D, Datamite, Datascope, Datasurferplus, . . .” The D’s 
end with “Dreamland.” This is Trevor Paglen’s work Code Names, 2007– Pre sent. 

Figure 1.4 (opposite, top) Taryn Simon, “World Church of God,” Simulation 
Military operations on Urban Terrain (MoUT), Fort Campbell, Kentucky (2007). 
Image reproduced from Car ter (2014, 97).

Figure 1.5 (opposite, bottom) Taryn Simon, Military operations on Urban Terrain, 
Virtual Simulation, MetaVR, Brookline, Mas sa chu setts (2007). Image reproduced 
from Car ter (2014, 97).
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On seeing it, the viewer is confronted first by the sheer mass of material, the 
number of diff er ent names, and then, on closer inspection, by the strangeness 
of the names and phrases themselves, like “Crew Valiant,” “Eelpot,” “Moon 
Smoke,” and “Omnidex.” The  grand size of the work gives the viewer a sense of 
the vast scale of covert government action, while the individual names invoke 
the mystery and secrecy that shrouds  these programs. The knowledge that the 
government is working  behind the scenes to maintain the status quo or pro-
tect the nation might,  under some circumstances, be reassuring. But confront-
ing the enormity of the hidden realms and the eeriness of the strange language 
has the opposite effect. The encounter is unsettling, seeming to contradict or 
belittle one’s quotidian knowledge of the world through the evidence of this 
other unknown real ity.

Even where the names make some kind of sense (“Geotagger,” “Outlaw 
Hunter,” “Pathfinder”), the viewer is prompted to won der what  these code 
names stand for. What activities  were carried out by the U.S. government 
 under “Granite Sentry,” “Indigo Serpent,” or “Looking Glass”? The exhibit 
label explains that the work is based on years of research and “includes the 
2013 release of classified material by National Security Agency private contrac-
tor Edward Snowden.” Paglen’s work could be understood as another form of 
data visualization, translating knowledge about secret programs into a  simple, 
power ful form: black text on a white background, which through its orderly 
alphabetized columns mimics the aesthetic and orga nizational form of a bu-
reaucratic document. This is a deliberate symbolism, as the museum cata log 
states that “the stark black- and- white palette is fundamental to the work. The 
covert world is often referred to as ‘black,’ while sanctioned and acknowledged 
programs and activities are described as ‘white’ ” (Car ter 2014, 72).

 Here, in seeing secret names revealed, the experience is not the thrill of 
unmasking or unveiling. Instead, the art invokes a kind of awe at the magni-
tude of hidden realms and secret codes that the viewer knows are operating 
even as they stand contemplating art in a museum. It is not the secret that is 
revealed so much as the practice of secrecy itself,  here made into a spectacle. 
According to the cata log, this work is not finite, but an ongoing pro cess to 
which Paglen makes additions and deletions.

Paglen’s work Lacross/Onyx 11 Passing through Draco is a photo graph of the 
night sky with what is described as a U.S. covert satellite streaking across it 
(see Paglen 2009 for details on his research and observational methods). An-
other photo graph by Paglen in the exhibit is labeled Untitled (Reaper Drone). 
This is a huge, beautiful image of a blood- red sky that appears empty. From 
the (un)title we know it is not. The work, thus, invites the viewer to inspect 
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it very closely, searching the vast sky to discern the drone. Eventually, we lo-
cate it— way off to one side is a tiny, tiny object that is barely vis i ble. Like a 
proverbial fly in the ointment, it is a speck that changes every thing. We can 
no longer see the beauty of the infinite sky in the same way as before now that 
we have observed the drone’s presence. That it is called a “Reaper Drone” is 
ominous, even to  those who know nothing about this drone, harking as it does 
to the Grim Reaper. In fact, as the cata log explains, Reapers are also known as 
“hunter- killer” drones (also see Chamayou 2015). Paglen’s photo graph seems to 
warn the viewer not to be lulled by appearances, to heighten her senses, and to 
inspect closely. In fact, it trains the observer to screen for threats and abnor-
malities in the very act of viewing the work.

Covert Operations reveals the entanglement of digital media and power, 
particularly the power of the U.S. government. This exhibit, in some ways like 
Cyber Detectives, exposes the unseen workings of  things about which most 
 people have  little knowledge and about which they are not even thinking. 
Where Cyber Detectives presented a  simple, empowering version of security 
that each individual could provide for themselves, Covert Operations situates 
the viewer in complex networks of politics and technology, often operating 
without their knowledge or consent, with dangerous consequences for society. 
The dystopian atmosphere of Covert Operations shares something with the 
Weapons of Mass Disruption room, but while the Spy Museum’s exhibit worked 
through an aesthetics of vulnerability, the art of Covert Operations is more 
of a call to critically examine state practices of surveillance and warfare. Like 
Paglen’s Untitled (Reaper Drone), the exhibit educates and empowers through 
engaging viewers in the experience of finding the hidden drone, perceiving the 
secret names, seeing the under ground cables that support the network and the 
surveillance cameras that produce much more than security. Through vari ous 
techniques and forms of data visualization, the art reaches  people through their 
senses of sight and hearing, as well as through their intellect.

The artworks brought together in Covert Operations may not be seen to-
gether again, but the individual works  will continue to be seen by publics in 
other shows, galleries, and museums, as well as in reproductions. I recently 
came across Taryn Simon’s photo graph of transatlantic cables as the fron-
tispiece of a book (McLagan and McKee 2012). Individually the works of art 
have power ful effects, but putting them into conversation  under the rubric 
Covert Operations foregrounded themes of secrecy and power. The dystopian 
aesthetics of the artworks are offset by the visual pleasures of experiencing art 
and by the demonstration of the magnitude and vitality of  human creativity. 
Making art about threatening and disturbing subjects is a form of mastery and 
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transformation. In this way, the exhibit, despite the threat of state overreach 
it constantly evokes, is thought- provoking and even inspiring, rather than de-
pressing. If securitization works in part through normalizing certain ways of 
seeing and feeling, Covert Operations creates a disjuncture, a re distribution of 
the sensible, shifting one’s sensory focus in ways that denaturalize the state- 
backed security consensus.

Viewers may be moved not only by what the artworks communicate, but 
by the actions taken by the artists in constructing  these works. The artists’ 
agency in researching and revealing hidden dimensions of con temporary life 
can serve as a model of individual agency even in the face of large- scale and 
complex pro cesses. Nonetheless,  there is a risk of overstating what a work of 
art or an entire exhibit achieves, and not only  because, as the saying goes, “re-
sults may vary” among individual viewers. When curator Claire Car ter (2014, 
60) says Jenny Holzer’s fragmenting of sentences from official documents in 
Ribs is “challenging the authorial voice  behind the original document,” she may 
be overly optimistic about the power of the artist and of artwork to speak back.

THE AESTHETICS OF UNCERTAINTY

“Cybersecurity” is no longer a term confined to military and technical special-
ists, having entered public discourse as a new buzzword with an associated 
growth industry now serving to identify digital risks and devise countermea-
sures against them. A  whole range of digital threats are now part of our 
lexicon— ransomware, phishing, hacks, cyberattacks— even though the me-
chanics that lie  behind them and  actual effects they generate are often vague 
and unknown. Digital media are thus an example of complex systems that have 
profound consequences for  people’s lives, but which are difficult or impossible 
for them to perceive through direct experience, a condition framed by what I 
have called digital opacity and the experiential gap.

At pre sent, the nature of digital threats and the meaning of cybersecurity 
have vague contours and lack clear definition. Questions of digital surveil-
lance, drone warfare, and digital rights remain open to debate and delibera-
tion. As the exhibits explored  here demonstrate,  there is an ongoing cultural 
strugg le to grasp the meanings of security in a digital context. The three ex-
hibits I have examined provide examples of the creative means necessary to 
translate and represent digital opacity in ways that facilitate understanding 
and agency. While each of  these exhibits taken on their own could pre sent 
a compelling picture of cybersecurity, when considered together, the fissures 
and ambiguities in defining risks and security in relation to digital media be-
come apparent. This divergence and ambiguity is significant  because at some 
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point notions of cybersecurity may become firmly fixed and appear as com-
mon sense— like nuclear security became during the Cold War— while at this 
moment in history they remain in flux and contested, leaving open a range 
of pos si ble  futures for digital society. Analyzing the ways that digital threats 
are being conveyed to nonexperts hence sheds light on the pro cesses through 
which dominant narratives are constructed and securitized ways of seeing and 
sensing are established and normalized.

The approach to security aesthetics  adopted in this volume shows how 
diverse  human sensory capacities are evoked and engaged to produce feelings 
of danger, safety, agency, and docility in subtle yet power ful ways, reaching 
beyond  people’s reasoning faculties. Through the diff er ent aesthetic modali-
ties they employ and the divergent narratives they mobilize, the exhibits I 
have explored in this chapter collectively reveal the extent to which digital 
threats and pos si ble responses to them remain in flux, not yet normalized to 
a set repre sen ta tional repertoire. This uncertainty suggests just how high the 
po liti cal stakes are in the vari ous per for mances and enactments of digital secu-
rity aesthetics at work  today. The vastly diff er ent policy and  legal landscapes 
emerging around digital privacy in the United States and the Eu ro pean Union, 
for example, suggest the profound divergence in how digital threats are per-
ceived. The aesthetics of digital security thus promises to play a key role in es-
tablishing terms of sensibility for assessing our digital  futures, and this chapter 
represents an effort to read how such security aesthetics are being performed 
in the con temporary cultural landscape of U.S. museums—an impor tant peda-
gogical space that shapes and is  shaped by other cultural per for mances, enact-
ments, and narrations of security.

The three exhibits I have explored reflect diff er ent facets of the digital. 
Each also trains diff er ent modes of viewing cybersecurity, thereby advancing 
diff er ent sensory and discursive schemas for judging digital threats.  Whether 
private companies’ collection and disclosure of social media profiles is seen 
as an accidental breach of privacy or a deliberate manipulation of our digital 
lives, and  whether the surveillance of cell phone rec ords is registered as a nec-
essary threat- screening mea sure or an attack on civil liberties, hence depends 
on the aesthetic regime through which cybersecurity is framed. What counts 
as a threat? What disclosures and forms of interconnection are acceptable? 
How is the monitoring and management of our digital lives rendered normal, 
and what visual, narrative, and affective arrangements provide us with the 
comfort to accept such monitoring and management? The experience of 
each of  these three exhibits lends diff er ent answers to  these questions, even 
if they together deliver an experience consistent with the recognition that 
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ordinary citizens are not able to directly apprehend digital threats. Whereas 
Cyber Detectives pre sents digital technologies in a recursive field of technologi-
cal puzzles and prob lem solving, Weapons of Mass Disruption represents the in-
ternet as a dangerous weapon that has already fallen into the wrong hands with 
potentially apocalyptic consequences. In contrast to this doomsday scenario, 
Cyber Detectives proposes an optimistic narrative of capacity building through 
which individuals master technology and solve emergent prob lems. This neo-
liberal vision assumes that individuals are able to solve societal prob lems, but 
does not account for the fact that infrastructures of information are becoming 
so complex that nonexperts cannot ever have such mastery. Covert Operations 
suggests that practices of security may themselves become threats and shows 
how the opacity of digital media is compounded by government practices of 
secrecy, which keep much of its activity and knowledge hidden from citizens. 
Each exhibit thus offers diff er ent ethical frameworks for relating state power 
to individual agency and technological innovation, showing how the  future of 
our digital lives is necessarily emergent within regimes of security aesthetics.
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NOTES

1 All quoted text in this section is based on the exhibit descriptions in the Spy Mu-
seum and texts found on https:// www . spymuseum . org / about, last accessed May 13, 
2019.

2 All quoted text in this section is based on exhibit descriptions in the San Jose Tech 
Museum and texts found on https:// www . thetech . org / plan - your - visit / exhibits 
/ cyberdetectives, last accessed May 13, 2019.
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Danger Signs

The Aesthetics of  
Insecurity in Bogotá

Austin Zeiderman

Adorning a construction site in a gritty corner of central Bogotá is a billboard 
(Figure 2.1). The billboard contains the image of a fireman rescuing a young girl 
accompanied by text that translates into En glish as “ Every day in Bogotá we 
conduct thirty- eight operations to protect the lives of our residents.” The fire-
man is outfitted in full protective clothing, helmet, and respiratory apparatus, 
while the girl is in shorts, T- shirt, and tennis shoes. Female, young, helpless, 
scared, perhaps poor— she is a figure of extreme vulnerability. Her shirt and 
shoes are soiled, suggesting exposure to hardship or danger. The fireman, on 
the other hand, is male, confident, heroic, and strong. In contrast to the young 
girl in his arms, his body is erect and in motion. And stamped on his helmet is 
the official seal of the city government, identifying him as the personification 
of a patriarchal state committed to protecting the lives of its subjects, who ap-
pear  here in a strikingly infantilized, feminized form.

On this billboard—or danger sign— the objective of protecting vulnerable 
populations is accompanied by its moral and po liti cal justification: “Porque es 
tu derecho!” (“ Because it’s your right!”). No one is asking, and yet the billboard 
preemptively responds to the implicit question: What authorizes the state to 
exercise its powers of protection? If the fireman  were rescuing this young girl 
from a burning building, as might be inferred, she and her  family would cer-
tainly be grateful. But  there are other situations in which such intervention 
might not be welcome. The girl may be living in unsanitary conditions  because 
her  family is struggling to get by, and the government may be taking her into 
custody. Perhaps her home is in an area declared unsafe for habitation and the 
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 house hold is being forcefully relocated. In  these situations, one could imagine 
the demand to know what legitimates such interventions. Hence, the need to 
affirm that the state is working not, for example, to protect private property or 
to maintain social order, but rather to uphold the right to life.

What, exactly, is the threat from which the fireman is rescuing this young 
girl? We know not  whether she is being saved from a blazing inferno, from a 
 family unfit to care for her, from the destruction wrought by an earthquake, 
or perhaps even from a terrorist attack. The danger is imminent and demands 
action, and yet it remains invisible. Its identity is perhaps known only to  those 
with the authority and expertise to define who or what is dangerous. The solid, 
yellow background out of which the fireman emerges is tabula rasa. Attribut-
able to anyone or anything, the threat serves as a blank screen onto which 
viewers’ fears may be projected. It is assumed that Bogotá is a city of dangers— 
explosions, landslides, robberies, murders, kidnappings— and that its inhab-
itants are perpetually  under threat. Unlike the rights of the individual that 
legitimate the protective power of the state, the threat to which this power 
responds need not be explic itly affirmed.

Figure 2.1 “ Every day in Bogotá . . .” Billboard in central Bogotá. Photo graph  
by author, 2008.
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I encountered this billboard in 2008, a moment at which Bogotá was 
safer than it had been for half a  century. Compared to the turbulent 1980s 
and 1990s, crime and vio lence had dramatically decreased and security had 
improved. Yet  there was something paradoxical about this change. Although 
the atmosphere in the city was more relaxed— outdoor cafés and restaurants 
 were flourishing, public parks bustled with carefree activity— many of the old 
anx i eties remained. It was as if Bogotá was still in the grip of a violent and dan-
gerous past. Friends and strangers alike frequently urged me to see the city as 
a threat- ridden place and proposed strategies for negotiating it. On one level, 
such mea sures are ways of adapting to everyday life in a city generally under-
stood to be fraught with danger. Not so long ago, Bogotá’s hom i cide rate was 
one of the highest in the world, and assassinations, kidnappings, and bomb-
ings  were almost routine. It stands to reason that  those who lived through this 
Bogotá would orient their lives in relation to threats of many kinds, some more 
plausible than  others. But why at a time when urbanists and security experts 
from around the world  were heralding the dawn of a new age, indeed celebrating 
the “rebirth” of Bogotá, would this preoccupation with danger remain?

This paradox eventually prompted me to begin thinking less about “dan-
ger,” and more about “endangerment.” Though cognates,  there is a subtle dif-
ference between the two terms. While both suggest the possibility of imminent 
harm, rather than its real ity, “danger” often indicates a specific threat whereas 
“endangerment” refers to the more general condition of being threatened. As 
a result, the two states might be said to exist in diff er ent temporalities. En-
dangerment is durative and open- ended while danger is immediate and short- 
term. The latter often indexes a specific threat that may dissipate when time 
passes or conditions change. The temporality of endangerment, in contrast, is 
lasting: the possibility of injury is endured in defi nitely, requiring subjects to 
recalibrate their perception of the city and their place within it.

Endangerment can be thought of more as a condition than an experience; 
indeed, it is what gives shape to experiences of the city. This distinction is 
impor tant for understanding cultural, social, and po liti cal life in places like 
Bogotá where endangerment has outlasted immediate danger. The fact that 
trauma persists in the bodies and memories and attitudes of  people who have 
experienced it is well known. So, too, is the fact that histories of vio lence often 
produce per sis tent cultures of fear that are difficult to dispel. The larger proj-
ect from which this chapter is drawn extends such analyses to the domain of 
urban politics and government, to the relationship between the state and the 
citizen, to the city as a po liti cal community.1 It explores the degree to which 
endangerment has conditioned politics in Colombia in the past and continues 
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to do so in the pre sent. Endangerment reveals how the state establishes and 
maintains its authority and legitimacy, how the government intervenes in the 
lives of its citizens, how  those citizens inhabit the city as po liti cal subjects, and 
how  those subjects position themselves when addressing the state. It offers a 
way of apprehending the politics of security and the government of risk, and 
their implications for con temporary cities and urban life.

This chapter deepens that analy sis by focusing on what the editors of this 
volume call “security aesthetics.” In developing this concept, D. Asher Ghertner, 
Hudson McFann, and Daniel M. Goldstein (this volume) take inspiration from 
Jacques Rancière’s (2011, 9) understanding of aesthetics as the “configurations of 
experience that create new modes of sense perception and induce novel forms 
of po liti cal subjectivity.” By foregrounding security’s aesthetic dimensions, they 
draw attention to the “distribution of the sensible” as a pro cess by which sup-
posedly self- evident truths about  things like threat, danger, and protection 
come to shape the social world. Of the three modalities of security aesthetics 
they identify, “calibrating vulnerabilities” denotes a field of action in which such 
truths are “instituted and normalized but also . . .  challenged, appropriated, and 
manipulated—or perceived and responded to in sometimes unexpected ways.” 
What makes this field of action so lively is its direct and consequential relation-
ship to questions of po liti cal belonging within what Rancière (2009) calls the 
“community of sense.” Like the concept of “endangerment,” security aesthetics 
highlights the degree to which  matters of inclusion and exclusion are predicated 
on individual and collective abilities to perceive and respond to signs of danger.

This chapter engages such a provocation in the following way. The first 
section  after this introduction examines signs of danger appearing in Bogotá 
on billboards, at bus stops, and in print. Offering information, warnings, and 
advice to the casual viewer,  these signs reflect official expectations for how 
society, the state, and the individual should perceive and respond to potential 
threats, from the exceptional to the routine. The second section turns to the 
practices through which government officials work to cultivate a sensibility 
 toward insecurity in the domain of housing. The third section then traces a 
series of shifts in municipal housing policy that recast the terms of inclusion 
in the city by foregrounding the imperative to protect the lives of vulnerable 
populations from specific kinds of danger. The fourth section reveals how 
 those subject to that imperative respond to it, sensing that the condition of 
endangerment is a route to recognition within the community of sense. The 
conclusion then draws out implications for critical analyses of security that 
target the subjective and affective transformations engendered by invocations 
of danger.
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SIGNS OF DANGER

Throughout Bogotá, a variety of signs convey to the city’s inhabitants the 
message that they are in danger. Occasionally the threats are vis i ble, and they 
range from everyday  house hold  hazards to large- scale catastrophes. Take, for 
example, an image on a newspaper kiosk in the city center depicting a young 
girl in front of a stove (Figure 2.2, right). She is tilting a frying pan full of scald-
ing hot oil  toward her face. The warning, put out by the city government, 
informs us: “159  children suffered burns in the home last year.” Adjacent to it is 
another one of a boy reaching for a pair of scissors and a knife lying at eye level 
on the kitchen  counter (Figure 2.2, left). This sign also reports precise statistics 
of injury: “285  children suffered wounds from sharp objects in the home last 
year.” And the message beneath both images indicates to whom  these warnings 
are addressed: “Preventing  house hold accidents is every one’s responsibility.”

Like the billboard of the fireman rescuing the  little girl,  these signs ref-
erence a fundamentally patriarchal relationship between the state and its 
subjects— the latter are depicted as small  children exposed to danger and in 
need of protective care. However, a number of features set them apart from 
the first image. First of all, the threat is readily apparent. Rather than an invis-
ible danger that can refer to anyone or anything, encountered  here are the 
everyday,  house hold  hazards of hot oil in a frying pan and an unprotected pair 
of scissors.  These are not catastrophic events like fires or explosions, but rather 
regularly occurring accidents. Thus, the threat is domesticated and the home 
is identified as the space of danger. And this move to the private realm of the 
 house hold also brings with it a shift in emphasis from protection to preven-
tion, as well as a redirection of accountability. Rather than depicting a state 
saving the lives of its subjects,  these signs maintain that preventing accidents 
in the home is “every one’s responsibility.”

A diff er ent form of sensory attention is promoted by bus stops around 
town displaying the warning “An earthquake could occur at any moment.” 
This portentous prognosis is followed by a list of “six smart moves ( jugadas 
maestras) that could save your life” (Figure 2.3).  These techniques for “master-
ing” danger range from securing furniture that might cause injury, defining 
evacuation routes, and preparing emergency supplies to reinforcing the home 
against seismic activity, locating safety zones, and carry ing out damage inven-
tories  after the event. A handsome young man wearing the yellow vest typical 
of the Directorate of Emergency Prevention and Response (dpae), the govern-
mental agency sponsoring this campaign, points his fin ger directly outward 
from the sign  toward the viewer.2 And beneath the list of “smart moves” the 
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public is expected to learn is the si mul ta neously reassuring and disconcerting 
motto “In Bogotá, we are preparing ourselves.”

Responsibility is again directed to each and  every individual, and the home 
is identified as the space of potential safety and danger. The state is personi-
fied not as a heroic protector or cautious caretaker, but as a technical adviser 
(again, male) telling  people what to do to protect their own lives. Rather than 
depicting the governmental response to a catastrophic event that has already 
happened or reporting on the number of domestic accidents occurring in the 
previous year, the poster directs attention forward in time  toward an unpre-
dictable natu ral disaster—an earthquake that “could occur at any moment.” 
Furthermore, this warning does not assert that lives would be protected by the 
state, but instead affirms that all bogotanos are, or at least  ought to be, engaged 
in the ongoing and incomplete pro cess of preparing themselves for an event 
that cannot be prevented and from which one must not expect protection.

Figure 2.2  
“Preventing 
household accidents 
is every one’s 
responsibility.” 
Billboard in central 
Bogotá. Photo graph 
by author, 2008.
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Occasionally threats are depicted in animated form, such as in the ad-
vertisement for an emergency hotline used to report suspicious activity (Fig-
ure 2.4). The heading reads: “I take the safe road. If you see something strange 
or dangerous, immediately dial 123.” In the image, a tortoise is walking a dog 
on a city street. While  doing so, the tortoise, whose gender is unspecified, en-
counters a male figure. The latter is dressed respectably in a business suit and is 
carry ing a briefcase. But, in real ity, he is a malicious, dark- faced wolf in sheep’s 
clothing, hiding  behind a white mask, and his briefcase contains an explosive 
device about to detonate. Recognizing the figure’s true identity and inten-
tions, the tortoise acts with the prudence and caution for which it is known 
proverbially and calls the emergency hotline. In its vigilance, the tortoise is 
 doing a job that pertains to all responsible urban citizens. A message below the 
wolf tells us: “Security is a shared goal!”

This type of threat may be encountered anywhere in the public space 
of the city. One must, therefore, be on guard at all times. But the threat is 

Figure 2.3  
“Six smart moves.” 
Billboard in central 
Bogotá. Photo graph 
by author, 2008.
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disguised— anyone could be a wolf— though the contrast between its face and 
mask indexes the racialized optics of safety and danger. Preventing such an 
attack depends on inculcating the public with suspicion, and it presumes the 
average citizen’s ability to know how to detect and decipher danger signs. The 
threat is not an unpredictable  future event, like an earthquake, for which one 
can only hope to be sufficiently prepared. Nor is it the sort of event whose 
probability can be calculated across the population, as with domestic acci-
dents. It follows no discernible logic, but can be prevented if  people are alert 
and act quickly and vigilantly. No heroic savior is swooping in to protect the 
vulnerable, nor are expert advisers working to ensure every one’s safety. Al-
though the imperative to dial “123” invokes the ultimate power of the state to 
intervene, the job of providing security depends on each and  every individual. 

Figure 2.4  
“I take the safe road.” 
Advertisement in 
municipal government 
newspaper. Secretaría 
de Gobierno.
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A population of citizen watchdogs (or watch- tortoises, as the case may be) leads 
to collective safety.

All the signs mentioned thus far appear in public places in and around 
the city center. A final one, however, is set into the steep hillside of a self- built 
settlement on the southern periphery of Bogotá (Figure 2.5). In contrast to 
the  others, this sign has only the solid orange background that convention-
ally accompanies warning messages overlaid with bold, block lettering. The 
text communicates both a firm directive (“Protect your  family”) and a stern 
admonition (“For your safety, do not purchase lots in zones of high risk [zonas 
de alto riesgo]”). The sign identifies itself with the insignia of the municipal gov-
ernment of Bogotá as well as with the name of the local governing body. The 
expertise required to determine risk is clearly in the hands of the state, as is 
the authority to issue the prohibitive injunction against settling in a high- risk 
zone. The threat, however, remains outside the frame.

Among government officials, “zona de alto riesgo” refers to a technical des-
ignation denoting an area vulnerable to landslides, floods, and other environ-
mental  hazards. Its meaning, however, is more ambiguous for local  viewers: 

Figure 2.5 “Protect your  family.” Billboard in Bogotá’s southern periphery.  
Photograph by author, 2009.
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it references the responsibility to protect one’s  family from danger and, since 
this area is unsafe, to look elsewhere for housing. The state asserts its knowl-
edge of what must be done to ensure every one’s safety, and by informing the 
public it performs a protective function. But aside from providing a phone 
number to call for additional information, the sign instructs viewers that the 
ultimate responsibility for protecting life is theirs. Notably absent when com-
pared to the previous examples are gestures to prevention; though it directs 
potential settlers away from this area, nothing is being done to reduce the 
probability of landslide. Preparedness is also sidelined, since  there is no indi-
cation of how to get ready for an event that  will likely, or perhaps inevitably, 
occur. The state, rather, accepts that a disaster may happen, and enjoins  people 
to do what is prudent to protect themselves from it.

The sign’s intended audience is not the average bogotano, as in the previ-
ous examples, but the poor and working- class settlers who  either live in, or are 
likely to move to, the rough edges of the city. It implies that where the viewer 
is standing (or perhaps living) is unsafe. For  those who know the area, the sign’s 
location means something more. The ground on which it stands had been oc-
cupied by dwellings similar to  those remaining adjacent to it. The families once 
living in them  were relocated by the municipal government, and their shacks 
subsequently demolished. Since 2003, Bogotá’s municipal housing agency, the 
Caja de la Vivienda Popu lar (lit., “Fund for Popu lar Housing”; “Caja,” for short), 
has been in charge of resettling populations living in zones of high risk. Areas 
cleared of habitation are frequently “invaded,” as they say, by  others in need of a 
place to  settle, hence the sign’s prohibition against buying lots  here. While the 
Caja subsidizes the relocation of  those inhabiting the area at the moment it was 
designated a high- risk zone, it does not confer the same benefits on  those who 
arrived  after the fact. Si mul ta neously prohibiting some while entitling  others, 
the resettlement program employs a combination of techniques in the name of 
safeguarding the lives of its subjects in the face of specific kinds of danger.

Taken together,  these signs provide insight into the condition of endan-
germent in con temporary Bogotá. They operate literally as the “perceptible 
 things”—or aesthēta, the Greek root of aesthetics— that attune viewers to sur-
rounding risks, thereby enrolling them in an endangered community of sense. 
As signs, they convey the message that the city is a space of threat and imply 
that the pursuit of security  ought to extend from the scale of the city down to 
that of the home. Alongside the more straightforward injunction to observe 
and report,  these signs are aesthetic objects that perform the work of calibrat-
ing sensory perception to the dangers that inhere in an other wise familiar 
milieu. Common to them is the assumption that life is not a resource to be 
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prolonged, cultivated, or improved, but rather a precarious possession perpet-
ually in danger of being harmed or taken away. However, their projections of 
threat differ, as do their ascriptions of authority and responsibility and their 
targets and techniques of intervention— all of which contain only somewhat 
consistent gendered and racialized connotations. References to the state’s duty 
to actively protect lives and allusions to the imperative that  people must be 
disciplined to avoid dangers run parallel to indications that  free, autonomous 
individuals are responsible for preparing themselves for events likely to occur.

Confounding the epochal claims of some critical studies of risk and se-
curity,  there is no overarching logic of power  here that replaces what came 
before but rather an assemblage of overlapping technical, ethical, and po liti-
cal guidelines for how society, the state, and the individual are expected to 
behave.  These signs suggest that the field of governmental intervention or-
ga nized around the condition of endangerment is a prob lem space in which 
heterogeneous imperatives coexist and intersect (cf. Collier 2009). What is 
striking about  these state- sponsored security aesthetics is how they hold  these 
imperatives together, orienting  those viewing them  toward a milieu of poten-
tial threats and a set of prescribed responses. The next section elaborates on 
this point by drawing upon ethnographic research conducted alongside the 
social workers who manage the Caja’s resettlement program for families living 
in recently designated zones of high risk. Based on daily interactions between 
government officials and this program’s beneficiaries, as well as interviews 
with both groups, it highlights the state- subject relations accompanying the 
imperative to protect the lives of vulnerable populations from specific kinds of 
danger. By instituting a new regime for governing urban spaces and populations, 
this initiative contributes to the cultivation of forms of sensory perception at-
tuned to threat and, ultimately, to the creation of an endangered community 
of sense. However, entitlements are distributed unevenly to members of that 
community on account of a sensory mismatch between the Caja’s emphasis 
on environmental risk and residents’ concern with other forms of insecurity.

MAKING SENSE

The warning signs analyzed above attest to the fact that the municipal govern-
ment of Bogotá uses educational campaigns to raise awareness about danger 
among the general public. Instilling a collective ethos of risk management is 
a specific objective of the Caja’s resettlement program. Caja staff refer to this 
as a pro cess of sensibilización. Although no direct translation exists, the adjec-
tive sensible from which it derives equates to “sensitive,” or the quality of being 
conscious of and responsive to one’s surroundings. The closely related verb 
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sensibilizar means “to make aware” or “to raise awareness.” When the pro cess 
of sensibilización is directed at an individual, it implies the need to educate 
someone to see, feel, or comprehend what is  going on around them. When 
it involves a group of  people or the general public, sensibilización aims to in-
crease awareness of and responsibility for an issue, such as domestic vio lence 
or racial discrimination. The sensibility implied in both cases is perceptual, 
such as the ability to sense something in the external environment, as well 
as moral, as in expressing adequate concern for an existing prob lem. Echoing 
Rancière’s (2011) emphasis on the sensible as the domain in which politics and 
aesthetics combine to produce bound aries that govern the social world, sensi-
bilización sets the terms according to which the poor in Bogotá should behave 
in relation to  future threats. In the context of risk management and housing 
policy in Bogotá, it determines who can be recognized as urban citizens.

The social workers who staff the Caja’s field office in Ciudad Bolívar are 
charged with facilitating this sensibility among  those subject to the resettle-
ment program. As an informal policy guiding their work, sensibilización im-
plies the formation of new values, be hav iors, and concerns among the “at risk” 
population. A young social worker, who I  will call Carmela, explained further, 
echoing the inculcation of personal responsibility advocated by the  house hold 
accidents sign above.3 A subjective transformation must take place, she said, 
“so that the families accept and participate in their own resettlement.” This 
means that Carmela and her colleagues felt the responsibility to foster an 
awareness that their clients’ lives may be in danger: “We work with quite a 
difficult population. Therefore, what one does as a social worker is make them 
conscious, that is, enable them to be conscious that the situation in which they 
are in risks their lives and the lives of their  children, and that  every time they 
go to work they  don’t know  whether their  children  will arrive [home] safely, 
 whether their  children are alright,  whether  there  will be some natu ral disaster, 
or  whether their  house  will collapse.” Although members of this population 
are routinely exposed to a wide range of threats— robbery, kidnapping, vio-
lence, landslide, extortion, sickness, and unemployment, among  others— the 
Caja assumes the pedagogical role of educating them to be especially conscious 
of and concerned about environmental  hazards.

Sensibilización carries the implicit assumption that  those subject to the 
resettlement program (beneficiarios, or “beneficiaries”) do not have the capac-
ity to protect and care for themselves and that the municipal government 
must intervene on their behalf, such as in the billboard depicting the fireman 
rescuing the young girl.4 But training beneficiaries to perceive their homes and 
neighborhoods as vulnerable, or “at risk,” is also fundamentally about bringing 
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them into an active partnership with the state. Caja staff often stress the con-
cept of co- responsabilidad, or the responsibility shared between resettlement 
beneficiaries and municipal authorities, as in the emergency hotline flyer, 
which stated that “security is a shared goal.” Yolanda, the coordinator of the 
Caja’s field office in the peripheral locality of Ciudad Bolívar, explained this to 
me in the following terms:

Let’s say that  there is a responsibility that applies as much to the state as to 
the families living in the high- risk area. The state did not put them  there, 
nor  will we solve their housing prob lems as a constitutional right. From 
the moment at which the zone of high risk is designated, carry ing out the 
[resettlement] pro cess should be the co- responsabilidad of the two parties. 
What does this entail? It entails that the families recognize that they are 
equally responsible: they have to submit the documentation required of 
them, show they  were living  there when the risk designation took place, 
prove that they possess titles corresponding to the property, search for al-
ternative solutions, attend meetings,  etc. In addition, it is their responsi-
bility to be supportive (solidario) of the entire pro cess.

In targeting a population assumed to be unable to recognize and respond to 
the dangers they face, and in training them to carry out their own relocation, 
the Caja distributed the responsibility for risk among individual  house holds. 
In this sense, sensibilización resembles the technique of “responsibilization” 
(Rose 1999, 74), which has been a cornerstone of neoliberal reforms of the 
welfare state and of the relations of government associated with it. The poor 
and the vulnerable should no longer expect the state to provide them with 
security; they must learn to accept responsibility for their own protection by 
prudentially governing themselves. This model of state- subject relations is 
predicated on the calibration of vulnerabilities and the sensory attunement 
necessary to perceive them.

That said, it would be wrong to conclude that sensibilización is simply 
a discourse that uses fear and threat to create rational, responsible, and self- 
governing subjects. Caja staff also frequently emphasize the importance of 
 educating members of the urban poor in the appropriate  legal and po liti cal 
grammar in which to claim their rights. As another Caja social worker, Carlos, put 
it on one occasion: “It’s about teaching them the rules of the game and how to 
play it.” For example, Caja social workers often joke about their beneficiaries’ 
misuse of bureaucratic terminology: saying suicidio (suicide) when they meant 
subsidio (subsidy), demanding vivienda indigna (wretched housing) instead of 
vivienda digna (decent housing), referring to their previos (an adjective meaning 
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“previous”) rather than their predios (lands), and mistaking Davivienda (a local 
bank) for the Caja de la Vivienda Popu lar and de Páez (a mountain in southern 
Colombia) for the dpae. Ridiculing resettlement beneficiaries for their lack 
of fluency in bureaucratic language reinforces hierarchies between governors 
and the governed. But as Carlos implied, his job is to train beneficiaries to 
sense, speak, and act in ways necessary to be recognized as deserving of certain 
entitlements.

Other aspects of sensibilización aim to increase the state’s presence in the 
lives of its subjects; the figure of the fireman rescuing the young girl personifies 
this imperative. According to Yolanda, the coordinator of the Ciudad Bolívar 
field office, “The sensibilización that I think is the most impor tant in Ciudad 
Bolívar is that the  people feel we are on their side . . .  as friends and not as en-
emies. . . .  I’ve noticed that in  every meeting with the community, they expect 
to fight with the state  because they believe state institutions are to be fought 
with. Therefore, I believe the most difficult work is to make them understand 
other wise, that we have moved over to their side; which in other words is to 
‘sensibilize them’ (sensibilizarlos) to a diff er ent model of government.” Yolanda, 
like many Caja man ag ers and staff, was a member of the Polo Demo cratico 
Alternativo, the left- of- center po liti cal party that occupied the mayor’s office 
in Bogotá from 2004 to 2011. Teresa, director of the Caja’s social team, told 
me that the resettlement program had been central to both Lucho Garzón’s 
(2004–2007) and Samuel Moreno’s (2008–2011) commitment to governing 
the city in the interest of the  people and to building a po liti cal constituency 
among the urban poor. She reminded me of their campaign slogans— “Bogotá 
sin indiferencia” (“Bogotá without Indifference”) and “Bogotá positiva” (“Posi-
tive Bogotá”)— and emphasized that they  were not empty rhe toric. “Truly,” she 
said, “they represent the demands (reivindicaciones) of the communities.”

During Enrique Peñalosa’s firm term as mayor (1998–2002), Teresa told 
me, resettlement was not conceived in the same way. It required families to 
match their government subsidy with an equal amount of credit, and if they 
could not acquire the latter they would not qualify for the former. Many fami-
lies  were forced to relocate with only the value of their existing property (usu-
ally around 1 million pesos, or $500). As Teresa put it, “All you can do with a 
million pesos is move back to a zone of high risk. Garzón understood this,” she 
underlined, “and pushed the City Council to double the subsidy. Since 2007, 
the program has taken off.” Risk management provided a technical language in 
which to address the social and environmental prob lems of the urban periph-
ery and achieve an electoral majority. Connecting the resettlement program 
and the pro cess of sensibilización to the overall goal of increasing ties between 
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the state and its subjects in the peripheral settlements of Bogotá, Teresa con-
cluded: “This is the diff er ent model of government (modelo de gobierno distinto) 
I’m talking about.” Instituting this model in the self- built settlements of the 
urban periphery is tied to the task of inculcating in residents the sense that 
their homes and neighborhoods look and feel insecure.

REGIMES OF HOUSING

The municipal agency Teresa worked for went through a series of shifts 
throughout the twentieth  century. Public housing in Bogotá dates back to 
the epidemic of Spanish influenza in 1918–1919, which infected approximately 
100,000  people in the capital city and took 1,500 lives (Pecha Quimbay 2008, 
17–19). Medical experts and city councilmen argued that the disease had been 
spread by working- class neighborhoods with poor housing conditions, and 
legislation was passed requiring all municipal governments to dedicate a per-
centage of their overall bud get to the provision of “hygienic housing for the 
proletariat (habitaciones higiénicas para la clase proletaria)” (Noguera 2003, 69). 
By the 1930s, public concern for hygiene was overshadowed by a state- led drive 
for economic modernization and the related imperative to  house the grow-
ing population of urban industrial workers. When the Caja was created by 
an agreement between the national and municipal governments in 1942, its 
mandate was to build barrios populares modelos, or model neighborhoods for the 
popu lar classes (Pecha Quimbay 2008, 33–35). This lasted  until 1959 when the 
Caja ceased constructing housing and instead began using public funds to ac-
quire lands on the urban periphery where families with scarce resources could 
build their own homes. The category of vivienda de interés social (social interest 
housing) emerged in the 1960s amidst a concern for the living conditions not 
of workers but of low- income populations. Poverty alleviation overtook mod-
ernization as the municipal housing agency’s orienting telos, and the “poor” 
displaced the “worker” as the target of government intervention.

In the 1980s, the Caja’s mission shifted again, this time in the direction 
of slum eradication and upgrading. Municipal housing policy was no longer 
focused explic itly on workers or the needy, but rather on marginal spaces and 
populations in the rapidly urbanizing periphery of the city. The rationality of 
urban renewal current at that time saw the proliferation of tugurios (slums) 
and invasiones (illegal occupations) as prob lems of physical deterioration to be 
impeded. The Caja was charged with providing infrastructural improvements 
and  legal recognition to some neighborhoods while facilitating the removal 
of  others. Although the ratification of a new constitution in 1991 granted all 
Colombian citizens the right to vivienda digna (decent housing), the Supreme 
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Court subsequently ruled that the state could not be expected to guarantee 
this right to every one living in substandard conditions.

Since the late 1990s, the Caja has had an altogether diff er ent mission: to 
protect the lives of populations living in Bogotá’s zones of high risk by facilitat-
ing their relocation. Although the Caja’s resettlement program coexists along-
side other initiatives, such as neighborhood improvement and land titling, 
70  percent of the agency’s 2009 bud get of $28 million was allocated to the 
resettlement of  house holds located in areas vulnerable to landslides, floods, 
and other environmental  hazards. As Teresa put it: “The Caja’s objective is 
now to safeguard (salvaguardar) life; that is the priority, and in order to safe-
guard life it is necessary to guarantee that  people do not inhabit properties 
in high- risk [zones].” Clarifying this recent transformation, she insisted that 
the Caja was no longer in the business of building  houses for the poor: “Many 
families come to the Caja de la Vivienda saying: ‘Listen, I  don’t have housing, 
I want a  house, and you guys are the ones who give  houses!’ No, our princi pal 
objective with the resettlement program is now to protect lives in danger. This 
should lead us to compensate them for the housing they had, of course! But 
this does not correspond to a policy of public housing for the homeless (la gente 
sin techo).” As the po liti cal rationality shifted to risk management, so did the 
target of governmental intervention. Rather than organ izing housing policy in 
terms of social class, po liti cal membership, or economic necessity, vulnerabil-
ity became the primary criterion that determined one’s eligibility to receive 
state benefits. “Life at risk” displaced “worker,” “citizen,” and “poor” as a new 
category of po liti cal recognition and entitlement. At a moment in which class- 
based demands for social transformation  were perpetually in danger of being 
targeted as subversive— even to the point of being equated with the guerrilla 
insurgents who had themselves been relabeled “terrorist organ izations”— risk 
management offered a seemingly neutral po liti cal idiom. In calculations of un-
equal exposure to environmental  hazards, moderate and progressive mayoral 
administrations found a technical rationale for pursuing po liti cal ends, such as 
housing the poor, that had long been associated with the radical left.

That said, the application of risk management princi ples to housing re-
gimes in Bogotá did not effect a  wholesale transformation. For example, it is 
significant that the imperative to protect the life of the population in zones of 
high risk only applies to members of stratum 1 or 2 (Bogotá is zoned into six 
socioeconomic estratos; 1 and 2 are the lowest). So while governmental inter-
vention no longer targets “poverty” and the housing conditions of the “poor,” 
 these priorities remain impor tant to how Caja social workers understand 
and perform their jobs. Carlos once remarked to me that, in adopting risk 
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 management princi ples, his agency had found a way to give housing subsidies 
to disadvantaged families while remaining in compliance with the priorities of 
international development agencies and financial institutions, which  were res-
olutely opposed to welfare state policies, while also avoiding accusations from 
the conservative po liti cal establishment. He did not go as far as to celebrate 
the Caja’s resettlement program as a heroic act of local re sis tance to the hege-
mony of externally imposed models of development and to the authoritarian 
national state. But he did demonstrate that “risk” can function as a metonym 
for other social and po liti cal prob lems, and Caja officials stretch it beyond its 
usage as a technique for guiding action in the pre sent according to predictive 
calculations of  future harm.

In the government of risk in Bogotá, recognizably neoliberal princi ples (re-
sponsibilization, calculability, risk- taking,  etc.) are occasionally mobilized in 
the ser vice of state- based proj ects of social welfare that direct public expendi-
ture to the housing conditions of the poor. For example, Carlos and I discussed 
the frequent practice of informally expediting the resettlement of families he 
deemed more needy or deserving, rather than  those prioritized by technical 
risk calculations. However, when Caja social workers combine the imperatives 
of risk management and social welfare, this has a  limited effect on the function-
ing of the resettlement program. The rise of the former imperative in Bogotá 
narrows the state’s responsibility for other social prob lems like poverty, in-
equality, or forced displacement wrought by vio lence. For  there are hundreds 
of thousands, if not millions, of bogotanos living in substandard or hazardous 
conditions, and yet only  those few (approximately 10,000  house holds in 2008) 
officially included within the bound aries of zones of high risk, and not even all 
of them, are eligible for housing subsidies.  These regimes of housing neither 
give “sustained attention to the welfare of the population” nor seek “to inter-
vene in the living conditions of  human beings as members of a social collectiv-
ity,” as Andrew Lakoff (2007, 271) puts it. Risk management in Bogotá offers a 
po liti cally safe way to address the social and environmental prob lems of the 
urban periphery, but ultimately works only to protect the lives of a small num-
ber of potential victims from a narrowly defined set of threats.

INVASIONS

Since 1950, Bogotá has grown from about seven hundred thousand inhabitants 
to over eight million, according to recent estimates, and the city continues to 
grow. Some mi grants come to look for work, join their families, or pursue op-
portunities not available elsewhere. Many  others, however, are desplazados, or 
victims of the armed conflict who have been forced to leave their homes. As 
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a result, since the mid-1980s, Bogotá has received close to a million internal 
refugees fleeing vio lence (Consultoría para los Derechos Humanos y el Des-
plazamiento [codhes] 2007, 42).5 According to the municipal government, 
in the late 2000s an average of fifty- two displaced families arrived  every day 
(El Tiempo 2009). Some rely on kinship ties for shelter, food, and employ-
ment.  Those who have no one, or whose families cannot accommodate them, 
have to fend for themselves. Their first concern, inevitably, is where to spend 
the night.

Parts of the city are known to be receptive to the displaced— areas where 
one might set up camp for a few days without being hassled. Few and far be-
tween, however, are spaces in which to  settle permanently. While finding a 
foothold in the city has always been a strugg le for poor mi grants,  those arriv-
ing a de cade ago had a better chance of acquiring a plot of land and building a 
 humble shack. In the past, leftist po liti cal organ izations frequently mobilized 
recent mi grants to the city by helping them lay claim to the urban peripheries, 
build housing, and eventually equip them with infrastructure. The zones of 
high risk recently cleared by the municipal government are the few remaining 
areas in which squatting is still pos si ble or where  today’s refugees can hope to 
 settle for a small fee (codhes 2007, 51). The very same zones evacuated by the 
government to protect  people from one kind of threat have become, for this 
population, spaces of potential safety from an altogether diff er ent danger.

Some desplazados occupy evacuated zones of high risk hoping to access 
the municipal government’s resettlement program.  After all, becoming vis i ble 
to the state as “lives at risk” entitles them to rights, such as decent housing, 
and to benefits from other governmental programs. Their pleas are  successful 
if they can demonstrate exposure to environmental  hazards, but most attempts 
to access housing subsidies by moving into zones of high risk are not. By law, 
the program applies to  those living in  these areas before they  were designated 
high risk, and a number of techniques (such as examination of census rec-
ords and aerial photo graphs) are used to verify this. Warning signs are placed 
throughout  these areas to discourage further settlement. As I was told by one 
government official, “We are prepared to deal with  people who try to take ad-
vantage of the state’s goodwill by inserting themselves into the resettlement 
program.”  Those attempting to be recognized as lives at risk must be able to 
navigate this regulatory landscape. They must also enter the realm of security 
aesthetics and its endangered community of sense.

This became especially clear to me as I accompanied Tatiana and Miguel, 
two government technicians, on a trip to monitor an evacuated zone of high 
risk. About four months ago, Tatiana explained, a group of over a hundred 
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settlers arrived in this area  under cover of darkness with what ever building 
materials they could round up and by morning had constructed a cluster of 
makeshift shelters among the ruins of the former settlement. When local au-
thorities tried to remove the invasión, representatives from the Personería de 
Bogotá— the municipal agency charged with defending  human rights— arrived 
to support the settlers, saying that they  were desplazados and could not be 
forced to relocate. Being officially recognized as belonging to this vulnerable 
population confers certain forms of governmental protection. But vulnerabili-
ties are calibrated between  human and nonhuman threats, and this calibration 
sets up a sensory regime that adjudicates the entitlements of citizenship to 
some and not  others.

 Toward the end of our long, rough  ride, we came upon Mauricio, the head 
of the local vigías ambientales, or “environmental guards.”  These guards are mu-
nicipal employees who patrol the steep hillsides of the urban periphery once 
they have been cleared of settlers. They are armed with pickaxes and shovels 
rather than badges and guns, but their mission is to secure  these zones and 
prevent their  future occupation. The environmental guards monitor daily for 
“invasions” and immediately alert the police if they find any.

Mauricio looked winded and concerned.  There was another invasion last 
night, he said, and the police have just arrived to tell the invasores (invaders) to 
leave. Catching his breath, Mauricio then conveyed his assessment of the new 
arrivals: “It appears the desplazados who arrived a few months ago have turned 
this into a business. They are  going around looking for other desplazados who 
have no place to live and offering to facilitate their settlement in this area in 
exchange for 40,000 pesos [$20].” Calling into question the motives  behind the 
occupation, he continued: “They are telling all sorts of lies in order to make 
a few bucks. They claim the police cannot evict anyone who says they are a 
desplazado. And they are promising the desplazados that if they move into this 
area, they  will be eligible for relocation subsidies.” Conveying both disbelief and 
admiration, Mauricio stressed the degree to which an informal po liti cal hier-
archy was taking shape: “ There is even a guy who has given himself the title 
of Presidente de la Zona de Reubicación [President of the Relocation Zone]!”

Saying goodbye to Mauricio, we carried on  toward the new settlement and, 
within a few minutes, arrived at a cluster of rudimentary shacks. Two light- 
skinned male police officers standing next to their motorcycles  were immersed 
in a heated conversation with Catalina, a darker- skinned young  woman in 
shorts and flip- flops— the typical attire of tierra caliente, or the hot lowlands, 
but not in Bogotá, and therefore a vis i ble marker of her refugee status. Obvi-
ously new to the city, she looked frustrated and distraught. Tatiana got out of 
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the truck and began to explain to Catalina that what the officers  were saying 
is true: if she and the other “invaders” did not leave on their own accord, they 
would soon be evicted.

Catalina said she understood but that she had nowhere  else to go. “I have 
documentation showing that I’m one of the displaced (Tengo la carta de des-
plazado),” she pleaded while gesturing to a paper she gripped as if it was her 
most impor tant possession. Like the danger signs discussed above, this piece 
of paper was a concrete manifestation of the domain of security aesthetics in 
Bogotá. Tatiana examined the document, which was official proof that Cata-
lina was a victim of the armed conflict, and wrote down her name and place 
of origin as she inquired further: “When did you arrive?” Catalina responded, 
“I’ve been in Bogotá for two weeks. I  don’t have anywhere  else to go!”

“How many are  there in your  family?” “I have two  children, so  we’re 
three . . .  or four,” Catalina said tentatively, not sure  whether to count her hus-
band. The urgency in her voice began to build:

What  else can we do? The government  hasn’t given us anything! We  were 
forced from our home. It was a zona roja [an area in which active combat is 
taking place]. They threatened us and said they  were  going to kill us if we 
 didn’t leave, and that’s how we ended up  here. We want to go back, but we 
 can’t. The government says that we have to wait . . .  that we should wait 
for assistance. But when? And what are we supposed to do in the mean-
time? We need a place to live! They are supposed to give us a new home 
 because this is a relocation zone. It’s a zone of high risk.  There’s  water 
coming out of a broken  water pipe and the ground is unstable. This area is 
not safe to live in.

Having heard Catalina’s plea, in which she conveyed her sensory attunement 
to a range of threats, from po liti cal vio lence to environmental  hazard, Tatiana 
interrupted:

Look, this was declared a zone of high risk in 2004,  after which point 
no one is allowed to live  here. If you do, you are in violation of the law 
and ineligible for resettlement. Since this occupation occurred in the last 
seventy- two hours, we have the authority to evict you. It’s our responsibil-
ity to evacuate this zone. It’s as  simple as that. That’s why I am telling you 
to look for another place to live,  because  here . . .  sooner or  later they are 
 going to kick you out. And if that happens,  they’re not  going to come with 
two or three policemen, but many.  They’ll kick you out, and it  won’t be 
pretty (Los van a sacar a las malas).
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Sensing that her bid to access the resettlement program had failed, Cata-
lina reiterated that her status as one of the desplazados entitled her to benefits: 
“I have this document, and it means I have rights.” Her vulnerability to  human 
threats became the grounds for a diff er ent claim to protection— one that was 
ultimately incompatible with municipal housing policy— leaving Catalina 
in a precarious position. Tatiana responded, “Look, you know that unfortu-
nately the internal conflict in this country is very complicated and that we 
have many desplazados. I am just informing you what’s  going to happen. I am 
making a suggestion. Go to another part of the city— I  don’t know, maybe in 
Soacha, or I  don’t know where.  There are so many [displaced]  people and the 
state  doesn’t have the resources to deal with them all. But at any moment, we 
are  going to come with the backing of the police and  they’re  going to kick you 
out and destroy every thing  you’ve got.”

As far as I know, the police never did evict  these desplazados. I returned 
two months  later, and, although unable to locate Catalina, I found the settle-
ment looking as it had before. The settlers told me that, like the group that had 
arrived four months  earlier, they had been able to hold back the threat of evic-
tion  because of their officially documented status as members of the internally 
displaced population. For  people like Catalina, membership within the po liti-
cal community of the city depends on the need for governmental protection. 
To be recognized as citizens with rights, they have to engage the state as lives 
at risk, for citizenship claims are predicated on vulnerability and mediated by 
exposure to danger. Although Catalina and her fellow settlers  were successful 
at being recognized as desplazados, and  were spared from eviction, they  were 
unable to persuade the authorities that they  were vulnerable to landslides and, 
thus, eligible for housing subsidies. Whereas the Caja’s resettlement program 
targets  those exposed to nonhuman dangers, vulnerability to a convergence of 
threats can make one eligible for and subject to an even broader extension of 
the state’s protective care. However, the frames of po liti cal recognition linked 
to security aesthetics both include and exclude, especially when  there is a sen-
sorial mismatch between diff er ent forms of insecurity.

VULNERABLE INCLUSIONS

Engaging with the concept of security aesthetics, this chapter has shown how 
de cades of armed conflict have led to the development of what I call an endan-
gered city. In contrast to “danger,” which indexes a discrete, identifiable threat, 
“endangerment” points to the more general condition of being threatened, 
which shapes the experience of urban life and configures modes of sensory per-
ception, thereby shifting how  people perceive the city and their place within 
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it. Focusing on the work of municipal government agencies in Bogotá, this 
chapter has demonstrated how the endangered city is created and sustained 
long  after immediate dangers have dissipated. Public information campaigns 
and risk management programs both engage in sensory training, or sensibi-
lización, to cultivate an endangered community of sense. In the domain of 
housing, vulnerability to environmental  hazards, such as landslides and floods, 
becomes the primary pathway to recognition as an urban citizen who is enti-
tled to certain benefits. While some participate in the municipal government’s 
risk management program to pursue strategic individual ends,  doing so also 
contributes to the formation of a collective subjectivity or ga nized around vul-
nerability. Inclusion and exclusion within the po liti cal community of the city 
are both predicated on the capacity to perform awareness of and exposure to 
specific dangers lurking on the horizon.

As a practice of calibrating vulnerabilities, the sensory training analyzed 
above occasionally aligns with the other modalities of security aesthetics con-
tained in this volume— designing fortresses and screening threats. By building 
security logics into the management of the urban periphery, the municipal 
housing program erects walls, both geo graph i cal and institutional, that pre-
vent certain  people from accessing the benefits of urban citizenship. However, 
the barriers preventing some from establishing membership and entitlement 
also enable  others to claim their rightful share within a community of sense 
or ga nized around the condition of endangerment. Likewise, aesthetic norms 
dictating how security and insecurity look and feel effectively screen out ex-
posure to environmental risk while normalizing social vulnerability. Yet iden-
tifying and responding to one kind of nonhuman threat, such as landslides 
and floods, often becomes a way to escape from an altogether diff er ent type 
of  human danger, such as vio lence. Calibrating vulnerabilities, designing for-
tresses, and screening threats are three modalities of security aesthetics that do 
not always coalesce around a common purpose or produce a similar outcome.

The foregoing analy sis has implications for critical studies of security that 
attend to the subjective and affective states engendered by pervasive invocations 
of imminent danger. Most scholars in anthropology, geography, and related dis-
ciplines offer what Clive Barnett (2015) calls a “dark interpretation” of security. 
According to this view, security is “viewed with deep suspicion as an extension 
of domination that impinges on the freedom of  those subjected to its orderings” 
and is “subjected to a form of critique that privileges the tasks of exposure and 
revelation” (Barnett 2015, 260). Studies interested in subjectivity and affect, Bar-
nett argues, agree that security logics aim to inculcate anxious and fearful states 
of mind, essentially foreclosing the space of the po liti cal by recourse to the logic 
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of exception, the suspension of law, and the powers of emergency. While this 
style of thought does shed light on certain aspects of the politics of security in 
con temporary Colombia, it limits our ability to grasp the contingent and unpre-
dictable ways security politics unfold in par tic u lar historical conjunctures.

In contrast to the “dark interpretation” of security, I advocate for an 
analy sis that is at once more superficial and more substantive: more super-
ficial, since it does not imply a deep- seated subjective transformation at the 
level of affect, emotion, or interiority; more substantive, since it centers on 
the material consequences of inclusion or exclusion within the po liti cal com-
munity of the city rather than the more abstract, metaphysical space of the 
po liti cal. Belonging to what I have been calling  here an endangered commu-
nity of sense requires competent and convincing enactments of sensitivity 
 toward specific  hazards lurking in the urban environment, yet it does not ex-
pect or demand a  wholesale subjective or affective transformation. And while 
the security aesthetics I have analyzed above do delineate the bound aries of 
recognition, membership, and entitlement, especially for the displaced and 
the urban poor, and often along gendered and racialized lines, they are not 
the necessary manifestation of a po liti cal order founded on the abandon-
ment of certain devalued forms of life. Empirically based ethnographies and 
genealogies of security are needed to account for practices though which the 
aesthetic values and norms governing po liti cal life get established, deployed, 
and contested.

NOTES

1 This chapter draws on material that appeared in my 2016 book, Endangered City: 
The Politics of Security and Risk in Bogotá (Durham, NC: Duke University Press).

2 The dpae ceased to exist in 2010, when it was replaced by Fund for Emergency 
Prevention and Response (fopae).

3 All names used in the chapter are pseudonyms.
4 The official category of “beneficiary” (beneficiario) used by the resettlement 

program connotes one who holds an insurance policy, inherits a  will, or receives 
welfare payments.

5 Precise figures on internal displacement in Colombia are difficult to attain. 
codhes (2007) estimates that between 1985 and 2006 about 666,590 displaced 
persons arrived in the Bogotá metropolitan area. This estimate, they clarify, is 
conservative and the  actual number was prob ably closer to one million. codhes 
is an acronym that, in En glish, stands for Consultancy for  Human Rights and 
Displacement.
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 “We All Have the  
Same Red Blood”

Security Aesthetics  
and Rescue Ethics  
on the Arizona-  
Sonora Border

Ieva Jusionyte

MARCH 2017, WASHINGTON, DC

The U.S. Customs and Border Protection (cbp) issued the solicitation for 
proposals to design President Donald Trump’s signature campaign promise: a 
“big, beautiful wall.” The new barrier along the nearly 2,000- mile- long bound-
ary with Mexico must be “physically imposing in height” and “constructible 
to slopes up to 45  percent,” include “anti- climb topping features,” “prevent dig-
ging or tunneling below it for a minimum of 6 feet,” and able to “prevent/
deter for a minimum of 1 hour the creation [of] a physical breach of the wall” 
using “sledgehammer, car jack, pick axe, chisel, battery operated impact tools, 
battery operated cutting tools, Oxy/acetylene torch or other similar handheld 
tools,” while “the north side of wall (i.e. U.S. facing side)  shall be aesthetically 
pleasing in color, anti- climb texture,  etc., to be consistent with general sur-
rounding environment” (cbp 2017). One of the requests was for a wall of “re-
inforced concrete,” while the other left the material of the barrier unspecified.

The fortification had to be “humane”: The proponents sought a struc-
ture that would not rely on razor wire or electric shocks to deter  people from 
crossing. Michael Evangelista- Ysasaga (2017), whose grandparents came to the 
United States illegally, and who now owns a construction com pany that put in 
a bid to build the wall, told npr: “We have several diff er ent options that meet 
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what the government is wanting in terms of security but at the same time is 
a very humane obstruction. And I just  didn’t want to wake up on a Sunday 
morning and read about, you know, a dozen Guatemalan kids that  were elec-
trocuted or seriously injured. That would not have been something that my 
conscience would have— would allow.” This double imperative of the wall—it 
must be effective at stopping unauthorized entry but also tasteful— called for 
a par tic u lar security aesthetic: a barrier designed to appear innocuous even 
though it is intended to harm.

MAY 2015, NOGALES, ARIZONA

The ambulance had just finished a run to the Border Patrol station— a seventeen- 
year- old Mexican boy the agents detained crossing through the desert  earlier in 
the morning had a fever of 102 degrees Fahrenheit— and was returning to the fire-
house when, at 11:07 a.m., the tones went off again. The Border Patrol requested 
assistance with a thirty- year- old female who had fallen off the fence near the 
corral west of town. The  woman had a laceration to her forehead, we  were told. 
The Border Patrol met us near the parking lot where semi tractor- trailers  were 
picking up livestock. Agent Fernández  wasn’t sure  whether the ambulance could 
get any closer to the scene. Neither were we. It was a steep dip, but Frank, who 
was driving, made it through. Once the ambulance parked alongside the fence, 
we noticed a man with a foot injury who was sitting on the bed of a Border Pa-
trol truck. He must have been traveling together with our patient. Fernández 
pointed to a ditch a few dozen feet north of the wall. “She is down  there,” he said.

We descended a steep stony slope overgrown with shrub, and found  Lupita 
sitting on the bottom of the ditch, on her bent right leg. She had a 1.5- inch lac-
eration on her forehead, and her forehead was swollen. She said she  couldn’t 
get a grip of the fence when she climbed up, and fell, head first. She complained 
of lower back pain. She spoke in Spanish, so Scott, a paramedic, asked Agent 
Fernández to translate for him. Through Fernández, he asked Lupita what day 
of the week it was, where she came from, and  whether she knew where she was. 
She was from Guerrero, she said. She was “at the border, in Nogales, in Arizona, 
in the United States.” She was not so sure about the day of the week. Scott 
explained to the agent that  these questions help him to evaluate patients’ neu-
rologic functions. Then he climbed up the slope to retrieve the equipment and 
call for backup.

I stayed in the ditch with Lupita and Agent Fernández. The stench of  cattle 
dung was strong; flies  were everywhere. She asked for  water, and I explained 
that we could not give her any, per protocol,  because she may need surgery. 
I asked  whether she had any tenderness in her leg—an agent had told us that 
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she  couldn’t stand on one of her feet and that she crawled all the way from 
the fence and down to the ditch to hide  here. But Lupita said she  didn’t. She 
also said she  couldn’t remember  whether she  really landed head first or perhaps 
fell flat from the top— the details  were blurry. It took about 5 minutes for the 
rest of the crew to arrive— Captain Lopez, Bojo, Alex, and Carlitos. Division 
Chief Castro also showed up. Scott was in charge of treatment: he started an Iv, 
hooked it up to a bag of normal saline, and called for a dose of 5 milligrams of 
morphine. “You have to stay awake,” he commanded. “Frank,” he added, “trans-
late this to her.” Scott turned to his colleague, since he was one of only a few 
Anglos in the Nogales Fire Department and did not speak Spanish. “If you feel 
like you are falling asleep, you must let me know,” he instructed the patient.

They put a cervical collar on Lupita’s neck to protect her spine, but she 
started to gag, and Scott de cided to take it off. Lupita closed her eyes and 
looked like she was dozing off, so the firefighters kept waking her up. They 
brought a Stokes basket— a litter used for rescue operations on difficult terrain— 

Figure 3.1  
Shoes left at the site 
where a Mexican 
 woman fell off the 
border fence in 
Nogales, Arizona. 
Photo graph by 
author, May 2015.
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and discussed the best route to carry her to the ambulance. The slope that we 
descended was too steep and unstable, with falling rocks and sand; on the other 
side,  there was a fence surrounding the lot with tractor- trailers. The rescuers 
de cided it was best to reach the end of the ditch, where they could climb up the 
slope easier and lift the patient across a barbed- wire fence. Six firefighters carried 
Lupita to the ambulance, their feet sliding on the rocks as they clambered up the 
slope. Once secured to the long spinal board and put onto the gurney, Lupita was 
transported by ambulance to a helipad, where the crew of LifeLine 3  were already 
waiting for her. The mechanism of injury— falling from the height of over 20 
feet— and the possibility of a traumatic brain injury meant that she had to be 
flown to the Level I trauma center at the University Medical Center in Tucson.

Back at the fire station, Captain Lopez left the rec ord of the call in the red 
log book: “1107 m2 e2 b2 Dead End Freeport— Jumper/Head Injury.”

This incident is one of several similar episodes recorded in my field journal. The 
pre sent fence separating Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, comprised of 
concrete- and- rebar- filled vertical steel tubes, meets most of the desired speci-
fications for President Trump’s new barrier. Compared to an  earlier landing 
mat construction, which  people remember was colored like an old bruise, the 
pre sent fence is also more “aesthetically pleasing” to residents of the region 
and national publics alike. The see- through barrier looks harmless; its capacity 
to injure rendered invisible (see Figure 3.1). Mutilated bodies of  those who dare 
trespass dis appear: some vanish in the desert only to turn up years  later, when, 
despite the painstaking efforts of forensic anthropologists, their skele tons can 
rarely be identified; the emergency ser vice providers scoop up  others into am-
bulances and rush them to hospitals, where doctors mend broken bones and 
replenish  those dehydrated bodies with fluids before immigration authorities 
lock them up in detention centers. Mi grants injured by the border fence live 
in the shadows of the public sphere, with renal failure or a permanent limp, 
bound to a wheelchair or missing a hand. Some are afraid to seek treatment 
 because they still  don’t have documents to live legally in the United States; 
 others are unable to find or afford long- term care once deported to their coun-
try of origin. The barrier effectively neutralizes the menace of “illegal aliens” 
to the body politic. Within the broader scope of this volume, the ethnography 
of emergency responders illuminates the intersection between two modalities 
of security aesthetics: designing fortresses and screening threats.

Border- related trauma along the U.S. southern fringe is so common that it 
has become normalized. In Douglas, Arizona, about two hours east of Nogales, 
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fire department personnel are dispatched to care for patients with orthopedic 
injuries— they call them “fence jumpers”—so frequently that they now refer 
to the cement ledge abutting the international wall as “ankle alley.” “We help 
every one. It’s  human nature to want a better chance of life. We all have the same 
red blood,” Chief Mario Novoa said when he invited me for a  ride along “ankle 
alley” in 2015. Fire departments in southern Arizona have been thrust into the 
mill of policies that target the U.S.- Mexico border as a source of threats. Trained 
as emergency medical technicians (emts) or paramedics, firefighters regularly 
rescue injured mi grants who fall off the fence and  those who are hurt in the des-
ert; they fight wildland fires started by border crossers in distress as well as  those 
used as diversion by smugglers; and, they go to the overcrowded Border Patrol 
station to take undocumented minors with seizures, fever, or heat illness to 
the hospital.1 Their uniformed bodies, a symbol of heroism and strength (i.e., 
security) stand in contrast to the vulnerable and criminalized bodies of un-
authorized mi grants that they are called to help. Dispatched to correct the 
deleterious consequences of U.S. federal drug and immigration policies, emer-
gency responders are caught between the government’s “security logic” and 
their professional mandate to provide patient care, or “humanitarian reason” 
(Fassin 2012). They witness and experience firsthand the most palpable effects 
of border militarization— they know what injury looks like, smells like, and 
feels like in the field, before it is wrapped up in medical terminology and  legal 
jargon to be hidden from public oversight. Thus, their work provides a unique 
 angle from which to examine security aesthetics by focusing on the damage, 
both physical and  legal, that material infrastructures do to  human bodies.

The chapter is based on my ethnographic research with firefighters in 
southern Arizona and northern Sonora. I have been working in the region 
since early 2015 with the goal to examine the violent entanglement between 
statecraft, law, and topography. Firefighters are uniquely attuned to the char-
acteristics of space and their training provides them with tactical advantage 
over the most challenging of environments and structural failures. Yet along 
the Arizona- Sonora border they must also navigate the complex po liti cal and 
 legal landscape sliced by a symbolically charged international boundary. In 
this chapter, I focus on the material and aesthetic qualities of security; that 
is, on how its discursive and affective dimensions are anchored in urban and 
desert terrain. The concept of “tactical infrastructure,” which the U.S. gov-
ernment uses to describe the assemblage of structures and technologies that 
enhance security, draws attention to the depoliticized and  legal methods of 
deploying state vio lence against unauthorized mi grants. This security assem-
blage is made up of parts that are scattered across the landscape and include 
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ele ments of both natu ral and man- made environments, which provides the 
government with a con ve nient “moral alibi” when locating responsibility for 
mi grant deaths. As Roxanne Lynn Doty (2011, 607) writes: “The raw physical-
ity of some natu ral environments has an inherent power which can be put to 
use and can function to mask the workings of social and po liti cal power. In 
the case of U.S. border control strategy, geographic space has made it pos si ble 
to suggest that the consequences in the form of mi grant deaths result from 
‘natu ral  causes’— e.g., extreme heat, dehydration, thirst, or exposure to the 
ele ments— thus deflecting official responsibility.” In the Sonoran Desert, the 
four states of  matter— earth,  water, air, and fire— play key roles in producing 
“accidents” that injure and kill the unarmed. The border wall is specifically 
designed to perform what Achille Mbembe (2003, 21) calls “demiurgic surgery,” 
severing the limbs of  those who try to scale it. Using Eyal Weizman’s (2014) 
concept of “forensis,” which regards built environment as capable of structur-
ing  human action and conditioning incidents and events, I propose reading 
 these injuries as state- effects. Critical anthropological analy sis of the patterns 
of physical trauma on the U.S.- Mexico border allows us to trace the responsi-
bility of the government for what it successfully pre sents as the unintentional 
consequences of security pro cesses unfolding on a rugged terrain.

To begin with, I  will review existing research that shows the risks and dan-
gers that unauthorized mi grants face when they travel across the border from 
Mexico to the United States. As scholars have argued, the  hazards have inten-
sified as a direct consequence of new security infrastructures and surveillance 
technologies put in place along the international boundary since the 1990s. The 
chapter then moves on to examine the peculiar position of emergency respond-
ers as frontline state actors whose rescue ethics relieves the damage caused by 
security aesthetics and inadvertently obscures the  human costs of border mili-
tarization. Using data collected during ethnographic research in nine fire de-
partments along the Arizona- Sonora border from 2015 to 2017, I  will discuss the 
links between Border Patrol’s tactical infrastructure and types of injuries that 
emergency responders often treat. I  will finish the chapter by returning to the 
question about accidental versus intentional character of trauma and the im-
plications of mi grant injuries for our understanding of border security and its 
aesthetics.

TACTICAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Many life- threatening injuries in the U.S.- Mexico border space are not acci-
dental. Rather, they result from structural conditions created by the escalation 
of vio lence and security enforcement. Criminalization of immigration, which 
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accelerated in the 1990s and was further radicalized by concerns with terror-
ism in the aftermath of 9/11, led the U.S. government to designate its south-
western border with Mexico as a threat to homeland security. This justified 
the amassing of law enforcement resources to protect it and the waging in the 
borderlands of what has been likened to a low- intensity conflict (Dunn 1996). 
To deter unauthorized entry, the government has employed a combination 
of personnel, technology, and infrastructure, which made crossing the border 
considerably more difficult and dangerous (see Figure 3.2).

Fences and gates, roads and bridges, drainage structures and grates, ob-
servation zones, boat ramps, lighting and ancillary power systems, as well as 
remote video surveillance are part of the cbp’s “tactical infrastructure,” a term 
the agency uses to refer to an assemblage of materials and technologies that 
together “allow CBP to provide per sis tent impedance, access, and visibility, 
by making illicit cross- border activities, such as the funneling of illegal im-
migrants, terrorists, and terrorist weapons into our Nation, more difficult 
and time- consuming” (cbp 2012, n.p.). Installed on the frontlines of the U.S. 
government’s converging “wars”— the “war on drugs,” the “war on terror,” and 
what looks like the “war on immigration”— tactical infrastructure harms the 

Figure 3.2 Mexican side of the border: CBP surveillance tower stands tall above the 
barrier separating Nogales, Sonora, and Nogales, Arizona. Photo graph by author, 
october 2016.
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latter category— people— most. According to a 2009 Congressional Research 
Ser vice Report, “Border fencing is most effective for its operational purposes 
when deployed along urban areas. . . .  In rural areas, the [U.S Border Patrol] 
testified that it has a tactical advantage over border crossers  because they must 
travel longer distances before reaching populated areas” (Haddal, Kim, and 
Garcia 2009). Containing such terms as “operational” and “deployed,” the re-
port conveys the language of war.

Nogales falls within the jurisdiction of Border Patrol’s Tucson Sector, 
which covers 262 miles from the Yuma County line in the west to the Arizona- 
New Mexico state line in the east.2 The area continues to be a major route for 
northbound mi grants and drug and  human smugglers: 63,397 unauthorized 
border crossers  were apprehended  there in 2015 (Montoya 2016).  These num-
bers  don’t say much about anything.  There’s no hard formula to plug them into 
and calculate how many  people and drugs get across. Yet this did not stop the 
federal agency from using them to justify proj ects that have converted south-
ern Arizona into the testing ground for state- of- the- art security infrastructures 
and surveillance technologies. It began in the mid-1990s with the new national 
strategy to secure the U.S. southern border with Mexico. Operation Safeguard 
in Arizona was a replica of Operation Blockade/Hold the Line between El Paso, 
Texas, and Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, and Operation Gatekeeper on the San 
Diego- Tijuana border. This put into practice the Border Patrol’s 1994 Strategic 
Plan, which assumed that “ those attempting to illegally enter the United States 
in large numbers do so in part  because of the weak controls we have exercised 
over the southwest land border in the recent past” (U.S. Border Patrol 1994, 4). 
The centerpiece of the plan was the “prevention through deterrence” pro-
gram, which called for “bringing a decisive number of enforcement resources 
to bear in each major entry corridor.”  These resources— increased number of 
agents on the line, aided by the use of tactical infrastructure, such as landing 
mat fencing and stadium-style lighting, and technology, including night vision 
scopes and ground sensors— had to raise the risk of apprehension to the point 
where many would “consider it futile to attempt illegal entry.” The plan pre-
dicted that, as a direct consequence of border security buildup in urban areas, 
“illegal traffic  will be deterred, or forced over more hostile terrain, less suited 
for crossing and more suited for enforcement.” So it was that in the 1990s the 
chain- link fence in Nogales was replaced by 12- foot- high steel panels.

“The threat and terrain dictates the strategy and equipment. . . .   There is 
not one single piece of equipment or technology or infrastructure that is a pan-
acea to border security,” explained Manuel Padilla, the former chief of the U.S. 
Border Patrol’s Tucson Sector (Trevizo 2015b). Announced in 2011 and expected 
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to be fully operational by 2020, the Arizona Border Surveillance Technology 
Plan is the most recent iteration in a series of attempts to secure the border: it 
consists of a combination of Integrated Fixed Towers, ground sensors that can 
detect a single person, and long- range night- vision scopes mounted on mobile 
surveillance trucks; the program  will give Border Patrol “ninety  percent situ-
ational awareness” (Trevizo 2015c). The defense com pany that won the gov-
ernment’s bid— Israel’s  giant private military manufacturer Elbit Systems— has 
promised to bring to southern Arizona the same security technologies used in 
Gaza and the West Bank (T. Miller and Schivone 2015). Integrated fixed towers 
 will be equipped with cameras that provide agents with high- resolution video 
that allows them to see  whether someone is carry ing a backpack or a long- arm 
weapon from up to 7.5 miles away. Seven such towers are already perched on 
the rolling hills surrounding Nogales. Thirty- one  others  will be constructed in 
Douglas, Sonoita, Ajo, and Casa Grande.

INHUMANE CONSEQUENCES

The trend of border militarization that began in the 1990s and escalated  after 
9/11— including the adoption of “prevention through deterrence” as the pri-
mary immigration enforcement strategy, the increase in the numbers of Border 
Patrol agents, the parallel amplification of the Mexican military  after President 
Felipe Calderón assumed power and declared war on or ga nized crime, and 
the blurring of lines between  human smugglers and drug traffickers— have all 
added to the escalation of vio lence and resulted in a border- crossing experi-
ence that is extremely dangerous (Cornelius 2001; Doty 2011; Infante et al. 
2012; Slack and Campbell 2016; Slack and Whiteford 2011). Like other urban 
areas that had traditionally been popu lar crossing corridors for unauthorized 
mi grants, Nogales has been increasingly fortified (McGuire 2013; Nevins 2010). 
In addition to the obstacles presented by the fence, border crossers  were sub-
jected to “the thickening of delinquency” (Rosas 2012) that thrived on the neo-
liberal frontier— gang vio lence, kidnapping, extortion, rape, and other forms 
of illegalities. As the Border Patrol’s plan predicted, “illegal traffic” was “forced 
over more hostile terrain, less suited for crossing and more suited for enforce-
ment.” Unable to cross through towns, unauthorized mi grants  were funneled 
to less policed passages through the Sonoran Desert.

Such stringent security policies are directly linked to the routinization 
of mi grant deaths. A report prepared by the American Civil Liberties Union 
(aclu) claims that the deaths of an estimated 5,607 unauthorized mi grants 
between 1994 and 2009  were a predictable and inhumane outcome of border 
security policies (Jimenez 2009, 7–8). Since 2001, the Pima County Medical 
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Examiner’s Office identified more than 2,500  human remains in the Tucson 
Sector alone (Blust 2016). As mi grants who are trying to cross into the United 
States are being pushed into geo graph i cally and environmentally difficult des-
ert and mountain areas in southern Arizona, they have come to rely on guides 
linked to drug cartels, which can lead to robberies, kidnapping, physical abuse, 
and rape. Some get lost or are abandoned by smugglers, especially when they 
are injured or in distress. Most deaths occur due to environmental  factors, pri-
marily from exposure to extreme heat or cold (temperatures can reach over 
120 degrees Fahrenheit during summer days and drop below freezing during 
winter nights) and dehydration, as  people typically never carry enough  water 
to sustain themselves on a multiday crossing (de León 2012). Researchers and 
activists who work on recovering, identifying, and repatriating mi grant re-
mains note that, besides existing diseases, other common  causes of death while 
crossing the border include blunt force injuries, train and motor vehicle acci-
dents, gunshot wounds, natu ral disasters such as fires, and drowning in rivers 
and irrigation canals (Jimenez 2009). Referring to  these deaths as a result of 
“natu ral  causes” or “unintended effects” of “prevention through deterrence” 
deflects official responsibility.

 There are specific patterns of suffering that can be traced back to bor-
der securitization and militarization and that reveal the border crossing to 
be a well- structured violent social pro cess. Drawing on ethnographic and 
archaeological data from the Undocumented Migration Proj ect in the So-
noran Desert, Jason de León (2012, 2015) has shown how “use- wear” of objects 
that mi grants take with them to avoid being caught by border enforcement 
agents— black plastic  water jugs, cheap sneakers, darkly colored clothes— act 
on  people’s bodies, causing par tic u lar types of injuries. All mi grants are made 
vulnerable through encounters with the Border Patrol, coyotes, bandits, and 
traffickers, but  women,  children, and monolingual indigenous  people face the 
greatest risk (Slack and Whiteford 2011).  Those traveling from Honduras, El 
Salvador, or other countries south of Mexico may get mutilated if they fall 
off the freight trains colloquially known as “La Bestia” (the beast), which they 
take to reach the U.S. border. Wendy Vogt (2013) has shown how the bodies 
of Central American mi grants have become commodities in the economies 
of vio lence and humanitarian aid.  These occurrences are not accidents— they 
must be understood as the result of structural, state, and local economies of 
vio lence and in equality.

Despite the risks, many mi grants make it across the border alive, but often—
because of severe injuries caused by the journey— they need emergency medical 
care. The close relationship between securitization of the border and increased 
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number of trauma patients is illustrated by the following detail: Nogales Inter-
national reported that when in 2011 the government doubled the height of the 
border fence in the city, the number of times fire department ambulances trans-
ported someone from the border spiked (Prendergast 2013). In 2015 and 2016, 
the Mexican Consulate registered 125 Mexican nationals hospitalized in Tuc-
son: most of them for fractures caused by falling off the border wall, while other 
reasons for hospitalization included dehydration, injuries to the feet (blisters, 
cuts), and drinking contaminated  water.3 The consulate also registered bites by 
poisonous animals, spontaneous abortions due to severe dehydration,  people 
swept away by arroyos during the rains, sexual abuse by  human traffickers, and 
ingestion of cactus. The numbers may seem low, but that is  because the con-
sulate only learns about a patient when  either the Border Patrol or the hospi-
tal lets them know. On the other side of the border, the Juan Bosco mi grant 
shelter in Nogales, Sonora, accepted thirty injured  people in June 2015 alone 
(Echavarri 2015). That year the consulate and the mi grant shelter both reported 
an increase in serious injuries along the fence. Ricardo Pineda, the Mexican 
consul in Tucson, said that they  were seeing more mi grants in need of medical 
attention from falling off the border fence than from crossing the desert. Most 
of them  were  women with fractures to their feet, ankles, or legs. Gilda Felix, the 
director of Juan Bosco shelter, told the press: “They think it’s easier than walk-
ing for days in the desert but it’s not. . . .  It’s the same crossing through the wall 
or through the desert, both difficult and dangerous” (Echavarri 2015).

To reduce the number of deaths the government created the Border Pa-
trol Search, Trauma, and Rescue Unit (borstar). Yet the role of borstar is 
rather controversial  because at other times border enforcement agents are the 
ones responsible for injuring mi grants (Isacson, Meyer, and Davis  2013; Martínez, 
Slack, and Heyman 2013). To mitigate the deadly effects of security policies, hu-
manitarian organ izations such as Humane Borders, Tucson Samaritans, and No 
More Deaths, among  others, took on the task of rescuing unauthorized mi-
grants and providing them first aid (Magaña 2008). Volunteers build  water sta-
tions stocked with food, clothing, and first- aid kits and set up medical camps. 
They also patrol the desert on foot and in vehicles in search for mi grants who 
need help. In situations when their condition is critical— for example, when 
border crossers have altered  mental status, difficulty breathing, or snake bites— 
volunteers try to persuade mi grants to allow them to call 911 and transfer them 
to local medical facilities. Law enforcement officers at Arizona’s ports of entry 
also have prosecutorial discretion, which enables them to consider the per-
son’s condition and use humanitarian parole to temporarily admit immigrants 
for health reasons, even when the patients do not have a passport and a visa.
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But none of them— neither the Border Patrol agents, nor immigration of-
ficers at the ports of entry, nor humanitarian aid volunteers— have the indis-
criminate provision of prehospital medical ser vices as the official mandate of 
their job. In southern Arizona, this task belongs to local emergency responders. 
Ethical framework that underlies the princi ples of health care distinguishes 
emergency responders from Border Patrol agents, who, even when trained in 
first aid, are primarily concerned with enforcing the law. Their affiliation with 
local city or county governments also sets them apart from humanitarian vol-
unteers who are not accountable to state agencies. How do  these public ser vice 
employees negotiate their seemingly contradictory functions of being part of 
the state apparatus, which renders invisible the victims of security policies and 
tactical infrastructure, while at the same time mandated to rescue  those in-
jured by government policies?

FIREFIGHTERS AS STATE ACTORS

Emergency responders have a pragmatic, hazard- oriented disposition  toward 
the border region, which has been sensationalized and politicized in national 
public discourses. The  labor of structure and wildland firefighting hinges on 
competence— practical types of knowledge, the know- how of the city or the 
country, acquired through repeated encounters with the dangers of the local 
topography (Desmond 2007). Previously called “smoke eaters” and associ-
ated with untamed bravery, firefighters have evolved into a highly trained all- 
hazards response task force, dispatched to vehicle collisions, confined space 
rescue operations, floods, and other incidents. In the 1970s, fire departments 
across the United States started providing prehospital medical ser vices to 
the critically ill and injured in their communities. Firefighters are now rou-
tinely certified as emts, and are increasingly choosing to obtain a paramedic’s 
license. In southern Arizona, even small fire departments operate Advanced 
Life Support ambulances, equipped with cardiac monitors and medi cations, 
and are getting more calls for health emergencies than for other types of in-
cidents.  Today fire and rescue squads are the embodiment of what historian 
Mark Tebeau (2003, 287) described as “the melding of men and technology 
into an efficient, lifesaving machine.”

Fire departments have also changed their traditionally local orientation 
and adjusted to the demands placed on first responders by the national po-
liti cal milieu. As municipal ser vice providers, they have historically played an 
impor tant role in local city governance, their  unions supporting candidates 
in mayoral and city council elections. Their significance  didn’t reach much 
further than the bound aries of the neighborhood where they served and 
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where they knew the residents, yet now firefighters have been placed on the 
front lines of the federal state and its security mission. Their role in respond-
ing to 9/11 attacks, when 343 firefighters died  under the collapsing towers in 
New York City, has solidified their symbolic status as “gallant warriors” and 
national heroes in the “war on terror” (Donahue 2011; Dowler 2002; Rothen-
buhler 2005) and justified their co- optation into national preparedness and 
homeland security structures. Po liti cally and administratively, fire and rescue 
ser vices across the United States have been incorporated into the system of 
federal emergency management, which falls  under the purview of the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security. As their mandate expanded to include incidents 
involving all threats and  hazards, firefighters have been trained to effectively 
respond to an open- ended list of emergencies from hazardous industrial waste 
spills to terror attacks involving biological, chemical, radiological, and other 
weapons of mass destruction, to epidemic infectious disease. They regularly 
participate in exercises and drills that prepare them to deal with  these and 
other emergent threats to national and global security (see Collier and Lakoff 
2008; Fosher 2009; Lakoff 2007; Masco 2014).

Yet the routine work of firefighters and paramedics rarely calls for such 
large- scale mobilization. Daily, they respond to 911 calls within their local ju-
risdictions, helping  people in the most vulnerable situations, where their ev-
eryday practices are nonetheless interlaced with security politics. Firefighters 
work  under conditions of increased anx i eties in their communities and amidst 
residents’ concerns that locally financed rescue ser vices are being diverted to 
address the consequences of federal security enforcement (Lovett 2012; Pren-
dergast 2013). Nowhere is this more vis i ble than on the U.S.- Mexico border. 
 Here, an already difficult physical terrain— the desert with steep crevices, aban-
doned mine shafts, extreme temperature changes, toxic plants, and poisonous 
animals—is made even more threatening by security tactics aimed at curbing 
undocumented migration and drug trafficking. Many of the emergencies local 
firefighters and paramedics respond to are the result of the life- threatening 
combination of the  legal grid imposed on the region’s physical topography. 
Witnessing the impacts of the enhanced border security regime on the health 
and well- being of U.S. and Mexican border residents and mi grants alike, fire-
fighters wrestle with the contradictions they experience as both humanitarian 
rescuers and uniformed state authorities. Emergency responders work in the 
splintered space of what Pierre Bourdieu (2014) called the “bureaucratic field,” 
where “the left hand” of the state (in charge of social functions, such as public 
education, health, housing, welfare) is remediating the negative effects result-
ing from the actions of “the right hand” (enforcing the economic discipline 
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and social order— the police, the courts, the prison)—in this case, border mili-
tarization. As fire and emergency medical ser vices become ever more tightly 
integrated into the national preparedness and homeland security apparatus, 
and invested with po liti cal and symbolic functions of state authority, more 
and more first responders are finding themselves caught between border en-
forcement and social- humanitarian policies.

While unauthorized mi grants who work in the United States may try to 
avoid interacting with health care providers out of fear of being detained and 
deported (Holmes 2013; Horton 2016), this is usually not an option for unau-
thorized mi grants who become critically ill or injured while crossing the bor-
der. The burden of ethical and  legal action then falls on emergency responders 
who, like other street- level bureaucrats such as police officers and social  workers, 
wield considerable discretion in the day- to- day implementation of public pro-
grams (Lipsky 1980). The Emergency Medical Treatment and Active  Labor 
Act of 1986 requires health care providers to treat anyone who needs emer-
gency medical care regardless of income or immigration status. Fire depart-
ments follow medical protocols that outline what mechanisms of injury and 
what signs and symptoms warrant transporting patients by air to the nearest 
trauma center in Tucson. A patient’s  legal status in the country has no place 
in medical decision charts. Yet, as research in diff er ent social settings has 
shown, relationships between laws, policies, and medical ethics are often in-
congruous, making the interactions between frontline health care personnel 
and their “illegal” patients fraught with tension (e.g., Castañeda 2011; Chavez 
2012; Heyman, Núñez, and Talavera 2009; Marrow 2012; Rosenthal 2007; 
Willen 2007).

In recent years, the conflation between prehospital medical care and immi-
gration enforcement has become a major issue for firefighters who rescue un-
authorized mi grants in southern Arizona. Due to lack of federal mechanisms 
to compensate taxpayer- funded fire departments for providing treatment and 
transport to unauthorized mi grants, emergency responders have been report-
ing  these patients to the Border Patrol, which forces the agency to assume at 
least partial responsibility for the costs of medi cations and other supplies used 
to rescue, treat, and transport undocumented patients (see Jusionyte 2018). 
But emergency responders are divided on the issue. “The guys, from the cap-
tain down, wanna help  people. That’s our goal,” a thirty- year veteran in the 
Nogales Fire Department told me. “We are not Border Patrol. Since he’s on 
this side of the fence, wherever it is, we had been told to treat that patient. 
With that issue [referring the patient to the Border Patrol], you are making the 
ems [emergency medical ser vices]  people become involved with immigration 
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enforcement.” In the end, humanitarian logic triumphs over policy. The same 
firefighter said that sometimes they had to circumvent the rules and make a 
“moral decision”: “We’ve gone out to places where  people  were in extremely 
bad shape and taken medical custody of them, knowing that I should have 
called the Border Patrol before. Like we say  here, if I’m gonna mess up, I’m 
gonna mess up to the good side. When that patient is walking home or some-
thing and they say: How come you  didn’t call the Border Patrol . . . ? I’ll say: 
Well, you know what? Sue me.”

The border zone has been called the “Constitution  free zone,” where the 
area’s very proximity to the international boundary breeds concerns over se-
curity, which in turn justifies bending the law (Dorsey and Díaz- Barriga 2015). 
More and more often local fire departments are not even contacted to provide 
emergency medical ser vices to injured border crossers. In 2015, aclu criticized 
southern Arizona’s Santa Cruz and Pima Counties— where Nogales and Ari-
vaca are located— for violating the Equal Protection Clause of the  Fourteenth 
Amendment when they found that the sheriffs’ departments “selectively re-
ferred” 911 calls from mi grants in distress directly to the Border Patrol, bypass-
ing local first responders (Trevizo 2015a).

THE FENCE: AMPUTATIONS AND FRACTURES

“When it used to be the old fence,  people would cross, go in and out. Not a big 
 thing.” Having worked for the Nogales Fire Department since 1985, Assistant 
Chief William Sanchez said that  until the 1990s unauthorized crossing was 
very common. He, like many of  those who work in the fire ser vice, is a local 
of the town, where over 90  percent of the population is Hispanic and where 
the common language in all but government business is Spanish. Most of the 
residents in Nogales have  family on both sides of the border and call the  sister 
cities of Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, “Ambos Nogales.” Founded 
in the 1890s, the Nogales Fire Department employs forty- two shift workers, at 
least three of whom began their  career as volunteer firefighters on the other 
side of the border, in Mexico. Over the years, they have experienced changes to 
border infrastructure as residents of  these towns first and  later as emergency 
responders. “When we  were kids, we used to cut through the fence and go buy 
bread and stuff over  there [in Mexico] and then come back,” one captain told 
me. Another firefighter reminisced about a man on a bicycle who would bring 
lemons and cheese from Nogales, Sonora, to sell at the fire station in Nogales, 
Arizona. The fence was  there, but it  didn’t mean much to anybody.

It was not  until the mid-1990s that a metal wall was erected to divide 
Ambos Nogales. This new barrier was made from steel panels that the U.S. 
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military had originally used as portable landing mats for Hercules cargo planes 
and Huey he li cop ters during the Vietnam War. Even the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, the ones who designed the solid corrugated steel panels known as 
m8a1s, acknowledged the flaws of their construction: the landing mats had 
rough edges that frequently ripped the tires of heavy aircraft (Hattam 2016). 
By the end of the war the military had replaced them with aluminum mats, rel-
egating m8a1s for taxiways and parking lots.  After Vietnam, landing mats  were 
easily repurposed for other ends. Mea sur ing 12 feet long, 20 inches wide, and 
a quarter- inch thick, and weighing 147 pounds, the panels became “army sur-
plus.” They  were subsequently redeployed to the U.S. Southwest border. Each 
mile of fence required 3,080 metal sheets. By 2006, they had been used to build 
over 60 miles of border fence in California, Arizona, and Texas. In Nogales, 
the new rusty steel barrier extended to 2.8 miles; depending on the location, it 
was 8–12 feet high and had an anti- climb guard (McGuire 2013, 472).

When the landing mat wall was erected in Nogales, emergency respond-
ers  were regularly called to help unauthorized border crossers who had been 
injured while trying to scale the barrier separating them from the jobs on con-
struction sites or agricultural fields in the north. The same sharp edges that 
damaged the tires of the military fleet in Vietnam left some mi grants with 
large gashes, amputated limbs, and degloving injuries. Alex Flores, who has 
worked for the Nogales Fire Department since the mid-1990s, recalls:

When they [border crossers]  were climbing down, they would slip and the 
hands would get stuck up  here, so they would get their fin gers cut off. . . .  
Every thing would get caught up  here  because it was sharp. They [authori-
ties] say they  weren’t, but I think they  were made intentionally like that to 
deter  people from coming over. So  people would get their fin gers cut off, 
and they would land on this side, and the fin ger parts would land on the 
other side, usually, or they would get lost between the plates, so we never 
could get them out. [In] some places they used to have cuts on the bottom 
[of the fence] for the  water to go through with grates on it. You could still 
see across and you could see the fin gers . . .  on the other side of the border, 
and the  people  were over  here. Sometimes we would reach over and grab 
the body part, bring it over and put it on ice. It used to happen a lot.

In 2011, the aesthetically displeasing landing mat wall was replaced by a 
sturdier and taller bollard- style barrier. Constructed of interconnected steel 
tubes extending up to 20 feet above the ground and 10 feet below the surface, 
this fence was designed to act as a more effective deterrent against climbing 
over or digging  under (Stephenson 2011). The diff er ent design of the barrier 
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produced diff er ent types of injuries. While the  earlier version, made of cor-
rugated sheet metal, caused gashes and amputations, the pre sent barrier is 
difficult to hold on to and mi grants often fall down. A surgeon at the trauma 
center in Tucson, who has treated many injured border crossers, explained 
in an interview in 2015: “In certain areas the fence is up to 20–30 feet high. 
A fall from that height can be pretty serious. Very frequently we see patients 
with orthopedic injuries. Ankle fractures are very common, tib- fib—or lower 
extremity— fractures, and spinal fractures.” He added: “It’s a pattern of injury. 
When someone falls and lands on their feet, the energy is transferred from the 
feet all the way to the spine.”

Some stretches of the pre sent wall are more perilous than  others.  There 
is an offset landing with cement and rocks, where the most dramatic injuries 
occur. “That’s prob ably about a four to five feet area, like a sidewalk, but with 
rocks sticking out from it,” a paramedic in Nogales once described it to me (see 
Figure 3.3). “What other reason are  these  there for?” another firefighter asked 
rhetorically. “They are  there to injure  people so that they  couldn’t run from 
the Border Patrol.”  These firefighters knew from experience, having responded 
to help numerous patients with orthopedic, spinal, and head trauma on that 

Figure 3.3 U.S. side of the border: sharp rocks lining the bottom of the barrier 
between Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora. Photo graph by author, october 2016.
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small piece of land right next to the cbp parking lot. “We had  people that 
landed on their head and died,” one of them said. In February 2012, a forty- 
four- year- old man from Oaxaca, Mexico, died on the west side of Nogales 
when he sustained head and neck injuries (Pineda 2016). Two years  later, in 
March 2014, a forty- one- year- old man from El Salvador died from head trauma 
 after falling from the border fence near the end of Short Street (Pineda 2016). 
In 2016, the Nogales Police Department was investigating the death of a thirty- 
two- year- old  woman from Juchitepec in the State of Mexico, whose body was 
found near the border fence in the east of Nogales. She, too, had fatal injuries 
 after possibly falling off the fence, reported the police. Security buildup on the 
border was largely based on weaponizing the already difficult physical terrain. 
To emergency responders the causation was obvious: they did not hesitate to 
implicate the agency in deliberately altering the landscape to cause serious 
injuries to  those who did not have the required documents  allowing them to 
cross through the designated port of entry.

THE ROAD: HIGH- SPEED CHASES AND ROLLOVERS

 Those deterred by the fence—as the most obvious form and spectacular opera-
tionalization of security aesthetics— cross through what the Border Patrol’s stra-
tegic plan refers to as “hostile terrain.” The desert may seem less harmful, but 
its appearance is deceptive. Journalists, scholars, and  human rights activists have 
called the Sonoran Desert “the killing fields” and “a neoliberal oven” (see Rosas 
2012). Luis Alberto Urrea (2004) warned about the cunning character of this lethal 
topography, noting “the deadly bite” lurking “ behind the greeting- card sunrises.” 
 Here, nature functions as an extension of tactical infrastructure, performing the 
role of law enforcement by subjecting unauthorized border crossers to injury.

Although emergency responders from Nogales are also dispatched to res-
cues in the hills and canyons outside of town, it is the rural fire departments 
that carry the heaviest burden of treating and transporting unauthorized mi-
grants who get hurt in the desert. In 2015, I conducted fieldwork with firefight-
ers in Arivaca, an unincorporated community of about seven hundred residents 
located 11 miles north of the border. It is on a popu lar transit route through the 
desert between Nogales and Sasabe, used by undocumented mi grants and drug 
smugglers alike. Arivaca Volunteer Fire Department, which was founded in 
1986 and became a fire district in 2009, has two emergency medical respond-
ers per shift covering a territory of 612 square miles. In 2015, the department 
responded to 192 calls for emergency medical ser vices, fire, welfare, and other 
situations; 24 of  those runs involved a patient in the custody of the Border 
Patrol.4
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Tangye Beckham— firefighter, paramedic, and the district’s interim fire 
chief, who has lived in Arivaca for most of her life— said: “They are traveling 
at night and if you  don’t know the terrain, I  wouldn’t walk out  here at night, 
but they do.  Because they figure they are undetected. They fall off cliffs or they 
trip over rocks. The terrain is very rough.” Emergency responders are routinely 
called to rescue mi grants who fall into abandoned mine shafts, twist their an-
kles on the rocks, or lose a lot of fluids during prolonged exposure to extreme 
heat. Most of them need treatment for dehydration, which— after days of heat 
exposure— can be severe and cause permanent damage to the kidneys. Border 
Patrol agents often find injured mi grants in locations that are remote and dif-
ficult to access, miles off the paved road, so it can take an hour or more  until 
emergency responders reach them and begin treatment. Once the patient is in 
the ambulance, the drive to the closest hospital in Tucson takes another hour. 
When the life of the patient is in danger, emergency responders call rescue 
he li cop ters, which can cover the same distance in less than twenty minutes.

Before the checkpoints  were permanently installed on both roads con-
necting Arivaca to the rest of the country— one at the entrance of Interstate 
19 in Amado, the other on State Route 286 north of Sasabe— the Arivaca Vol-
unteer Fire Department frequently responded to vehicle rollovers. An emt I 
interviewed in 2015 told me about the “car wreck phase” in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, when the Border Patrol chased vehicles carry ing unauthorized 
mi grants “packed like sardines.” Once he was the first responder to arrive on 
scene with seventeen patients. He described the situation:

 There’s been  people apneic and pulseless, and, assessing the patients, I 
knew  there was no helping them.  There  were some  people that had bro-
ken bones, but it  wasn’t life threatening, so I would go on to the next 
patient. . . .   There  were  people who had prob lems with breathing or  were 
bleeding  really bad and I would attempt to stop the bleeding and make 
sure they have a clear airway and make sure . . .  that somebody was hold-
ing C- spine. . . .  I’ve splinted broken femurs, I’ve splinted arms using a 
stick. We used what we had. Duct tape. Cardboard.

Roadside crosses, marking the sites where deadly accidents took place, dot 
the highways of southern Arizona. Emergency responders in Tubac, Sonoita, 
and Nogales suburban fire districts told me similar stories. Throughout the “car 
wreck phase,” local firefighters responded to multiple vehicle rollovers, often 
involving pickup trucks and vans sometimes carry ing dozens of unauthorized 
mi grants, and they consistently told me that many of  these deadly accidents 
happened as a result of pursuits on roads that have dangerous curves, often 
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at night. Carmen Hernandez, who at the time worked as an emt in Tubac, 
recalled an incident on June 6, 2009, when a Ford Excursion, carry ing twenty- 
four  people, rolled on State Route 82 east of Sonoita, and eleven unauthorized 
mi grants  were killed: “I was brand new. I remember getting off the ambulance 
and it was like a war zone. Bodies everywhere. . . .  The first patient I remember 
seeing was a fourteen- year- old. . . .  Then, as you start walking,  there  were head 
injuries,  there was brain  matter on the ground. One of the patients, he was a 
doa [dead on arrival], was  under Border Patrol jeep.”

Despite rollovers being a topic regularly covered in the local press, often 
 under sensationalized headlines (e.g., “13 from ‘Deep in Mexico’ Hurt in Ari-
vaca Rollover,” Tucson Citizen, February 22, 2003; “1 Dead, 7 Critical in Entrants’ 
Crash,” Arizona Daily Star, January 11, 2005), this incident attracted unpre ce dented 
media attention. Even though one of the survivors, a Mexican national, said a 
Border Patrol vehicle had been following the suv, which accelerated and, due to 
the oversize load, blew a rear tire and rolled multiple times, causing most of the 
passengers to be ejected, officials denied that the suv was being pursued. The 
investigation, led by the Arizona Department of Public Safety, focused on iden-
tifying the driver, who could have faced charges for multiple hom i cide (Caesar 
2009). But since the driver turned out to be among the dead, the U.S. Attorney’s 
Office convicted four other men for their part in the migrant- smuggling opera-
tion based out of Cananea, Sonora. One of them, thirty- seven- year- old Oscar 
Garay- Mariscal, who received $500 for his role as a “trail scout” and spent nine 
days in a coma  after the accident, was sentenced to sixty- five months in federal 
prison (J. B. Miller 2011). Indexical links that hinted to larger forces and institu-
tional responsibilities  behind this and other tragic events have not been pursued.

INTENTIONAL ACCIDENTS

Descriptions of injuries that firefighters share with each other are often graphic 
and gory— fin gers amputated by the rustic metal fence, brain  matter scattered 
on the asphalt  after a vehicle crash— but  these details are salient. In the depo-
liticized space of the fire house, recounting accidents is the vernacular through 
which they engage in social critique. As municipal ser vice providers, fire de-
partments and firefighter  unions have long played an impor tant role in local 
governance, supporting candidates in mayoral and city council elections. But 
the rank and file usually stay away from discussing national politics, particu-
larly polarizing issues. Firefighters have to rely on each other: in emergency 
situations their lives are literally in the hands of their peers. Hence, by the 
unwritten rules of the fire house, any topic that could splinter this brotherhood 
is a taboo. When emergency responders tell stories about trauma and rescue, 
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they  don’t assign blame, but  these narratives form a rec ord that can be used 
to reconstruct the chain of events leading to the accident and assign guilt. 
Sometimes the stories point to individual responsibility; other times they hint 
at policy failures. Where po liti cal discourse is  limited, their narrow focus on 
the injured body is the only acceptable means that firefighters and paramedics 
have to express disagreement with government actions. In this chapter, the 
patterns of injuries they observed became ethnographic and analytic cues— 
forensic traces—of state vio lence directed at unauthorized mi grants.

In September 1966, the National Acad emy of Sciences and the National 
Research Council published a document that laid the foundation of emer-
gency medical ser vices in the United States: it was called Accidental Death and 
Disability: The Neglected Disease of Modern Society. The report emphasized the 
“accidental” nature of trauma- related injuries and deaths and lamented that 
“the  human suffering and financial loss from preventable accidental death con-
stitute a public health prob lem second only to the ravages of ancient plagues 
or world wars” (p. 8). To this day, the mandate of prehospital trauma manage-
ment in Nogales, Arivaca, and other fire departments across the United States 
stems from this document. But what constitutes an accident? An accident is 
“an unfortunate eventuality, an incident that happens unexpectedly and un-
intentionally, resulting in damage” (Oxford En glish Dictionary, 2nd ed., s.v. “ac-
cident”). In Aristotelian thought, it signifies a property or quality that is not 
essential to a substance or object. However, as Paul Virilio (2007, 10) noted, 
“what crops up (accidens) is a sort of analy sis, a technoanalysis of what Is be-
neath (substare) any knowledge.” To invent the ship is to invent the shipwreck; 
to invent the train is to invent the derailment; to invent the automobile is to pro-
duce the pileup on the highway. In his critique of new technologies and scientific 
pro gress, Virilio revisits Aristotle’s ideas and writes that “the accident reveals 
the substance.” Accidents are programmed into the products of modernity. We 
can see this in forensic accident investigations, which challenge the fortuitous 
nature of vehicle collisions and airplane crashes. The scientific discovery of the 
incident’s chain of causation allows moral and  legal responsibility to be assigned, 
and “the accident as such ceases to be” (Siegel 2014, 20).

Mi grant injuries on the U.S.- Mexico border have never been accidental— 
they are not chance occurrences or contingencies. But unlike shipwrecks or 
automobile pileups, which happen without an intended cause, border trauma is 
deliberate. It is calculated and produced by  those who deploy the security ap-
paratus as the means of enacting the policy of “prevention through deterrence.” 
The Border Patrol explic itly calls the fence part of its “tactical infrastructure” 
with operational goal to give them advantage over  those who disregard the 
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blunt message: no trespassing. A broken ankle or an amputated fin ger become 
proof of illegal entry— a civil offense. But crossing the border without autho-
rization, through a clandestine passage, is a rather mild violation of the law, 
which precedes and substitutes for a more serious one: suspected drug traf-
ficking— a criminal offense. When an accident is treated as a potential crime, 
the state assumes the right to exercise force against the victim- criminal. In 
her analy sis of car accidents in postapartheid South Africa, Rosalind Morris 
(2010, 612) argues that “the state opens a space to exercise force” not by making 
crimes look like mere accidents, but by representing the accident as a  pos si ble 
crime. The injured mi grant is always already implicated as a criminal. She 
stands in for the drug traffickers and the “murderers and rapists” that conjure 
up fear in the national po liti cal rhe toric.

This line of argument is impor tant, but it is  limited to discourse. This 
chapter urges readers to consider the infrastructure itself— the design and 
textures of security aesthetics that result in specific patterns of trauma—as 
a form of state vio lence and an inherent crime. Architecture theorist Eyal 
Weizman (2014, 16) describes built environments as “composite assemblies of 
structures, spaces, infrastructure, ser vices, and technologies with the capac-
ity to act and interact with their surroundings and shape events around them. 
They structure and condition rather than simply frame  human action, they 
actively— sometimes violently— shape incidents and events.” They can thus 
be used to reveal how states and private corporations commit crimes in the 
routine of governing their subjects while at the same time erasing the vis i ble 
traces of their transgressions. This approach “turns space into evidence, but 
also into the medium in which diff er ent types of evidence come together and 
into relation with each other” (Weizman 2014, 19). Road accidents and trau-
matic falls are programmed into the built environment. Firefighters follow 
the cracks in urban infrastructures that threaten life and rescue  those who 
trip and fall, in predictable— because intentional, therefore preventable— 
patterns. Rescue is a quintessentially spatial task, unfolding on landscapes 
that cripple trespassing bodies in ways that may hinder their survival: deplete 
them of oxygen, puncture their blood vessels, cut their spinal cords. Emer-
gency responders study the relationship between spatial forms— physical ter-
rain, logistical landscapes, buildings— and the types of incidents and injuries 
they produce. They practice using hydraulic tools to extricate bodies from 
mangled vehicles on the highway, and secure patients with potential back and 
neck injuries to the backboard before lifting them into the ambulance.

By aestheticizing its security operations, the state obfuscates its double 
imperative—to wound and to care— placing emergency responders in a 



109

“W
E A

LL H
A

V
E TH

E S
A

M
E R

ED
 B

Lo
o

D
”

seemingly contradictory position. In Nogales, Arivaca, and other fire depart-
ments across southern Arizona, firefighters are dispatched to incidents caused 
by deliberate modifications of the environment in the name of security. Not 
only is emergency routine on the border, but accidents are purposeful. They 
are not due to an error— the malfunctioning of the security apparatus. Mi grant 
injuries are intended outcomes. Their patterns signal the role of the state in 
deploying tactical infrastructure. Unlike in Cold War Berlin, where  those who 
scaled the wall escaping East Germany became heroes in the West, the po liti-
cal figure of the border crosser has lost its public appeal. Mexican, Honduran, 
and other Latin American bodies  don’t signify the same quest for freedom. 
Instead, they are seen as victims, at best; at worst, they are portrayed as vectors 
of criminality, as sources of threat.  Either way, the wounded would tarnish the 
security aesthetics of the “big, beautiful wall,” and, as such, are rendered invis-
ible to all but  those who are mandated to ban dage their injured limbs.

NOTES

This is an updated version of an article that first appeared in American Anthropolo-
gist 120, no. 1, as “Called to ‘Ankle Alley’: Mi grant Injuries and Emergency Medical 
Ser vices on the U.S.- Mexico Border.” I am grateful to D. Asher Ghertner, Daniel M. 
Goldstein, Hudson McFann, and two anonymous reviewers for comments that 
helped me revise it for inclusion as a chapter in the current volume.

1 In southern Arizona, many municipal and county fire departments also provide 
public ambulance ser vices. In Nogales, up to 90  percent of the calls firefighters 
respond to each year are for medical emergencies. Considering this trend, all fire-
fighters are required to be certified as emergency medical technicians or paramed-
ics. The situation is similar in neighboring jurisdictions.

2 While 212 miles have some form of fencing, including Normandy- style anti- vehicle 
barriers, the remaining 50 miles have natu ral barriers— mountains and deserts.

3 Data provided by the Consulado de México in Tucson, Arizona, February 16, 2017.
4 Information obtained from the Arivaca Fire District through a public rec ords 

request, May 9, 2017.
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4

Fugitive Horizons  
and the Arts of  
Security in Honduras

Jon Horne Car ter

In 2014 a young Harvard alum named Octavio Sánchez brought to the presi-
dent of Honduras a radical solution to the prob lems of corruption and inse-
curity plaguing the country. Sánchez was an advocate for charter city devel-
opments in Honduras, which he touted as a chance to rebuild the country 
from the inside out. The idea was to invite corporations to develop regions 
of the country as autonomous spaces, where corporations would create their 
own  legal systems, educational standards, police forces, and so on. If they suc-
ceeded, he argued, the Honduran state would be forced to catch up.

It was, in fact, an idea he was reviving. Charter cities had been introduced 
several years before, as part of a broad initiative outlined by Paul Romer, an 
economics professor at New York University. Romer had written extensively 
on free- trade zones and economic liberalism, and saw charter cities as the 
next frontier of development in countries where corruption and graft often 
rendered institutions and government in effec tive. Romer proposed that pri-
vate companies, foreign or domestic, would be invited to invest in develop-
ing economic centers across a given country, which would be dedicated to 
manufacturing, finance, shipping, or other industries. In return for their in-
vestment, corporate boards would govern  these areas autonomously. Inside 
 these “Special Economic Development Regions” (Regiones Especiales de De-
sarollo [red]) in Honduras, for example, private companies would write their 
own laws, contract their own police force, and maintain their own systems of 
justice, education, accounting, and taxation. It was presumed that corporate 
management and administrative strategies from abroad would be stronger 
and more accountable than  those of the Honduran state. In turn  these would 
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create pockets of stability in a country that was still reeling from the coup 
against President Manuel Zelaya in 2009, and serve as economic engines for 
the country at large. Legislation to create red was passed and then overturned 
by the Honduran Constitutional Court, which cited  these extraterritorial 
spaces as a threat to state sovereignty. Then, four of the five judges  behind the 
ruling  were sacked by congressional order and replaced by judges who passed 
the amendment a second time.

The removal and appointment of justices was widely regarded as an assault 
on the judicial branch of government. It seemed to highlight the institutional 
instability that was the basis for charter cities in the first place, and plans for 
charter cities stalled  until Sánchez emerged as a new face for the movement. 
And in the aftermath of the initial scandal, he framed his vision differently. 
The promise of charter cities was not only economic development. Economic 
development was only the beginning. Charter cities would counteract the ills 
of the pre sent, the institutional decay, purges of the entire national police 
force, expansion of violent or ga nized crime groups nationwide, and the climb-
ing levels of impunity, by opening Honduras to competing systems of justice. 
The in de pen dent  legal systems and police forces implemented by investors, 
Sánchez argued, would be superior to  those of the state itself, and rebuild the 
country from the inside out. “If we are able to create a system that works,” he 
said, “this  will become the most revolutionary pro cess in the history of Latin 
Amer i ca. And if we have to bring justice from outside, we  will” (Mackey 2014). 
Sánchez was clear: charter cities  were diff er ent from gated communities.  These 
 were not just more exclusive enclaves of the rich, with walls and guarded en-
trances. They  were to be cities of the working classes, and invited collective, 
rather than exclusive, speculation on a  future Honduras. But the spirit of that 
invitation contrasted sharply with the daily realities of most Hondurans, more 
than 50  percent of whom live in poverty. Across the barrios of the Hondu-
ran capital, Tegucigalpa, Sánchez’s bold promises and rudimentary computer 
models simply fell flat. The idea was widely criticized as a graft benefiting the 
country’s elite business  people and their contacts in the murky world of global 
finance. From the perspective of the urban poor, the promise of security was 
not dissimilar to that of other commodities marketed widely but accessible 
only to  middle and upper classes,  whether brand new automobiles or vacations 
on Ca rib bean islands. Amidst widespread skepticism  toward the plan, a second 
amendment was passed to change the designation of red to “Zone for Employ-
ment and Economic Development” (Zonas de Empleo y Desarollo Económico 
[zede]), and the first charter city experiment was initiated on the island of 
Amapala in southern Honduras.
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The charter city debate in Honduras is divisive  because it highlights a di-
vergent sense of what security is and how one might establish it— whether for 
oneself or for Honduras as a  whole. The majority of Hondurans who would 
work in the assembly plants of the zede already recognize the destabilizing 
effects of unchecked corporate power and extreme forms of economic liberal-
ism on their daily lives. And while  these have been expanded steadily since the 
early 1990s, the urban poor have been learning to live and cope with escalat-
ing insecurity, from currency devaluations to falling wages. Enormous dispari-
ties in power and wealth exist alongside hulking informal economies, which 
supplement an increasingly restrictive world of ser vice and information jobs. 
In Central Amer i ca the flow of illegal drugs  toward U.S. markets during this 
same period has resulted in the strengthening of cartels and para- state groups, 
against which politicians and military forces promise the restoration of law 
and order. But how does one define “security” in places where the state is not 
the sole or dominant arbiter of power? Particularly in places where criminal 
gangs, drug cartels, and transnational corporations all vie for power, or where 
they do not exist in clear opposition to the state?

In this chapter I draw from fieldwork in several working- class neighbor-
hoods on the outskirts of Tegucigalpa, Honduras, where state security forces 
and power ful street gangs  battle for control.  These are barrios where policing 
is often viewed as a double- edged sword, in some sense essential to restraining 
criminal activity but also mired in a long history of betraying public trust and 
undermining the law police are tasked to protect.  Here any effort by the state 
to create a shared sense of how security might look and feel is complicated by 
the permeable bound aries between state and criminal groups. And as such, the 
per for mance of security by the state sets the stage for a counterper for mance. 
For years this counterper for mance was the province of gangs themselves, who 
tattooed their bodies in defiance of state vio lence. But more recently,  after 
more than a de cade of authoritarian policing, it is not in the flamboyant revolt 
of gang life but in the subtle gestures of everyday survival that the counterper-
for mance to state security work is found. I am thinking of the generation of 
youth that has come of age during the 2000s and the escalation of the war on 
gangs in northern Central Amer i ca, surrounded by mortal danger. For  those 
young  people and their families, it is subtlety and restraint that is often the 
difference between life and death. In this chapter I  will outline an attunement 
to the dangers of the pre sent in Honduras and the subtle strategies of avoiding 
them. Outside of what D. Asher Ghertner, Hudson McFann, and Daniel M. 
Goldstein (this volume) describe as “building fortresses,” I am interested in the 
notions of “screening threats” and “calibrating vulnerabilities” as  these are writ 
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small into the habits and dispositions of a community bound by its own sense 
of what security means.

SENSES OF SECURITY

In 2014 while Oscar Sánchez was courting po liti cal support for the charter city 
initiative, I sat with my friend Vanesa in her tiny, plank- wood  house in bar-
rio Los Pinos, on the edge of Tegucigalpa.1 We  were in front of the tele vi sion 
with her two  daughters, watching the footage of child mi grants crossing the 
U.S. border as cnn commentators debated  whether this was a humanitarian 
crisis or criminal entry into the country. In zones of the city where gang vio-
lence suffocates daily life as it does in Vanesa’s, fleeing the country and heading 
across México on foot is a common strategy for survival. Vanesa was worried 
that her two sons would leave for the United States as well. Many of the neigh-
bors’  children had also gone, some leaving in the  middle of the night. That was 
 because, Vanesa said, a  mother would always protest and break down. But the 
 children have so few options, they have to leave. So they vanish and call from 
the United States when they arrive.

It had been difficult to keep the  children hopeful, she said.  After her eldest 
son was hit by a bus and killed during street demonstrations against the oust-
ing of President Zelaya, the driver had escaped arrest, and the other siblings 
mourned his loss as the country descended into institutional gridlock,  public 
demonstrations, and police repression.  After five years of street protests, the 
police squadrons in thick, black armor, with their teargas cannons and shields, 
had lost much of the potential to shock they wielded over civilians just  after the 
coup.  Armored police  were an everyday sight, and with the discarded protest 
signs, teargas canisters, and po liti cal graffiti scrawled across the walls downtown, 
they merged with the material real ity of the post- coup city poised for deeper 
destabilization. Opposition to the coup brought together activists from a variety 
of social movements as a co ali tion calling itself La Resistencia, a name which 
linked po liti cal protest with the resilience required of all Hondurans exposed 
to sustained military repression, emergency policing, and everyday vio lence 
from street gangs and or ga nized criminal groups. As state forces regulated pub-
lic space across the city with foot patrols and checkpoints, cata loging civilian 
identities through mobile software, gang vio lence in marginal barrios escalated 
as well, leaving many to won der where security might be found at all.

 These divergent notions of security invite us to consider the dual ele-
ments of what Jacques Rancière (2009) calls a “community of sense.” For Ran-
cière the community of sense is premised upon shared criteria of judgment 
and interpretation which, being consistent across a social field, affirm states 
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of belonging or nonbelonging. Clearly some communities of sense emerge as 
normative across time, codified into custom and law. But, as Ghertner et al. 
(this volume) point out,  these are always coeval with the multiplicity of lived 
experiences unfolding elsewhere that cohere as communities of their own. 
Vanesa and Sánchez, for example, each ask in their own ways how security 
might look or feel in con temporary Honduras, indicating quite diff er ent 
“terms of sensibility” (Ghertner 2015, 127) at work. Among Vanesa and her 
neighbors, the promises of a charter city generated more suspicion than ex-
citement. And I think it is necessary to emphasize  here that such suspicion is 
more than a cynical response to the inevitability of graft and corruption in 
modern state life. Thinking with Rancière, I would suggest that it is at the 
heart of a sensibility shared across many of the poor barrios of Tegucigalpa 
where socioeconomic precarity and militarized policing have become mutu-
ally reinforcing. We might think of suspicion, then, as a cultivation of pre-
paredness which, in Vanesa’s case, establishes at least minimal stability for 
herself and her  family, where the state is no longer trusted. Such suspicion 
is but one ele ment of the emergent subjectivities of crisis in Honduras that I 
would like to explore  here.

But before  going further let me step back and think historically about 
the shifting sensibilities of danger in urban spaces, such as Tegucigalpa, since 
countries in northern Central America began scapegoating gangs for a host of 
national prob lems in the early 2000s. Gang members  were easily caricatured 
as both a moral and existential threat, and made the trojan  horse by which 
militarized policing was established as the norm across the first de cade of the 
twenty- first  century. It is helpful  here to think of this transition in the aesthet-
ics of power, as Jean and John Comaroff (2016) have suggested, as a response to 
the failed materialization of the Foucauldian biopo liti cal telos, and its utopia 
of administered society, by the end of the twentieth  century. In turn this fail-
ure generates new spectacles and condensations of state power, often targeting 
petty crime and everyday vectors of insecurity. “Where governance is seriously 
compromised,” they write, “law enforcement may provide a privileged site for 
staging efforts— the double entendre is crucial  here—to summon the active 
presence of the state into being . . .  to produce both rulers and subjects who 
recognize its legitimacy” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2004, 809). The threat of 
the “gang member” emerges in northern Central America in the wake of the 
Cold War, when state leadership shifted from military to civilian leadership, 
and the politics of authoritarian nationalism shifted to  free market liberalism. 
By the late 1990s in Honduras, agrarian producers  were displaced by an influx 
of cheap, global commodities. Many migrated to cities like Tegucigalpa and San 
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Pedro Sula and squatted on unoccupied terrain at the urban periphery, estab-
lishing the sprawling residential swaths of  today’s urban poor.

On the urban periphery a new generation of youth came of age to find 
themselves geo graph i cally isolated from the city at large, and at a distance 
from economic and educational opportunities. The  children of poor families 
circulated the city, for fun or seeking odd jobs, and became the subject of a 
wave of so cio log i cal studies that put a name to the phenomenon as the child 
“at risk,” each of which could become threatening if  those be hav iors congealed 
into the figure of the delincuente. This newly threatening figure was typified 
by the  children who banded together in small gangs, whose embrace of risk 
and danger fascinated as much as it concerned the wider public. Writing on 
vio lence and the postwar setting in El Salvador, Moodie (2006) describes the 
passage from the postwar to the  free market era in which the “value of death” 
shifted across the 1990s, from one associated with martyrdom and po liti cal ac-
tion to one of assumed risk. Daily accidents, harm, and death became natural-
ized ele ments of the  free market setting. Likewise the clearing of homeless or 
nomadic groups of adolescents from public spaces was considered essential to 
investment in business districts downtown, and by the early 2000s the num-
ber of reported violations against youth by police and private security officers 
had risen to reach international infamy (Jahangir 2002). The impacts of  free 
trade, international debt, and structural adjustment programs, combined with 
narco- trafficking cartels moving cocaine north to the United States, formed 
a crucible of instability and volatility in which the lives of poor youth  were 
suspended. The term seguridad ciudadana, or public safety, became a refrain of 
activists and politicians seeking to balance the welfare of a vast demographic 
of young  people while also responding to a public that demanded protection 
from urban crime closely associated with them.

Returning to Rancière, this heightened anxiety around the figure of the 
delincuente and gang member in the early 2000s evinces a gathering consen-
sus about the aesthetics of security and danger. And as such, we might then 
begin to think of gang life differently, in the vein of what Rancière (2010, 139) 
calls “dissensus,” which “breaks with the sensory self- evidence of the ‘natu ral’ 
order that destines specific individuals and groups to occupy positions of rule 
or of being ruled, assigning them to private or public lives, pinning them down 
to a certain time and space, to specific ‘bodies,’ that is to specific ways of being, 
seeing, and saying.” Tens of thousands of gang members across northern Cen-
tral America  were extensively tattooing their upper body and  faces in the early 
2000s, covering them with gang insignia, spider webs, satanic horns, skulls, and 
demons. Gang tattooing reclaimed the body from dehumanizing pro cesses of 
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economic and state vio lence. Their bodies  were both desecrated and vener-
ated, hideous and beautiful, snaring the eye while inciting fear. In this sense 
they performed a dramatic re orientation of the gang member’s body as it ex-
isted in the prevailing community of sense.

 Today, more than a de cade  later,  these gangs are criminal mafias that func-
tion as part of the broader or ga nized crime groups, and it is not my goal to 
romanticize them  here. But I do think it is vital to look back at their emer-
gence and the importance of sacralizing a physical body that was  under siege. 
Elsewhere I describe as “gothic sovereignty” the aesthetic play of inversions in 
communities outside of the law that operate in conscious and open antago-
nism with official institutions whose legitimacy is undermined by corruption 
(Car ter 2014). Tracking the aesthetic shifts in the sensible widens the interpre-
tive field of what Goldstein (2010, 489) calls “critical security anthropology,” 
in which security, a tool within the manifold tactics of governmentality, “calls 
on the power of fear to fill the ruptures that the crises and contradictions of 
neoliberalism have engendered.” Herein, it is through the aesthetic consensus 
that “fear” moves from an emotion to a consolidated, politicized affect.

The irruption of the gangs’ seductive and transgressive aesthetic did not 
directly confront state force on its own terms, but disordered the semiotics of 
the body targeted in a state of exceptionality (Agamben 1995). The Mano Dura 
(strong hand) campaigns initiated in the early 2000s, however, transformed 
the aesthetics of everyday policing in turn. Mano Dura campaigns broadened 
police  powers in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, to eliminate street 
gangs and lower surging crime rates in major cities. In Honduras Mano Dura 
legislation allowed for the detention of suspects for gathering on street cor-
ners in small groups, or on the basis of a single tattoo. Platoons wearing black 
masks and camouflage tactical gear stormed through the urban barrios. While 
the state strugg led with public trust and institutional integrity, Mano Dura 
theatricalized security as an ordering force, a range of practices on display, 
ever ready to stage itself as the dominant semiotic register of public life. Gang 
aesthetics, on the other hand, covered the body with a tattoo- shell of images 
and symbols, training the senses of the subject, and of the onlooker, that the 
threat of vio lence would come from “security” itself.

THIN BLUE LINE

When I arrived back to Tegucigalpa in 2017, friends insisted that I should stay 
in a  hotel downtown  because safety in Los Pinos had deteriorated so badly. 
 Don’t worry, they said, the most expensive  hotels  were slashing prices. Tourism 
and corporate travel had fallen off dramatically in recent years when Honduras 
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had been named, repeatedly, as one of the most violent countries in the world. 
By nightfall I was shocked to find nearly  every restaurant closed in the once- 
bustling hub surrounding the  hotel district, and the next morning, as I walked 
to the central plaza, Cervantes Ave nue— lined with bookstores,  human rights 
offices, and souvenir shops, the cultural heart of downtown— was hardly recog-
nizable. Storefront signs had been removed and many businesses appeared to 
be permanently closed. All of this had happened within one year.

I went to see my friend Reina, whose souvenir shop has been nearby since 
the early 1990s. The storefront was locked. She was inside sipping coffee in a 
T- shirt and sweatpants. “I never open the store  these days,” she said, point-
ing to what  little remained of her inventory. “It happened so quickly . . .  one 
after noon three young men came  here and walked right inside, said we had 
to pay them extortion money,” she said. “ After they left I felt dizzy,” she said. 
“You know what it means, if they are  here extorting me? If they are  here, they 
control the  whole city. They  aren’t afraid of anyone.” In 2013, the Honduran 
Bureau of Business and Industry estimated that more than one thousand busi-
nesses had closed due to extortion, from nightclubs to haberdasheries, restau-
rants, and beauty salons (Associated Press 2013). Rather than report extortion 
to the police, most  owners closed in defi nitely for their own safety. Over the 
last de cade, three attempts to purge the national police of criminal actors seem 
to have had  little impact, though they succeeded in drawing attention to the 
depth of the prob lem by exposing a number of high-  and low- ranking officials. 
A commission initiated in April 2016 demanded the investigation of five hun-
dred officers alleged of criminal activity, and eighty- one officials and police 
connected with gang organ izations. As the barrier separating criminal gangs 
and state police blurs, the circulation of uniforms into nonpolice groups has 
made police impersonation a common occurrence. The national police tried 
to ensure their appearance could not be falsified by implanting computer chips 
into new uniforms, which could be scanned to identify the officer to whom 
the uniform was assigned (see Figure 4.1). I asked Reina what she thought of it. 
“How  will I scan somebody’s uniform, if the officer shows up  here?” Reina asks. 
“This used to be a prob lem you had in the barrios way out  there, far away. This 
street, we are businesses that have been  here for over fifty years. Many of  these 
belong to respected families. And all of us  here take care of each other. If you 
had a prob lem with a thief or a drunkard, you could call the police. Well, look 
at it  here now. We have no one left to call.”

Much as the state is compelled to address the closing gap separating in-
stitutions of law enforcement and power ful criminal entities, which threaten 
to establish a simultaneity between governance and criminal predation, it is 
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the less dramatic work carried on by witnesses, victims, and bystanders to 
this conflict that holds together the social worlds of a majority of Hondurans. 
 These arts of survival include a range of skills and strategies that emerge mi-
metically with failing institutions, an aesthetic  labor as much as gang tattoos 
or the slick armor shielding special forces police. The difference, however, is 
that within the multiple communities of sense operating in Tegucigalpa at a 
given time, arts of survival seek illegibility.

By the end of last de cade, one of the impacts of Mano Dura policing was, 
ironically, significant infiltration of police units by gangs and criminal groups. 
National police in Honduras pushed for experiments in community policing 
that  were successful in stemming corruption in Mexico City, Chicago, Paris, 
and elsewhere (Muller 2010). Instead of rotation between precincts, the idea 
is that officers are assigned to a single district where they are expected to cul-
tivate local relationships and build trust over time. Before the experiments 
began in the district where Los Pinos is located, police scheduled an “open 
dialogue” at the local community center. On the morning of the meeting, 
a gleaming bus with tinted win dows rounded the corner and parked on the 
dirt streets. No fewer than fifty police cadets stepped out and filed into the 
community center.

Figure 4.1 This illustration, from El Heraldo newspaper in Tegucigalpa, depicts 
microchip technology added to police uniforms to combat officer impersonation and 
to assure the public that police institutions can police themselves.
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It was a weekday morning and most of the men from Los Pinos  were 
 either at work or out looking for it, and I arrived to find the community center 
largely empty except the first two rows of chairs taken up entirely by el derly 
 women from the neighborhood. The meeting began with a long statement by 
the head of the local police precinct, describing what community policing was 
and what prob lems it sought to address. It was essential, he said, that commu-
nity members take courage, speak up, and report to the police what they knew 
about gangs and drug traffickers. To withhold information,  because one was 
afraid of retaliation, was to protect criminals and keep police from  doing their 
jobs. In the front row of the auditorium a  woman stood in objection, insisting 
the officer knew very well why no one reports local crimes. He winced melodra-
matically and told her not to insinuate that police  were complicit in criminal 
activities. Another  woman interrupted, saying that if their precinct was not 
involved with gangs, they  were nonetheless powerless to protect anyone.  After 
a few moments the officer lashed out at the front row, ordering them to sit, and 
then made a vulgar comment to other police on the stage.  There was an uproar 
of cross talk and shouting, and within minutes the officers waved their arms 
and went back to the bus. The meeting was over.

What was most notable however was the total absence of community 
members who regularly griped about corruption in the local precinct. Some 
 were at work, but most  were at home. They simply would not make themselves 
vis i ble to the police, as critics of police work or as informers from the neigh-
borhood.  There  were too many eyes watching, a friend told me  later. But the 
frustration and distrust that ran through this meeting was typical of  others I 
attended elsewhere. Instead of resolving deep distrust of the police, the public 
dialogues attempted to stage an encounter between two articulations of secu-
rity in Tegucigalpa: one official, premised on judgments that demonstrated a 
readiness to criminalize barrio residents; and the other local, fugitive to the 
criminalizing gaze of the police. What Goldstein (2005) describes as “flexible” 
justice in Bolivia, in which the relationship between the subject and the law 
is reconfigured through familiar inner principles of neoliberal subjectivity, be-
gins with a lack of security. But the heavy silence between the community and 
police in Los Pinos is the result of an impasse, in which it is not pos si ble to act. 
 Here the understaffing of police units, lack of resources, and inadequate sala-
ries run into the challenges of confronting massive criminal networks that put 
both authorities and civilians in impossible positions. Police demanded that 
community members come forward, even when it was unlikely that they could 
protect them, and everyday street- smarts of community members became an 
object of suspicion, a pos si ble threat. As neighbors are mined as informers, the 
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need for deflection and secrecy grows exponentially.  Here, “community polic-
ing” reverses itself.

The era of Mano Dura policy came to an end, not  under the weight of 
its widely documented failures to reduce vio lence and crime, but as one 
emergency engulfed another in the 2009 coup against Zelaya (Mejía 2007). 
Efforts to purge the police force of criminal ele ments  were put on hold as 
mass protests and civil mobilization against the coup  were met with police 
and military repression, live ammunition, and curfews. Upheaval contin-
ued through elections six months  later that placed conservative candidate 
Porfirio Lobo in the office of president. The Lobo administration escalated 
repression against journalists and protesters around the country such that 
within months the country was the “murder capital of the world” (Robles 
2012). Across the first years of Lobo’s presidency the disappearance and as-
sassination of protesters,  labor leaders, journalists,  lawyers, and then the as-
sassinations of the national antidrug czar and his personal  lawyer, sparked 
outrage, which by 2012 drew condemnation from the U.S. Department of 
State. U.S. aid to Honduras was suspended, with the specific aim of shaming 
its police institutions.

Figure 4.2 This image, of the Military Police of Public order, frames the aesthetic 
dimensions of emergency power as an object of photographic composition.
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 Under Lobo the national police had under gone its first post– Mano Dura 
transition, which integrated the military and civil police into a hybrid force, 
the Intelligence Troop and Special Security Response Groups. In 2013, the 
Lobo administration then founded the Military Police of Public Order (Policía 
Militar del Orden Público [pmop]), whose official purpose was to take back 
gang- controlled zones of the city and to dismantle or ga nized criminal rackets. 
 These  were the familiar goals of Mano Dura campaigns, but the pmop’s highly 
stylized uniforms seemed to inaugurate a new era in law enforcement (see Fig-
ure 4.2). The pmop  were dressed in slick black suits, covered in black armor, 
their  faces entirely covered by black masks, goggles, and black helmets, mak-
ing it impossible to discern one officer from another. Their deployment was 
followed by a spike in formal complaints of police abuse. Meanwhile the na-
tional police  were on strike, demanding better work conditions, salary, hours 
of downtime, and proper compensation, all of which highlighted the structural 
conditions by which bribes and corruption became ubiquitous. And as collu-
sion between police and gangs drove communities away from the aesthetic 
consensus surrounding traditional law enforcement practices, the stylization 
of the pmop introduced a faceless and dehumanized surface upon which state 
power could be visualized as an indiscriminate force before which any subject 
was a potential criminal.

SCREENING THREATS

Vanesa’s husband, Jorge, called to tell me that Adner, their neighbor, had been 
deported from the United States and had just arrived home. I’ve known Adner, 
twenty years old at the time of this writing, since he was just a few years old. 
I wanted to talk to him about his journey through México and across the U.S. 
border. For the previous four months we had been talking over the payphone 
in an Arizona prison, where the air conditioning was so extreme he caught the 
flu multiple times. It had been extremely difficult, but he was back now.

As I left downtown the driver of the taxi apologetically asked for addi-
tional fare.  There  were pmop and gang checkpoints across the southern rim 
of the city where we  were headed. I’d have to pay them, if we  were  stopped, 
but it would be better if he handled it all. “They  weren’t out this morning, but 
 they’re still watching,” he said.

When we arrived, Jorge was standing on the side of the paved road, outside 
an internet café that he manages. He was a gang intervention expert in the 
1990s when I first met him, but pulled back when local gangs joined national 
cartel groups. He was skeptical that we would be able to see Adner at all. We’d 
have to wait  until he got in touch with us; seeking him out would be improper. 
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It was common for gangs and extortionists to target recently arrived deportees, 
who they suspected of maintaining bank accounts in the U.S.  After extorting 
money from them, gangs grilled deportees to expose any competency in con-
versational En glish. Deportees  were then used to expand extortion to English- 
speaking persons in the United States, who would wire money to Honduras to 
buy a loved one’s protection. Extortion cast a wide net, and anyone with skills 
was dragged in. “We  shouldn’t bother him,” Jorge said. “Right now he needs to 
be invisible. If he’s smart he’s lying to every one.”

“Lying?” I asked.
“He needs to be smart. He’s been gone a while and  people that live in the 

U.S. lose touch with how  things are here.”
We called his cell number, at the agreed time, and  there was no answer. 

“That’s good,” Jorge said. “Right now, the way it is  here, I feel uncomfortable 
asking anyone to talk about  going mojado [pursuing undocumented migra-
tion].” As we waited to hear from Adner, Jorge went on about the importance 
of never telling the truth. When extortion rackets  were so extensive, this was 
the only way to keep yourself and  those around you safe.

Julian Pitt- Rivers wrote the first ethnographic treatment of secrecy in his 
book about a Spanish mountain village during the Franco era, titled The  People 
of the Sierra (1954). As Michael Taussig (1999) recounts, Pitt- Rivers chose the 
town  because it was the epicenter of agrarian anarchism in Spain, but dur-
ing Franco’s dictatorship no open discussion of anarchism was pos si ble. Only 
long  after the fact, in the 1971 preface to the second edition, did Pitt- Rivers 
acknowledge that this study of the social life in a village is also a study of se-
crecy. The book was his rebuttal to the notion that concealment in social life 
was furtive or disingenuous. He reflects on the techniques and expressions of 
secrecy within his local friendships and the ambiguous registers of intimacy 
that animate confianza, or trust. Secrecy and dissimulation animated solidarity 
rather than undermining it. He describes Andalusians as “the most accom-
plished liars I have ever encountered,” who knew exactly when to level the 
truth and when to withdraw it, all the while, he writes, learning exact control 
of their facial expressions from a young age, as masters of artifice (quoted in 
Taussig 1999, 59–60).

More recently and in the postwar context of Guatemala, Diane Nelson 
(2009) examines the many forms of self- preservation required when one is sur-
rounded by weakened state institutions and vio lence. Writing on engaño, or 
duplicity, she states that “the sense that the world available to our senses has 
another face  behind it (becomes) a site of intense affective and hermeneutic 
investment in the aftermaths and ongoing experiences of war and vio lence” 
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(Nelson 2009, xv). Engaño, then, is a form of suspicion suffusing subjectivity 
and sociality, which derives, especially in the context of war and its after-
math, from the fragility of historical knowledge as a contested site and the 
uncertainty of daily life where the scars of conflict lay open still. In thinking 
through the pro cess by which her fieldwork during the civil war connected 
her with communities in which clandestinity was a  matter of life and death, 
Nelson describes her initial naivete but growing awareness of the spoken 
and embodied “counterstrategies” developed to survive counterinsurgency, 
spying, and state terror. Engaño operates on the surface of social life, as 
a field of fictive invention channeling and directing the other away from 
vulnerability.

Critical security studies might take inspiration from Nelson’s sustained 
attention to engaño and her methodological agility, nimble enough to work 
with the very ambiguity of the in for mant as an autonomous entity, not to be 
dispelled by the positivist impulse. Engaño emerges on that surface layer of 
the social where the state of emergency and vulnerability interface, and it be-
comes pos si ble to treat techniques of “ethnographic refusal” as the very object 
of ethnographic inquiry rather than its negation. Audra Simpson (2014) writes 
eloquently on refusal in her work on the Iroquois politics of recognition in 
settler- colonial states, asking how ethnographers can attune both their sensi-
bilities and their scholarly production to the fugitive expressions that circulate 
across the bodies and cultural worlds of the targeted and the vulnerable. In 
this manner the study of power in its biopo liti cal permutations is not reduced 
to the narrative or testimonial of the subject victimized by it, but instead 
engages  those counterstrategies, in Nelson’s terms, which engender ambigu-
ity of the expected while becoming forms and styles that we can recognize as 
“arti- factual.”

When Adner fi nally texted Jorge’s phone, we  were looking through the 
win dow of his internet café, watching the pmop assem ble a checkpoint. “Adner 
says come now,” Jorge said. We walked to Adner’s  mother’s  house at the bot-
tom of the barrio. Storm clouds gathered and it looked like rain. His  sister 
answered the door, cautiously, as their  house is on the border of two gang ter-
ritories and thus doubly at risk for extortion. Inside it was dark and hot. A 
tele vi sion blared in the center room. His  sister pointed to an open door at the 
end of the  house and inside we found Adner sitting cross- legged on his bed. He 
leapt up to shake our hands. As Jorge made small talk, Adner peeped out the 
win dow. He seemed jumpy and distracted. Jorge asked how long he planned to 
stay inside the  house without leaving. He smiled and shrugged. “ There’s not 
much to do outside anyway,” he said.
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As the small talk continued, raindrops fell one at a time on the corrugated 
metal roof. A breeze whisked through the  house, drying the sweat on our bod-
ies. Then sheets of rain  were pounding down, and we could hardly hear any-
thing  else. Adner leaned forward and gestured for me to turn on the recorder. 
“Now we can talk,” he said, smiling for the first time.

He reached into a bag and handed us his deportation papers. I thought 
they would be a bad memory, but he handed them to us with obvious pride. 
“Once you have  these, you know how all of it works,” he said.

“All what?” I asked.
“ Going north,” he said. Adner had been part of the wave of youth who fled 

the country in 2014, many of whom  were minors, as was he at the time. Vanesa 
and I had watched on tele vi sion that after noon with her  daughters as Obama 
delivered a press conference to declare what was happening a “humanitar-
ian situation.” It certainly was that, though Adner and  others found power in 
flight. He and his friends found solidarity in staying low- key and out of sight, 
in moving across thousands of miles of unfamiliar terrain, and clinging to the 
top of Mexican cargo trains before hiking into the Sonoran Desert dodging sur-
veillance technologies, police, and vigilantes. Adner was waiting for a friend in 
North Carolina to wire him money, which he planned to use to go again, but until 
he got the call that the money was delivered, he  wouldn’t leave the  house. He 
searched for WiFi with his cell phone and downloaded infographics detailing 
border security up to the minute. We laughed at memes making fun of Mexican 
police. He had a sense of how to get  there— and what to do if he was caught.

That after noon when Jorge and I said goodbye to Adner, we walked back 
to the  house he and Vanesa have lived in for the last few years, on the bank 
of a contaminated river that marks the boundary between their barrio and 
another. Vanesa tells us that her nephew, Antonio, was caught in Texas. Jorge 
looked at the ground and lit a cigarette. She asks about our visit with Adner, 
but then returns to Antonio. Her  sister called, wailing, the morning she realized 
he had gone. He had vanished in the  middle of the night like so many  others.

“ Really, do  people in your country think we are irresponsible parents?” she 
asked, looking at me. “We  don’t want our kids to get lost in Arizona, in the des-
ert. We know it’s dangerous. But  here our kids sit in the  house like it’s prison.” 
Vanesa’s  daughter Ana looked up, putting her phone down. She is nineteen, 
her hair put up in braids that her  sister had been weaving all after noon.

“They say that when the mi grants get to the U.S. that the police think 
 they’re criminals. Like gang members,” she said. I told her that was true. “But 
that’s not right  because they leave Honduras  because they  aren’t criminals. But 
in the U.S. they say they are criminals.”
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“Some say that,” I replied.
“But they should know that in this country right now we  can’t trust any-

body. Police, gangs—it  doesn’t  matter. If they know who you are, they can 
make you get involved with them. You  don’t have a choice. They make you kill 
or use drugs, and turn you into  people like them.  Here it  doesn’t  matter what 
you want to do with your life, they  will make you a criminal.”

“So how do you stay safe?” I asked.
“All you can do is be careful,” she said. “You have to trust in god. But some-

times  things happen and you just run. Like Antonio. Every one thinks about 
it. All the kids around  here talk about it.” We sat in silence for a moment, and 
then she was back to her phone, head down and pecking at the keyboard, com-
municating with friends who  were also locked inside their homes, a few streets 
up the hill. Vanesa chuckled at Ana’s distractedness.

“ These kids are accustomed to all this now,” Vanesa said. “It’s what they 
know.”

CALIBRATING VULNERABILITIES

Computing engineer Steve Mann’s (Mann, Nolan, and Wellman 2003) notion of 
“sousveillance” takes the position of the subject of surveillance and imagines its 
power to “look back” at authority from a position outside of power. In her recent 
book on the surveillance of Blackness, Simone Browne (2015) extends Mann’s 
notion of sousveillance to ask about self- defense in communities subjected to sys-
tematic repression and surveillance, and to imagine a continuum of counterstrat-
egies to hegemony. For Browne (2015, 21), “dark sousveillance” are  those tactics 
and techniques of disruption that “chart(s) possibilities and coordinates modes 
of responding to, challenging, and confronting a surveillance that was almost 
all- encompassing.” In the context of Honduras, we might imagine such inverse- 
panoptic refractions as emerging from new communities of sense, in which acts 
of flight, camouflage, evasion, or becoming- illegible are grounded in ways of 
knowing that are par tic u lar to the most troubled geographies of late liberalism.

But to look at Jorge in comparison with the younger generation, and their 
adaptation to imperceptibility and flight, he’s a bit more old- school. In certain 
moments I catch him thinking that one day  these complex and interlocking 
crises  will pass. For him, the  future still holds. All  there is to do is to navi-
gate the pre sent. At the end of my visit to Tegucigalpa I made a final trip to 
see Jorge and Vanesa. I find Jorge in the door of the internet café, watching 
the pmop as they stop vehicles and ask for  legal documents. “And see this is 
why,” he began immediately, “we nicknamed the president Juan Robando [i.e., 
“thieving”], instead of Juan Orlando.” He stood with a group of taxi  drivers 
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who watched the checkpoint with a studied disinterest, though each of them 
considered it a  legal form of robbery. When Juan Orlando Hernández became 
president in 2014 he had increased deployments of the pmop, despite the many 
 legal cases pending against them for false arrests and abuses. At a time when 
economic migration out of the country was higher than it had ever been in 
history, Orlando had expanded the pmop bud get by raising taxes. “He’s got 
a military background,” Jorge said, “and so he’s  going to make us pay for [the 
pmop] to be sent into the streets, where they just continue robbing us like 
this.  They’re supposed to be fighting the extortionists,” he said, pointing at the 
checkpoint. “But anytime they come  here, every one shuts down their busi-
nesses for the day.  These guys are aggressive. We  don’t want to be harassed. So 
 whether it’s gangs or the police, we lose money  either way.”

Jorge walked inside his shop and he looked at the checkpoint through the 
win dow. He turned on one of the computers. Suddenly on the screen appeared 
live security footage from a camera hung from the roof outside (see Figure 4.3). 
I watched it in astonishment. “The police think the camera is  there to watch for 
thieves, or in case gang members show up,” he said. “But on days when they are 
 here collecting fines from  humble  people as we come and go from our neighbor-
hood, we have to treat them like criminals too.” We watched out the win dow 
as money exchanged hands between police and  drivers. But, I asked him,  hasn’t 
corruption of this kind always been something of a norm around Tegucigalpa? 
 Didn’t most underpaid police take bribes to offset their stagnant wages?

“No, out  here now, it’s all one  thing,” he said. “Gangs and police, work-
ing together. While they set up the checkpoint  here, over the hill in another 
neighborhood, the gangs are collecting extortion. Gangs and police are never 
in the same place at the same time.  Later, when the gangs shoot somebody 
 because they  won’t pay extortion, the police go over  there. If they take some-
body to jail for it, they let them out by the morning. That’s how it is!”

“What are you  going to do with  these recordings?” I asked. “Would you 
give them to one of the nGos as part of police corruption investigations?”

He laughed. “No way . . .   those cases take years to go through the courts. 
If they find out it was you, then your  family gets threats and you end up hav-
ing to leave the country. No, what I’m  doing  here is making a community 
rec ord.” He clicked on a folder in the computer’s hard drive. Inside  were more 
than twenty surveillance videos shot from the camera outside of similar po-
lice operations. “I’m just telling you. Only you and a  couple of  people know 
about it. But one day, whenever  things change, I’m  going to donate all of this, 
all  these recordings to the national archives. Anthropologists and  people who 
come from abroad and want to study what happened, how  things worked in 
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Honduras— all of them can watch it and see with their own eyes what it was 
like.” And with that, Oscar Sánchez was no longer the only person with a uto-
pia in mind. For Jorge,  every act of witnessing refined a sense of what kind of 
justice might one day redeem the pre sent. In the meantime, survival was so 
many  little  things: a vacant stare, a fabricated story, an imperceptible gesture, 
or a sense of when to dis appear.

THEORIZING SECURE WORLDS

The provenance of security in fragile and emergency- prone states, stretched 
to the limits by informal and illicit economies and institutional disinvest-
ment, can be a varied field of ideas and solutions, where the “sense” of se-
curity is uneven and often contradictory. Each solution— whether charter 
cities, tattoo- bedecked gang families, police in futuristic black armor, undocu-
mented teenaged mi grants, or stalwart citizens repurposing their surveillance 
cameras to rec ord security itself— hints at a horizon of possibility, harnessed or 
held by a constituency for whom security has par tic u lar meanings and ends. 
In this field of play, communities of the Tegucigalpa cityscape build a shared 
attunement (Stewart 2011) in which the city and its sensibility come together 
and produce worlds where life must and does endure. Some of  these worlds 
attempt to retain their monolithic status, deploying armored brigades and 

Figure 4.3 The security camera of a local business in Tegucigalpa. Photo graph by 
author, July 2014.
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security utopias for the wealthiest classes, while  others cultivate subtle tactics 
that ensure  those powers, and the vision of the  future that depends on them, 
are never absolute. For critical ethnographies of security,  these fugitive signs 
and sensibilities map the  future of po liti cal communities, making sure they 
remain open, even  after they have been “proofed.”

NOTE

1 All names used in this essay are pseudonyms.
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5

Security Aesthetics  
and Po liti cal  
Community Formation  
in Kingston, Jamaica

Rivke Jaffe

To  those unfamiliar with Downtown Kingston, its inner- city neighborhoods— 
gang territory where criminal “dons” are in charge— often appear to be chaotic, 
dangerous, and lawless areas. If outsiders cannot avoid traveling through such 
neighborhoods, they drive through as quickly as pos si ble, to escape having to 
interact with residents. However, precisely to prevent ill- intentioned strangers 
from speeding through and committing drive-by shootings, residents have 
removed the drain covers at the intersections of the streets. The deep trenches 
this creates force cars to slow down, allowing strategically placed observers to 
check out any outsiders entering the neighborhood. Elsewhere, artful arrange-
ments of urban debris—an old fridge, a burned- out car chassis— serve a simi-
lar purpose. In addition to having to navigate  these improvised speed bumps, 
unfamiliar  drivers are bewildered by the many one- way streets. Cars  will turn 
down one of the many narrow streets without traffic signs, only to find them-
selves forced to reverse in the face of an oncoming vehicle.

My first visit to the inner- city neighborhood of Brick Town, in 2010, was 
to meet Roger, a close relative of the General, the neighborhood’s former don.1 
I had no car at the time, but my former student Joshua, who worked at a gov-
ernment agency nearby in Downtown Kingston, was willing to give me a  ride. 
While he wanted to help me, Joshua was scared to drive to the neighborhood 
alone as he had never been  there before, so he chartered Flynn, a coworker 
who lived in an adjacent inner- city area, to join us as an “escort.” Joshua’s ner-
vous ness was contagious, and I also began to feel a  little jittery as we stepped 
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into his expensive Honda. Flynn indicated the direction Joshua should drive, 
away from the busy market area. We moved through narrow, potholed streets 
and past dilapidated housing covered with graffiti referencing the General 
(who had been in jail for several years) and his son, and the po liti cal party with 
which they  were aligned. Joshua drove just a  little too quickly, and I tried to 
convince him to slow down as I studied a map of Kingston, attempting to fig-
ure out which streets  were one- way and which  were not. Flynn chuckled at my 
concern with how the government had designated a street: “Dem nuh observe 
one- way inna dis ya part a di world [They do not observe one- way in this part 
of the world],” he commented drily.

His depiction of the area as anarchic put me in mind of my first fieldwork 
in Jamaica, in 2000, when my overwhelming impression of the city was one of 
disorder.  After three months in Kingston, I felt a physical relief as my plane 
landed in the Netherlands and the neat, orderly grid of the Dutch agricultural 
landscape came into view. While I had enjoyed my fieldwork, I experienced 
Jamaica’s urban sensorium as chaotic and disorienting— its streets packed with 
 people, cars, handcarts, goats, and lined with hand- painted stalls and signs 
advertising all manner of goods;  people shouting at each other over the loud 
 music blaring from vehicles, stores, and cd vendors’ speakers; the smells of 
exhaust fumes, rotting garbage, and barbecued meat; my movements through 
its dust and heat on foot, or in crowded minibuses and route taxis pressed up 
against other sweaty passengers.

As I returned over the years that followed, and as my access expanded 
to areas only accessible by private car, I discovered, first, that Kingston also 
included many middle- class spaces with a style resembling the “orderly” aes-
thetics I had projected onto Dutch landscapes. More importantly perhaps, I 
realized that the public spaces of Downtown Kingston  were actually or ga nized 
in a very tight and controlled fashion. The under lying social and po liti cal logic 
of  these low- income areas, as well as the orderly colonial grid plan that Down-
town streets follow,  were not evident to me initially, distracted as I was by 
what I perceived as chaos and disorder. It took me a significant period of time 
to be able to recognize the order according to which  these streets operated.

To many wealthier Kingstonians, life in inner- city neighborhoods has a 
similarly foreign quality, and Flynn’s remark on one- way resonates with their 
sense of Downtown Kingston as a chaotic area where national laws do not 
apply. However, inner- city residents do take the official one- way traffic rules 
seriously. Precisely  because the traffic signs are generally unclear, when unfa-
miliar  drivers accidentally turn down a street in the wrong direction,  people on 
the sidewalk  will immediately call out and signal for them to reverse: “One- way! 
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One- way! Turn back!” Belying Flynn’s comment, and  counter to popu lar opin-
ion, residents invest considerable energy in correcting transgressions. Areas such 
as Brick Town are by no means lawless— their social life operates according to 
strong norms of appropriate be hav ior, including rules about who can go where. 
They are characterized by a system of order in which dons play a central role, but 
which often complements rather than clashes with state law (Jaffe 2013).

This don- based system of order, which sets norms for public conduct 
and guides urban mobilities, should be understood in relation to a politics 
of aesthetics. The formation of po liti cal communities around dons and their 
neighborhood territories is intimately connected to the emotional and ethical 
work that a range of popu lar culture texts, images, sounds, and performative 
practices do within specific urban spaces (Jaffe 2012a). In the context of urban 
Jamaica, with its extremely high rates of violent crime, this order and this aes-
thetics relate directly to issues of security. The vari ous aesthetic forms that 
outsiders associate with vio lence and poverty, such as po liti cal and gang graf-
fiti, or potholed roads without drain covers, may in fact be key interventions 
in producing a bordered space of safety for residents.

In this chapter, I approach security aesthetics as inherent to the production 
and reproduction of social difference. Specific security signs, buildings, tech-
nologies, and arrangements of bodies interpellate and move  people in diff er ent 
ways, reinforcing existing forms of differentiated citizenship or delineating new 
forms of po liti cal community. Understanding the connection between urban 
security aesthetics and pro cesses of subject formation requires an attentiveness 
to the entanglement of aesthetic forms with their material surroundings, in-
cluding the built environment of cities. I understand Jamaica— a country with 
high levels of violent crime that is divided along lines of skin color, class, and 
po liti cal affiliation—as characterized by multiple regimes of security aesthetics.

In what follows, I compare and contrast the “Downtown security aesthet-
ics” that speaks to inner- city residents in neighborhoods ruled by dons and the 
“Uptown security aesthetics” that makes wealthier Kingstonians who reside in 
the city’s elite districts feel safe. I explore how  these regimes both connect and 
separate diff er ent urban populations and territories: in discussing  these diff er ent 
aesthetic regimes, I aim to show that they are not entirely separate and can exist 
si mul ta neously in one area. Rather than comparing diff er ent parts of the city, 
I concentrate on social spaces within Downtown neighborhoods such as Brick 
Town to examine what makes differently positioned  people feel safe  there and, 
conversely, how  these feelings of safety are central to community formation.

I explore  these security aesthetic regimes based on extensive ethnographic 
fieldwork conducted over multiple periods. In developing my analy sis of 
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Downtown security aesthetics, I draw primarily on a long- term research  proj ect 
on donmanship that involved fieldwork in Brick Town, concentrated mainly 
in the period 2010–2013 but with follow-up visits in more recent years. My dis-
cussion of Uptown security aesthetics draws on my friendships and professional 
interactions with middle- class Jamaicans developed in the context of multiple 
research proj ects, and more generally on my experiences of living and working 
in diff er ent middle- class areas of Kingston from 2006.

Based on  these diff er ent fieldwork experiences, the rest of this chapter 
examines the role of security aesthetics in both reproducing and realigning 
difference, through its shaping of communities of sense (Rancière 2006). The 
first section connects philosophical and anthropological work on the politics 
of aesthetics to considerations of spatiality and materiality, in order to develop 
a more emplaced understanding of the relations between aesthetic forms, bod-
ies, and politics. The next section provides background to Kingston’s sociospa-
tial divisions and the pluralization of security. This is followed by a discussion 
of differentiated security aesthetics and po liti cal community formation in 
Downtown Kingston, with the concluding section proposing that the ap-
proach elaborated in this chapter can help us understand the role of the senses 
in shaping po liti cal geographies.

EMPLACING THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

Following the interpretation put forward by D. Asher Ghertner, Hudson Mc-
Fann, and Daniel M. Goldstein (this volume), I understand aesthetics broadly 
as the domain of sense perception; my analy sis of security aesthetics concen-
trates on how security and insecurity are sensed through bodily engagements 
with the urban environment. Safety is something that is felt in a corporeal 
way as  people move through urban space: security and insecurity, apprehen-
sion and reassurance, are bodily sensations that are produced in response to a 
range of aesthetic forms, from architectural and design ele ments to gang graf-
fiti and armed response signs. Certain markers on the urban landscape work, 
intentionally or unintentionally, to generate feelings of comfort and a sense of 
belonging, while  others elicit fear and sensations of being out of place.  These 
affective responses to aesthetics are embodied and emplaced, and as such 
 these sensations are not distributed uniformly across the urban population. 
By enabling a shared way of sensing the world, aesthetic forms are central to 
the formation of subjects and communities, a pro cess that is highly political— 
especially when connected to security.

The po liti cal role of aesthetics has been outlined incisively by phi los o-
pher Jacques Rancière (2006, 2010), whose concept of “the distribution of the 
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sensible” (le partage du sensible) emphasizes the role of art in organ izing what is 
vis i ble, audible, conceivable, and speakable. This attunement of sensory per-
ception  toward a shared norm— the production of what Rancière calls “con-
sensus,” or “sensing together”—is central to pro cesses of subjectivation and the 
inscription of community. Any sociopo liti cal order, he argues, is supported by 
a perceptual and conceptual regime, which structures how  people feel and 
know that an order is normal, natu ral, and proper. Understanding not only 
why sociopo liti cal  orders persist, but also how they come to be challenged, 
requires attending to both consensus and dissensus, the crafting and the dis-
ruption of a shared sense experience (see also Panagia 2009).

A number of anthropologists have begun to explore ethnographically how 
the relations between politics, aesthetics, and sensory perception take shape in 
lived experience and everyday life. This anthropological work also seeks to un-
derstand empirically how the po liti cal imagination takes on a material form, 
critiquing Benedict Anderson’s (1991) concept of  imagined communities for 
privileging semiotics and neglecting the role of embodiment and the senses. 
In their work on sensory citizenship, for instance, Susanna Trnka, Christine 
Dureau, and Julie Park (2013) highlight the significance of the embodied sens-
ing of the world in the formation of po liti cal subjects and communities. They 
suggest that sensory differentiation is central in the pro cesses of inclusion and 
exclusion that structure the bound aries of citizenship: our experience of social 
sameness and difference works through emotionally loaded senses of vision, 
hearing, smell, and so on. In her work on the nexus between media, religion, 
and community, Birgit Meyer (2009) argues similarly for a sensorial turn in 
our understanding of the po liti cal imagination, but places a more explicit em-
phasis on the role of materiality. She emphasizes that for the imagination to be 
experienced as real in an embodied fashion it must be made material, arguing 
that “more attention needs to be paid to the role played by  things, media and 
the body in  actual pro cesses of community making” (Meyer 2009, 6). By focus-
ing on the religious mediation of community, Meyer’s work also deliberately 
focuses on what she calls “aesthetic formations” beyond the nation- state and 
demo cratic politics.

While  these ethnographers hint at the role of space and the built envi-
ronment in  these sensory pro cesses, their engagement with the emplacement 
of embodied experience has tended to be  limited. In my analy sis of Jamaica’s 
security aesthetics, I focus on the role of both materiality and spatiality in 
producing politico- aesthetic order. This chapter focuses not so much on the 
built environment per se, as on the “material- affective encounters” that the 
editors of this volume highlight, and on the geographies of  these encounters. 
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My analy sis concentrates on sensorial engagements with urban surroundings, 
including prominently, but also  going beyond, the city’s built forms. Through 
an analy sis of visual markers such as graffiti and urban debris, but also of other, 
less bounded sensorial stimuli (such as smells, temperatures, and exposure 
to diff er ent types of bodies), I seek to understand how  these aesthetic forms 
shape diff er ent securitized communities of sense, but also where. In this sense, 
the chapter highlights the geo graph i cal dimension of two of the modalities 
set out by Ghertner et al. (this volume): it analyzes how sociospatially dis-
tinct forms of calibrating vulnerabilities, of socially regulating assessments of 
risk, intersect with ele ments of urban fortressing,  those “interventions in built 
form [that] deploy visual and other sensory signals to fashion aesthetic norms 
about how security looks, sounds, and feels.”

By attending to urban space and its differentiation, I also hope to shift 
analyses of po liti cal sense- making away from the privileged territory of the 
nation- state and  toward forms of po liti cal geography that emerge within na-
tions and beyond the direct control of state. In the next section, I explore the 
sensorial politics of difference within don- controlled inner- city “garrisons.” I 
analyze how Downtown and Uptown Kingstonians experience safety within 
 these spaces and consider the differentiation of security aesthetics in relation 
to the formation of distinct po liti cal communities. Rather than associating 
 these aesthetic regimes only, or primarily, with feelings of fear and a sensory 
attunement to threat, I emphasize their function in generating positive sensa-
tions of safety, comfort, and familiarity.

SPATIALIZED DIFFERENCE AND SEGMENTED SECURITY IN KINGSTON

As my reference to Uptown and Downtown Kingston suggests, this broad 
binary is a central type of urban imaginary that spatializes urban difference 
along lines of class as well as skin color (see Map 5.1). While urban life en-
compasses more types of sociospatial order than  these two realms alone, 
 these realms reflect a form of division that is central to the lived experience 
of urban residents (Car ne gie 2017). Roughly speaking, Uptown is associated 
with wealthier “brown” Jamaicans of mixed or ethnic- minority descent, while 
Downtown is understood as the part of the city where impoverished “black” 
African-Jamaicans live. While analyses of census data indicate that Kingston’s 
residential segregation along lines of skin color decreased significantly during 
the twentieth  century (Clarke 2006), in my experience many residents from 
a range of social backgrounds narrate Kingston in terms of a combination 
of class and skin color mapped onto a largely bipolar sociospatial structure. 
The ethnoracial categories of brown and black are not strictly phenotypical, 
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but coproduced with class and urban space, with geo graph i cal designations— 
Downtown, or “inner- city”— used as adjectives that are taken to self- evidently 
mean lower- class and black.  These dichotomous frames shape differential 
readings of bodies across the urban landscape, based not only on skin color 
and class markers (such as clothing and speech) but also on their spatial loca-
tion (Jaffe 2016).

Within Downtown Kingston, residents differentiate between neighbor-
hoods based on their po liti cal affiliation to  either the Jamaica  Labour Party 
(jlp) or the  People’s National Party (pnp). In the Cold War context of the de-
cades following Jamaica’s in de pen dence in 1962, both parties concentrated 
low- income supporters in so- called po liti cal garrisons in Kingston’s inner- 
city areas. Through a system known as garrison politics, they supplied local 
leaders— who  later became known as dons— with money and weapons in order 
to defend and expand their po liti cal turf, resulting in hundreds of deaths due 
to electoral vio lence (Sives 2010). While recent elections have been largely 
peaceful, Downtown Kingston’s neighborhoods remain divided by a deeply 
felt “po liti cal tribalism,” and the dons who lead  these areas have largely main-
tained their party- political affiliation, even if much of their income now comes 
from extralegal activities rather than from politicians.

 These sociospatial differentiations are often connected to safety, and resi-
dents use levels of vio lence and crime to distinguish both between Uptown 
and Downtown, and between diff er ent garrisons or “ghettos.” Media repre sen-
ta tions of Downtown Kingston depict inner- city areas as highly dangerous; 
both the daily newspapers and the televised news are a constant stream of bru-
tal hom i cides, armed robberies, and police killings. Indeed, such vio lence is 
sadly commonplace. Yet many inner- city residents do not necessarily move 
about anxiously, in permanent fear of crime, of the don, or of the police. In 
my research on donmanship, residents of Brick Town and other inner- city 
neighborhoods often stressed the role of a strong don in guaranteeing security, 
and particularly in preventing theft, rape, and murder. The widespread legiti-
macy of the most successful dons has relied on the capacity to “set the order,” 
to establish social norms and to punish transgressions swiftly and effectively, 
 whether through violent retribution or through banishment (see also Charles 
and Beckford 2012). In contrast, neighborhoods without an effective don may 
suffer from higher rates of crimes, perpetrated by both locals and outsiders.

Inner- city residents often do not move easily outside their own 
neighborhood— while they may feel safe in their own community, they are 
often more fearful of entering other low- income areas. The historical leg-
acy of po liti cal tribalism and more recent gang conflict is a fragmentation 
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of Downtown between jlp and pnp neighborhoods, run by rival dons, and 
residents venturing into adjacent neighborhoods even for social visits may 
be misrecognized as hostile strangers. A diff er ent set of anx i eties limits the 
movements of inner- city residents to and in Uptown Kingston, where the un-
familiar aesthetic order of upscale spaces of work, leisure, and consumption— 
their air-conditioned chill, their specific norms of acceptable appearances, and 
proper intensities of sound— often elicits a physical sensation of being out of 
place. The urban poor know that their presence in wealthier areas is often 
construed as a security threat, and a fear of being humiliated in encounters 
with security guards, salespeople, or snooty office workers accompanies many 
 people when they leave the familiarity of Downtown.

Like Downtown residents, Uptown residents generally do not rely primar-
ily on the police for their security needs (see Jaffe 2012b). Rather, many wealth-
ier Kingstonians have turned to private security companies, retreating  behind 
walls and into gated communities protected by armed security guards. As in 
many other segregated cities (see, e.g., Caldeira 2000), public space, poverty, 
and danger are easily conflated, and fear of crime leads many Uptown residents 
to retreat into highly secured, privatized spaces. Many of them rarely venture 
into Kingston’s public spaces, moving swiftly between fortified enclaves of 
residence, work, and leisure in tightly locked suvs that are protected from 
theft and carjacking by vehicle tracking systems. Stories abound of husbands 
prohibiting their wives from venturing “below Crossroads” (roughly south of 
New Kingston, shown on Map 5.1), and Jamaicans of all class backgrounds con-
stantly expressed surprise at my working in inner- city neighborhoods.

Yet  there are certain public spaces in Downtown, at certain times, that 
Uptown Kingstonians do frequent, including two specific social and physical 
spaces: the market and the street dance.2 In what follows, I concentrate on the 
aesthetic formation of safety and po liti cal community in inner- city areas such 
as Brick Town, starting with a discussion of the features and effects of Down-
town security aesthetics that work through the larger space of the neighbor-
hood, followed by a consideration of the smaller, more specific time- spaces 
within which Uptown security aesthetics are mobilized.

DOWNTOWN SECURITY AESTHETICS

The same aesthetic features of garrisons or ghettos that make outsiders feel 
unsafe may be central to residents’ feelings of security. The sights, sounds, and 
other sensations that Uptown Kingstonians have learned to read as chaka- chaka 
(messy, disor ga nized), and that they associate both discursively and extralin-
guistically with poverty and vio lence, are central to the don- based sociopo litical 
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order that is often the most effective security system available to residents. 
While the visual aesthetic that dons mobilize is not a style characterized by 
smooth lines, grids, or materials, their shaping of the landscape is not hap-
hazard or chaotic. The drain covers that are removed, the potholes, and the 
informal speed bumps do not necessarily elicit a sensation of neglect. Rather, 
they are recognized as deliberate interventions (or noninterventions) in the 
cityscape that realize the slow movement of vehicles. The burly men hanging 
out on the corner, some blocking the streets with their cars, are not poten-
tial robbers, but are actively engaged in surveilling all passersby and repelling 
unwelcome intruders— the feelings of protection they provide is analogous to 
that of uniformed guards, gates, and security cameras in elite areas.

For Uptown Kingstonians, the ubiquitous murals of deceased dons and po liti-
cal and gang graffiti may contribute to a “ghetto look” associated with poverty 
and vio lence. This is a “look” not altogether dissimilar from the aesthetic re-
gime used in New Delhi to evaluate  whether a space is a “slum” or not (Ghert-
ner 2015), or from the visual signs of disrepair and alleged danger targeted by 
“broken win dows” policies in U.S. cities. To local residents, however,  these 
murals and inscriptions both mark impor tant public sites within the neigh-
borhood and visually assert place- based genealogies of power and protection. 
The murals depicted in Figure 5.1, for instance, mark out a genealogy of local 
leadership within the neighborhood, of diff er ent deceased leaders of a criminal 
organ ization with close historical connections to the pnp. Not coincidentally, 
this wall of fame is situated along a street associated with the birth of this po-
liti cal party, rooting this leadership in national po liti cal history. The men in 
 these portraits gaze directly at passersby, some smiling, some stern, all every-
day reminders to residents of who is watching over them. Like other impor tant 
po liti cal portraits, the murals of the most impor tant leaders are cared for and 
restored if necessary. Such visual updates often entail repainting dons’ features 
in fresh detail, but may also involve a modernization of their clothes or jewelry 
to reflect more recent fashion. Maintaining the artworks is a way of ensuring 
that the memory of  these leaders does not erode.3

To many inner- city residents, such visual interventions in the urban land-
scape combine to produce a “security atmosphere,” a set of material- affective 
relations that is atmospherically immersive and lies in between bodies, ob-
jects, and material spaces (Adey 2014; cf. Ben Anderson 2009). In this context, 
this enveloping spatiality can produce a sense of intimacy and comfort, of 
being watched over and protected, even while  these responses to surveillance 
may coexist with more ambiguous affective impacts, such as wariness and ten-
sion. As Darren Ellis, Ian Tucker, and David Harper (2013) note, the affective 
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atmospheres of surveillance work at the edges of consciousness, with the sys-
tem of surveillance remaining almost but not quite unnoticed, the feelings it 
produces not directly qualified or registered through linguistic repre sen ta tion.

The material interventions effected by dons tend to be connected to the 
system of garrison politics—in pnp areas such as Brick Town, especially dur-
ing election times, the color orange  will be in evidence on walls, in flags, or 
in  people’s dress, while jlp areas shade green (see Figure 5.2). As residents are 
socialized into po liti cal partisanship, the colors, hand signals, and sounds of 
the po liti cal party generate positive sensations. Sharon, a resident of a pnp- 
affiliated community in Central Kingston where I did previous fieldwork, de-
scribed the affective experience of the singing of the party anthem at po liti cal 
rallies: “When they play the party anthem, shivers just run down your spine. 
You put your hand over your heart and every one is singing . . .  it’s so beauti-
ful!” Sharon and two of her friends demonstrated this by singing the first lines 
of the pnp anthem, “Jamaica Arise.” Such experiences underline the poten-
tial of  music to produce po liti cal subjectivities through emotional impact and 
bodily sensation. Like party anthems, party colors, log os, and hand signs can 

Figure 5.1 Commemorative murals. Photo graph by author.
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come to work in a precognitive fashion to produce sensations of affinity, inti-
macy, and familiarity. Together, the aesthetic forms related to dons and par-
tisan politics combine to form a style of “garrison aesthetics,” a set of sensory 
relations to the material environment not entirely dissimilar to  those of the 
military base to which the term originally referred.

Our bodily responses to specific aesthetic forms are learned; our senses 
need to be attuned along specific distributions. Downtown security aesthetics 
is not only embedded in the general landscape of the neighborhood streets and 
the  people and objects that fill them, it also relies on a constant, often subcon-
scious monitoring of the neighborhood atmosphere. Feeling safe in this con-
text requires an intimate sensorial knowledge of what danger feels like. The 
ability to sense  whether the area is “cool” or “hot” in terms of po liti cal or gang 
conflict, to perceive when vio lence is imminent, relies on a deeply embodied 
knowledge of which sounds, sights, and sensations one needs to attend to in 
order to remain safe.  These sensorial skills involve glancing automatically at 
men’s waistlines or judging the weight of a backpack slung over a teenager’s 
shoulder to assess  whether they are carry ing a weapon. They involve recognizing 

Figure 5.2 “PNP ZoNE,” po liti cal graffiti. Photo graph by author.
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which bodily movements tend to be followed by bloodshed; which silences 
indicate calm, and which indicate that gunfire might be about to erupt; which 
sounds are gunshots fired in cele bration or warning and which are intended 
to kill. While residents have described  these skills and sensibilities to me, my 
immersion has never been such that they became natu ral to me; I never  really 
internalized this knowledge of where to look or what to hear as reflexes.

The regime of Downtown security aesthetics sketched  here is intimately 
related to the system of donmanship. Interventions into the built environ-
ment, such as the improvised speed bumps described previously, work as 
coded ele ments of “fortress design,” help slow down movement, and regulate 
access to the neighborhood. The neighborhood- level po liti cal community that 
can form around a don is produced aesthetically through a range of popu lar 
culture expressions that generate feelings of intimacy and generate an almost 
super natural aura around  these leaders (Jaffe 2012a). The shared experience of 
belonging to a specific sociopo liti cal order that  these sensory skills and experi-
ences produce— the Rancièrean consensus— connects directly to a feeling of 
being safe, of being protected within the bordered space of that order. The 
design of urban divisions, both between diff er ent Downtown neighborhoods 
and between Uptown and Downtown spaces, calibrates feelings of security 
and belonging si mul ta neously.

UPTOWN SECURITY AESTHETICS IN DOWNTOWN SPACES

As noted above, wealthier Kingstonians tend to eschew the Downtown area, 
and more generally  those urban spaces marked aesthetically as poor and dan-
gerous by their “messy” visual order, and by their intensities of heat, smell, and 
noise. Yet  under certain circumstances, middle- class Jamaicans do leave the 
safety of Uptown to seek out precisely  these spaces of poverty and crime. How 
can we explain  these visits? What motivates Uptown residents to leave their 
zone of comfort, and how can a focus on sociospatially differentiated security 
aesthetics help understand what makes such transgressions of established class 
and color bound aries pos si ble?

I suggest we can understand the motivations in the context of larger shifts 
in Jamaican cultural politics. Articulations of ethnonational belonging and 
cultural authenticity have shifted from a model of “Creole multiracial nation-
alism,” embodied by brown Jamaicans and with a state- led emphasis on folk 
traditions in rural areas,  toward one of “modern Blackness” (Thomas 2004). 
This latter framing, fed by a range of national and international influences, 
privileges Blackness as the basis for national belonging and re- roots the site 
of cultural authenticity in the urban space of the “ghetto.” In this context, as 
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brown middle- class claims to cultural citizenship became less self- evident, per-
for mances of Jamaicanness have increasingly come to involve the embrace of 
aesthetic expressions of Blackness. This is discernible in the new middle- class 
enthusiasm for consuming certain ele ments of Rastafari culture, previously 
spurned as a dirty and disreputable form of Blackness (Jaffe 2010). In addi-
tion, I suggest that, whereas claiming some level of familiarity with Kingston’s 
ghetto spaces might have been a threat to middle- class status a few de cades 
ago, it has now become a distinct ele ment in per for mances of national belong-
ing, pursued by some, if certainly not all, segments of the urban  middle class. 
Two specific time- spaces that enable such per for mances are the Downtown 
street market early on Saturday mornings, and vari ous inner- city street dances 
held late at night. While Uptown visitors would not seriously entertain the 
idea of living in Downtown Kingston—it would never be a space of home— this 
part of the city has become more  viable as an occasional space of consumption 
and leisure.

Given the fact that Downtown does remain associated, both discursively 
and statistically, with much higher levels of violent crime than other parts of 
Kingston, how do Uptown residents balance a desire to be  there with their 
fear of being victimized? What allows their general sense of insecurity to be 
temporarily suspended? I suggest that  those wealthier Jamaicans who do visit 
Downtown seek out temporally bounded places that are characterized by the 
presence of Uptown security aesthetics. This classed aesthetics relies on a mix 
of sensory stimuli associated with the order and safety of the city’s wealthier 
areas. In short, the insecurity that Uptown visitors to inner- city neighbor-
hoods experience is mitigated when certain material- affective encounters with 
the urban environment that are associated with danger— heat, noise, smells, 
the lack of a linear visual order— are diminished or modified.

Quite a few older Uptown residents and some younger professional  couples 
make a point to do their weekly produce shopping in the Downtown open- air 
market. Middle- class status is generally tied up with specific, sanitized spaces 
of consumption. The supermarket plays a particularly impor tant role in this 
regard; it is a symbolic site of formal fixed prices, gleaming aisles and shop-
ping trollies piled high with imported goods that many inner- city residents 
spoke about to me in terms of both inaccessibility and yearning. Yet a certain 
“rootsiness” can be achieved by complementing supermarket shopping with 
trips to the market for fresh local produce, maintaining a relationship with 
“your vendor,” and performing a type of streetwiseness that involves barter-
ing to get the freshest goods for the best price. Vari ous Uptown  people of my 
acquaintance frequented the Downtown market, but all of them went  there 
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only very early on Saturday mornings, usually around 5 or 6 a.m. This timing 
is not coincidental, as it is associated with a very diff er ent market aesthetics 
than other times of the day or week.

One impor tant feature is the coolness of the early morning market. Heat is 
not conducive to a middle- class status, as it is incompatible with middle- class 
hairstyles and professional dress codes. More generally, heat (or “hotness”) is 
associated with public space (in contrast with the air- conditioned temperature 
of middle- class private space), and consequently equated with poverty, crime, 
and an overall reputation of “volatility.” Due to its higher altitude and a greater 
prevalence of greenery, Uptown neighborhoods tend to be physically cooler 
than Downtown, but the “hot” reputation of the poorer areas refers to both 
temperature and alleged temperament. The cooler temperature of the early 
morning market has other sensory implications.  Toward the end of the day, 
the market tends to smell strongly of squashed and rotting vegetables that 
have been baking in the sun, of decreasingly fresh fish and meat, of garbage 
accumulating in the gutters, and of buses, cars, and loaded handcarts inch-
ing through the packed streets. Both the heat of the sun and the throngs of 
 people jostling past the stalls make for a sweatier, more intimate tactile experi-
ence. In contrast, at 6 a.m., the market pre sents an orderly visual appearance, 
with the produce still displayed in neat stacks, looking and smelling fresh. The 
streets are largely  free of litter, and the  limited number of shoppers at that 
hour means the noise level and the mea sure of physical contact are not very 
intense. Within the general context of Downtown,  these features combine to 
pre sent a very calm sensory landscape, certainly for a market district. To the 
extent that this is pos si ble, this is a version of Downtown that approximates 
the aesthetics of Uptown, while maintaining the “au then tic” aesthetics of pov-
erty and informality.

Younger middle- class  people may not be as invested in shopping at the 
street market. Their visits to Downtown are more likely to be in the context 
of dancehall and reggae parties, both directly associated with inner- city areas. 
For  these visitors (many of whom are university students), participating in the 
dancehall and reggae  music scenes is a way of feeling closer to an “au then-
tic” form of national culture (Pereira Martins 2009). Specific street dances 
have tended to be popu lar among the Uptown crowd, including Passa Passa, 
a weekly Wednesday night dance that was held in the West Kingston jlp gar-
rison of Tivoli Gardens  until 2010, and Ole Hits, a Sunday night dance in Rae 
Town, a pnp neighborhood in Central Kingston. As Donna Hope (2006, 128) 
notes, the dance is a site that “temporally connects the ‘uptown’  middle classes 
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with their ‘downtown’ inner- city counter parts within spaces that are consid-
ered dangerous and volatile, particularly  because they are peopled by Kings-
ton’s urban poor.” What aesthetic adaptations are necessary to suspend the 
sense of danger?

While the dark of the night would generally contribute to the menac-
ing character of an inner- city space, like the early morning market the tim-
ing of the dance means that the experience is much cooler than during the 
day. Somewhat older visitors prefer to attend Ole Hits, which  favors classic 
roots reggae, a genre associated less with vio lence than dancehall. Yet at all 
street parties the booming  music and crowds of partygoers create an intense 
atmosphere, even if Uptown visitors often maintain a bit of a distance to the 
sensory heart of the party, remaining on the fringes of the most heated danc-
ing. But it is precisely what Julian Henriques (2010) identifies as dancehall’s 
“vibrations of affect” that literally force Uptown and Downtown to move to 
the same frequency, enabling an embodied consensus that temporarily tran-
scends class and ethnoracial bound aries.

In addition to the minor adaptions of environmental intensities of heat 
and sound in the specific time- spaces of the early morning market or the late- 
night dance, another form of aesthetics that is perhaps less explored resides 
in the bodies of  people. An impor tant visual and sonic sensory stimulus for 
feeling safe resides in the presence of other Uptown Kingstonians, their so-
cial position obvious through a combination of features including skin color, 
clothing, hairstyle, speech, and physical bearing. While crowds of poor  people 
are easily construed as an indication of insecurity, the presence of  others who 
look and sound like you is an essential part of Uptown security aesthetics. 
Like the marketplace early on a Saturday morning, the sight of other brown 
 people and the sound of their similar accents form a critical aesthetic ele ment. 
However, another category of strangers also contributes to a feeling of safety 
among “native outsiders”: the tourists— mainly Japa nese but sometimes Eu-
ro pean or North American— who frequent Downtown dancehall parties with 
much less trepidation than many middle- class Jamaicans. The presence of 
 these lighter- skinned (if not always white) dancehall fans also works in a re-
assuring fashion, as  there is a widely shared national concern with shielding 
tourists from Jamaica’s vio lence. This aesthetic function of emplaced  human 
bodies connects to work by Arun Saldanha (2007) on what he calls the viscos-
ity of race, the material- affective pro cess by which bodies with specific pheno-
types (complicated by dress, be hav ior, and context) gather and stick together 
within certain spaces.
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In the market and at the dance, a specific blend of sensory presences, ab-
sences, and intensities allows an approximation of Uptown security aesthetics. 
This remains a thin veneer that stands in delicate balance with the dominant 
aesthetics of poverty and vio lence that generates feelings of insecurity as well 
as cultural authenticity. Uptown visitors’ diff er ent perceptual attunement 
means they may not notice  those features that make local residents feel safe, 
nor do they recognize the indications of potential vio lence— their always frag-
ile sense of security depends in part on a perceptual naiveté. My own perhaps 
more robust sense of comfort and safety in  these same areas is similarly bol-
stered by my underdeveloped radar for conflict.

Yet what actually keeps outsiders safe is in many cases the order main-
tained by a don. This was certainly the case with Passa Passa, with Tivoli 
Gardens run  under “One Order” of Christopher “Dudus” Coke, Jamaica’s 
most influential don  until his extradition to the United States in 2010, whose 
rules included a prohibition on vio lence against outsiders in his community. 
Similarly, the central marketplace has long been tightly run by, and divided 
between, dons from the two adjacent garrisons, who or ga nized a system of 
security and hygiene while charging vendors with “market fees.” Even as the 
aesthetic interventions that dons make may be  either imperceptible to  outsiders, 
or perceived as part of what makes a neighborhood feel dangerous, it may 
well be precisely this system that prevents visitors from harm. This balance 
of perceiving and not perceiving, of recognizing and misrecognizing diff er ent 
aesthetic forms, allows Uptown Jamaicans to visit inner- city neighborhoods 
and feel physically and emotionally closer to the po liti cal community of the 
nation, while remaining largely oblivious of the don- led po liti cal community 
that is central to shaping  these areas.

 TOWARD A PO LITI CAL GEOGRAPHY OF SENSATION

How do po liti cal powers mobilize aesthetic means to si mul ta neously produce 
a sense of security and a sense of community? As Ghertner et al. (this volume) 
outline, security aesthetics can be analyzed as a governmental modality, a way 
of managing social and po liti cal life that works through inclusion and exclu-
sion of subjects from a po liti cal community of sense. In Kingston’s inner- city 
areas, dons draw on the politics of aesthetics to create among residents what 
we could read in Rancière’s terms as a perceptual consensus— the shared at-
tunement of the senses is central to the formations of po liti cal subjectivities 
around donmanship. They realize informal, apparently “disorderly” visual and 
infrastructural interventions into the built environment that act as forms of 
fortressing, expressing a specific security- cum- political order.
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Yet the dons’ neighborhood work is not the only “calibration of vulner-
abilities” at work in Kingston. The city and its Downtown areas encompass 
multiple, overlapping regimes of security aesthetics, through which risks are 
 imagined and affectively experienced in diff er ent ways by differently situated 
subjects. The fortressing intent of dons’ “designs” is vis i ble to some, but not 
to  others;  these interventions lie somewhere in the  middle of the “spectrum 
of vis i ble security,” articulating an “aesthetic paradox” (Coaffee, O’Hare, and 
Hawkesworth 2009) that is crucial to allowing the copresence of normally seg-
regated publics.

Despite a widespread fear of Downtown Kingston among wealthier Jamai-
cans, they feel relatively safe  there  under certain circumstances. In efforts to 
reaffirm their belonging to a diff er ent community of sense, that of the Jamai-
can nation, they seek out some of  these same areas— I have suggested that the 
early morning market and the street dance work as learned time- spaces where 
dangerous authenticity can be experienced safely through the approxima-
tion of an Uptown security aesthetics of sensory order.  Here too, being able 
to inhabit public space while feeling comfortable and safe is central to feel-
ings of po liti cal belonging (cf. Noble 2005), even if the po liti cal community 
in question is not coterminous with that of inner- city residents. Uptown and 
Downtown Kingstonians can occupy the same material surroundings si mul ta-
neously, but be subject to distinct pro cesses of aesthetic interpellation.

Can  these diff er ent aesthetic regimes— tightly connected to both secu-
rity and po liti cal belonging— coexist without bleeding into each other? How 
much of an Uptown aesthetic regime do outsiders bring with them when they 
visit Downtown? How much of it do they lose? What residues might they 
leave  behind? One preliminary answer might lie in current police attempts 
to “dismantle the garrison” and diminish the power of dons by harnessing the 
power of aesthetics. A clear attempt at creating dissensus among inner- city 
residents is the police’s “gang mural removal” campaign, during which don 
murals or texts referencing dons  were painted over in “constabulary blue” (see 
Figures 5.3–5.5). The building in Tivoli Gardens that had functioned as Dudus’s 
former headquarters was similarly taken over by the police and repainted in 
blue and white in the same style as Jamaica’s other police stations. Such inter-
ventions in the built environment are evident efforts to disrupt the dominant 
aesthetic, po liti cal, and security regime.

In this chapter, I have sought to elaborate how differently positioned resi-
dents experience this sensory belonging and nonbelonging in an emplaced and 
embodied fashion, within a violent and divided cityscape. This elaboration is 
a preliminary move to develop a po liti cal geography of sensation: a spatially 



Figure 5.3 Mural celebrating neighborhood don “Zeeks,” reading “Zeeks Fi [For] 
Life.” Photo graph by author.

Figure 5.4 “Zeeks Fi Life” mural, painted over. Photo graph by Tracian Meikle.
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sensitive way of understanding how diff er ent aesthetic forms work to delin-
eate multiple po liti cal communities, through their elicitation of emplaced ex-
periences of fear, comfort, and longing that connect the scales of the street, 
the neighborhood, the city, and the nation.

NOTES

1 All names of persons used in this article are pseudonyms, as is the name of the 
neighborhood “Brick Town.”

2 Other, slightly less porous public spaces might include museums and art galleries 
and certain government buildings in Downtown Kingston, as well as specific 
events, such as charity runs. In contrast to the market and the street dance, 
however,  these spaces and events tend to be “made safe” by private security 
guards.

3 My visual analy sis of  these artworks is closely informed by research done by Tra-
cian Meikle, whose forthcoming dissertation provides a detailed ethnographic and 
aesthetic analy sis of such memorial murals.

Figure 5.5 Painted- over mural. Photo graph by Tracian Meikle.
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Staging Safety in  
Brooklyn’s Real Estate

Zaire Z. Dinzey- Flores 
and Alexandra Demshock

During the winter of 2005, the popu lar leftist Brooklyn magazine Stay  Free! 
ran a satirical flip cover for American Gentrifier (Hearst 2005; see Figure 6.1). 
The spread features a staged portrait of a white, heteronormative  couple. The 
man,  later described as an “emasculated Park Slope husband,” sports a Baby-
Björn carrier with a white infant inside. Hovering over the young  family are 
explicit headlines detailing the “preoccupations” of potential Brooklyn gentri-
fiers, among them “bed sty: stIll too black?” and “10 vIolent crImes 
you can lIve wIth.” The headlines depict two frequently codified concerns 
of neighborhoods in the early stages of gentrification: the demographic com-
position of the neighborhood (“. . .  too black?”) and the question of safety or 
concomitant vio lence that new, presumed white residents would have to con-
tend with in  these spaces. The images and text of the cover reveal something of 
the relationship between Blackness and insecurity or, alternatively, whiteness 
and safety that has characterized conversations about the American city for 
generations.

The black “Bed- Sty” alluded to on the American Gentrifier cover is located 
in central Brooklyn. Formally known as Bedford- Stuyvesant and colloquially 
called Bed- Stuy (rhymes with “buy”), the neighborhood would eventually, in 
the mid- to- late twentieth  century, become home to one of the highest con-
centrations of black residents in the United States. The popu lar imaginary 
surrounding Bed- Stuy would also become synonymous with the image of the 
“dark ghetto,” a lightning rod for the fears of the whiter and wealthier U.S. 
population (Clark 1965). The racial segregation, poverty, and urban disenfran-
chisement that intensified in the 1970s and 1980s marked Bed- Stuy as a black 
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dystopia, a “scary” neighborhood, with stretches referred to as “Vietnam.” The 
unsafe, black “Do or Die” Bed- Stuy has been elaborated through the historical 
layering of negative significations that have resulted in what economist Glenn 
Loury (2002) would call “spoiled collective identity” or the “racial stigma” of 
the “Black ghetto.”

From  Great Migration– era blockbusting and redlining to an onslaught 
of subprime lending that began in the 1990s (Botein 2013; Wilder 2000), the 
machinations of the real estate industry intimately tangled with pro cesses of 
neighborhood racialization and played an impor tant role in rendering Bed- 
Stuy an unthinkable geography for a white  family to call home. And yet, al-
though still predominantly black, its demographics have been dramatically 
shifting since the turn of the twenty- first  century, characterized by sharp in-
creases in both real estate values and the proportion of white residents, par-
ticularly in the wake of the 2008 financial meltdown and recession. Attracted 
by Bed- Stuy’s ample supply of architecturally significant historic brownstones 

Figure 6.1 American 
Gentrifier, the flip 
cover of the winter 
2005 issue of Stay 
 Free! magazine.
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and by comparatively more affordable housing than Manhattan, an influx of 
new residents grew the white population from less than 1  percent in 1990 to 
15  percent by 2010 (Gregor 2014). From the scary center of black Brooklyn to 
one of New York’s coolest places for white  people, the image of Bed- Stuy has 
under gone a radical change in the past de cade. This chapter asks how Bed- 
Stuy became safe, not scary, and even cool. How is the layering of de cades of 
negative spatial significations undone and rebranded? Given its hand in the 
production of the neighborhood’s disinvestment, what role do the narrations 
of the real estate industry play in this reinvention?

“DO OR DIE” BED- STUY: THE INVENTION OF A “GHETTO”

“Sometimes it seems  there is no Bedford- Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, not the way 
 there is a Greenwich Village in Manhattan or a  Middle Village in Queens,” a 
1985 New York Times article opened (Douglas 1985, B1). Its borders and bound-
aries, the reporter claimed,  were porous and shifting, and it was rather a place 
“defined not by geography but by social pathology and race” (Douglas 1985, 
B1). The “first” black Bed- Stuy was a small community of freedmen known as 
Weeksville buried beneath a stampede of brownstone development that co-
incided with the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge in the 1880s. But that 
black Bed- Stuy was short lived. In fact, the two neighborhoods, Bedford and 
Stuyvesant Heights, that would evolve into the hyphenated moniker just be-
fore the  Great Depression  housed mostly well- to-do white Anglo and Eu ro-
pean immigrant homeowners. In 1920, the area was home to roughly 45,000, 
mostly white, residents (Charles 2010). Following the construction of the 
subway line between Harlem and Bedford in 1936, many black  people left 
overcrowded upper Manhattan for more readily available housing in Bedford- 
Stuyvesant, while foreign- born black  people si mul ta neously immigrated  there 
from the Ca rib bean and Africa. Just as black New Yorkers made entry into the 
formerly white Bed- Stuy, an accelerated stream of African American mi grants 
from the South also began to  settle  there. The neighborhood had attracted 
65,000 black residents by 1940 (Charles 2010). By the mid-1980s, the neighbor-
hood had become the second largest black community in the country, only 
surpassed by Chicago’s sprawling South Side. Bed- Stuy, more impor tant than 
its precise location on the map, had become “synonymous with black and has 
remained so ever since” (Massood 2001, 267).

During this critical juncture of racial succession, the Home  Owners’ Loan 
Corporation, created in 1933 to ease the Depression’s blows, developed a set 
of Residential Security Maps for mortgage underwriting to classify neighbor-
hoods based on the perceived risk of lending  there (Badger 2017). Bed- Stuy, 
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deemed a leader in “colored infiltration,” received the lowest security rating 
(D) designated with a red line around the neighborhood, thus making it a zone 
within which virtually no formal mortgage lending would occur for decades— a 
pattern of disinvestment that itself underwrote the neighborhood’s reputation 
as a segregated “ghetto” (Wilder 2000).  These security maps “put the impri-
matur of the federal government  behind the proposition that the presence 
of some  human beings was harmful” (Wilder 2000, 186). In an August 2017 
New York Times article about the maps’ enduring national effects, Bed- Stuy is 
offered up as a landmark case in the history of racially exclusionary finance 
and disinvestment that defined the redlining crisis (Badger 2017). As neglect 
intensified, so did crime, and “a causal connection between color and decay,” 
between Bed- Stuy and “muggings by the ‘sunburnt ele ments’ and biological 
thieves alleged to be infiltrating,” became naturalized (Wilder 2000, 197–198).

Due to heightened racial stigma, real and perceived increases in crime, and 
the absence of residential financing, white Bed- Stuy residents fled in droves 
to New York’s new suburbs, with over a half million departing from Brooklyn 
between 1950 and 1970, as roughly twenty thousand nonwhite arrivals took 
their place each year (Wilder 2000, 212). White residents still accounted for 
more than half of the neighborhood’s population at midcentury, but twenty 
years  later, as the second  Great Migration began to taper, Bed- Stuy had be-
come 84  percent black and had developed into the most overcrowded com-
munity in New York, with 450,000  people in 653 residential blocks (Davies 
2013, 744; Manoni 1973). In 1966, its reputation as a blighted area drew Senator 
Robert F. Kennedy to take a walking tour of the neighborhood, exposing him 
and, in turn, the nation, to its “run- down housing, piles of refuse, abandoned 
buildings, and filthy streets” (Davies 2013, 736). A young Bed- Stuy homeowner 
in 1974 explained the tendency of crimes all over Brooklyn to be misattributed 
to his neighborhood: “To the outside world . . .  all of Brooklyn is ‘Bed- Stuy’ ” 
(quoted in Rejnis 1974, 1).

Bedford- Stuyvesant’s markedness as the borough’s literal dark center and 
its prominent position in pop cultural artifacts produced a slippage between 
significations of the neighborhood and that of Brooklyn more broadly. When 
rapper Jay- Z (1998) speaks of “Bed- Stuy, Brook- nam” taking on the world, 
his community becomes shorthand for (inextricably) black- and- dangerous- 
Brooklyn as a  whole, in spite of the borough’s (and even Bed- Stuy’s) vastness 
and variability.

The Bed- Stuy conflated with a Brooklyn steeped in crack cocaine and 
murder in the 1980s and 1990s would undergo a major transformation—
but not  wholesale disappearance—in the new millennium. A black real estate 
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agent working in the area recounted to coauthor Dinzey- Flores during neigh-
borhood fieldwork an interaction between a young, white Eu ro pean  woman 
and a young, white American man that he had overheard while sitting in a 
first- class seat on a flight abroad: the man told the  woman that he was from 
New York, upon which the  woman excitedly shared with him her fascination 
with Brooklyn. The man, a Manhattanite, was stunned as the  woman made 
a quick transition from aspiring to visit not only Brooklyn, but more specifi-
cally “cool” Bed- Stuy. By the second de cade of the twenty- first  century, the 
narratives imbricating threat and Blackness have become pasteurized into hip 
versions that increasing numbers of middle- class white  people find attractive. 
Diff er ent from Derek Hyra’s (2017, 89) notion that white gentrifiers seek the 
thrill of proximity to urban danger by “living The Wire,” this tamed version 
represents what Dinzey- Flores (unpublished) terms an “allayed whiteness”: 
“embracing blackness in a new form . . .  a twenty- first- century brand of white-
ness configured with a par tic u lar appreciation of blackness and a constricted 
version of its spatial manifestations.” Blackness repackaged into a trendy, edgy, 
and consumable form then displaces the significations of danger while still, by 
default, attributing safety to whiteness.

STAGING SAFETY

In order for Bed- Stuy to transform into a place suitable for the white Ameri-
can Gentrifier  family of three, its cool must evolve into safe. In a cognitive so-
cio log i cal analy sis of the concepts, Ruth Simpson (1996, 549) explains that 
“perceptions of safety and danger are ‘intersubjective’— products of social 
construction, collective agreement, and socialization.” As the unmarked signi-
fier in the lexical pair, safety is defined as “the absence of danger,” itself often 
a set of “inconsistent and ambiguous clues” derived from one’s surroundings 
(Simpson 1996, 549). The instability of safety as an analytic category si mul-
ta neously pre sents challenges for studying the social production of symbolic 
safety while suggesting that  those who have a stake in a shared perception of 
safe places are tasked with cultivating perceptions of safety and combating 
narratives of danger. As Wayne Brekhus (1998, 35, 44) explains, studying what 
is often unarticulated, unattended to, and understood to be “epistemologically 
unproblematic” can be difficult and requires the outlining of the unmarked 
phenomenon’s “negative spaces.”

As Simpson (1996, 551) puts it, “Perceiving any object as safe requires ignor-
ing the potential for harm. While perceiving danger can sometimes be a  simple 
 matter of observation, perceiving safety necessarily involves rationalization,” 
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or engagement in discursive and spatial interventions into landscapes and 
their repre sen ta tions, a pro cess that coauthor Demshock (unpublished) calls 
“the safety proj ect.” The markers and built manifestations of safety and dan-
ger are always social and require active maintenance and reproduction. Thus, 
safety’s social unmarkedness necessitates that real estate professionals and 
homeowners highlight aesthetics, signs, and discourses of security in order for 
a community to maintain its reputation as a safe place and for the homes in it 
to retain, or even increase, their symbolic value of safety.

The real estate industry, a collaborator in perpetuating negative neigh-
borhood stigmas through participation in activities such as redlining, slum 
clearance, urban renewal, and eminent domain (Connolly 2014; Gotham 2002; 
Satter 2009; Schafran and Wegmann 2012), now uses its power and influence 
in  these same communities to undo the narratives of danger and blight they 
helped to create. At the height of the discriminatory lending that preceded 
the Fair Housing Act of 1968, the National Association of Realtors, through 
its professional code, mandated that its members restrict buyers and  renters 
“of any race or nationality, or any individual, whose presence  will clearly be 
detrimental to property values” in white communities (Laurenti 1960, 17). 
Christopher Mele (2000, 192), for example, notes how real estate professionals 
in New York’s Lower East Side systematically encouraged disinvestment and 
 later abandonment by promoting capital withdrawal through planned neglect 
and deliberate property depreciation via the absence of repair and mainte-
nance and  later through “arson- for- profit.” Now, in the context of twenty- first- 
century redevelopment, real estate agents instead serve as impor tant orators 
of safety narratives through interactions with clients, property listings, area 
tours, and neighborhood reports. In an era of globalized gentrification (Smith 
2002), frontline real estate workers are central to rescripting crime- ridden 
neighborhood “stigmata” (Goffman 1963) in ser vice of inflating property value.

How and by what built environmental and discursive mechanisms, then, 
does real estate move in the opposite direction, rolling back the negative as-
criptions that it collaborated in deploying for de cades?  Here, we examine how 
the real estate industry participates in making a neighborhood previously la-
beled dangerous and insecure safe for wealthier investors and residents. What 
is safety, as elaborated by real estate? How is safety staged?

In order to investigate the staging of safety in Bedford- Stuyvesant, we 
study closely its production by real estate companies. Mark Lane, Michael Seiler, 
and Vicky Seiler (2015, 21, emphasis added) describe staging as “the pro cess 
where a seller uses furnishings and decorations arranged in the most universally 
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appealing way in the hopes of attracting the greatest number of potential buy-
ers and thus receiving the highest pos si ble offer price.” Pat Esswein (2012, 67) 
elaborates: “Stagers declutter if you  haven’t, rearrange furniture to improve 
traffic flow and create a sense of spaciousness, and make sure your décor 
 doesn’t shout your personal tastes.” While  there is  little research on the real 
effects of staging, Lane et al.’s (2015, 31) work shows that staging informs buyer 
opinion more than price: “We find that furniture quality and color choices 
do not appear to have a significant effect on the  actual revealed market value 
of the property, but they do have a strong impact on the perceived livability 
and overall impression of the home.” In other words, a potential buyer is more 
likely to make an offer or give positive feedback about a property when it is 
professionally staged. Staging in the sphere of real estate has been restricted to 
the treatment of interior spaces, yet we argue  here that the act of organ izing 
appearances to modify the opinions and “perceived livability” of a space can 
apply as much to neighborhoods as individual properties. If, in a home, inte-
rior staging takes place through narrations of a property’s history and special 
features, decluttering, strategic lighting, and neutral furnishings, neighbor-
hood staging takes place through the graphic pre sen ta tion of favorable crime 
trends, narratives of neighborhood re nais sance, pictures of trendy and buzzing 
streets, the projection of a healthy relationship between home and commu-
nity, and the invocation of pop- cultural cachet. Such discursive and aesthetic 
staging, in home and neighborhood, informs symbolic understandings of how 
safety is to be read into a place.

We examine the production of safety in gentrifying Brooklyn via a set of 
“safety furnishings”— that is, the spatial, visual, and narrative ele ments, the 
furniture and décor, that in a neighborhood, as in an individual home, are rear-
ranged to produce the perception of safety. We specifically consider the racial 
codes implicit in what are considered “universally appealing” stages by con-
ducting content and narrative analy sis of two types of data to develop a critical 
reading of safety staging: (1) the graphic and textual materials contained in 
property listings, and (2) neighborhood profiles produced and circulated by 
real estate companies.

We specifically analyzed property listings of one-  to three- family homes 
for sale in four Brooklyn neighborhoods in spring of 2017. A popu lar real es-
tate search engine published the listings. To provide a historical view, we 
compared  these listings with  those collected approximately two years  earlier 
from a luxury regional real estate com pany. In total, we analyzed 139 property 
listings, including a total of eighty- two Bedford- Stuyvesant listings.1 For com-
parative purposes, we analyzed listings in the demographically stable Brooklyn Z
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neighborhoods of Park Slope (thirty- nine listings), Downtown Brooklyn (four 
listings), and Brooklyn Heights (fourteen listings). While  these other three 
neighborhoods have under gone gentrification in the past, they have been con-
sidered “good” neighborhoods in the real estate world for more than a de cade, 
and for as long as twenty- five years in the case of Park Slope.

Realtors typically pack property listings with details that semiotically 
elaborate the home and the neighborhood. The average listing includes the 
property address, the list price, the number of bedrooms and bathrooms, 
square footage, exterior and interior photo graphs, and a narrative descrip-
tion of the property. For example, one such property listing for a brownstone 
in Bed- Stuy, initially listed for $3.35 million in September 2016, opens with a 
description of the property as “the most beautiful brownstone renovation on 
the market  today” and gestures  toward its location directly in the projected 
path of Brooklyn’s gentrification storm, on “the cusp of Bedford Stuyvesant 
and Clinton Hill.” Interior descriptions complement the cognitive map, which 
further emphasize its placement in historic Brownstone Brooklyn: “This quin-
tes sen tial Brooklyn home retains its original character,” boasts the listing. It 
further emphasizes the property location’s comfortable distance from the 
physical and sensorial hardships of “Do or Die Bed- Stuy”: “For maximum oc-
cupant comfort, each floor is equipped with a security panel as well as a Nest 
thermostat.”

In our analy sis, we concentrate on such narrative descriptions and examine 
neighborhood descriptions of Bedford- Stuyvesant offered by five prominent 
real estate companies. Brokerages often provide general neighborhood profiles 
to provide guidance for potential buyers. We suggest that neighborhood stag-
ing takes place in property listings and in  these neighborhood profiles, which 
often include photo graphs and videos that highlight the contextual packaging 
on which the property listings rest.

THE FURNISHINGS OF SAFETY

Real estate narratives serve as a power ful tool for constructing safety by estab-
lishing consistent sensory clues for determining a property’s relative security 
and its prospective buyers’ potential to be isolated from signs of danger (see 
Zeiderman, this volume). Opposite in substance but similar in form to “nui-
sance talk” (Ghertner 2015, 79) and “the talk of crime” (Caldeira 2000), which 
variously emphasize and deride the perceived disorder and unruliness asso-
ciated with ungentrified urban areas,  these narratives furnish safety through 
what we argue are six aesthetic strategies, which we inductively gleaned 
from the listings we analyzed: (1) designing glass- house  bubbles, (2) picturing 



164

quietness, (3) creating prefabricated escape hatches, (4) technologizing aesthet-
ics of security, (5) narratively renovating the neighborhood, and (6) applying sci-
entific objectivity. We detail each of  these strategies below, quoting directly from 
listings to demonstrate the performative staging of safety built up through each.

Designing Glass- House  Bubbles

The listings in Bed- Stuy exhibit a per sis tent use of adjectives that point to ex-
pansive interiors: “vast,” “open,” “dramatic,” “lofty.”  These interiors are always 
light filled, with copious and large “floor- to- ceiling” win dows and doors “offer-
ing expansive and leafy views”; a transparent large  bubble from which buyers 
can experience the “vastness” of the outside while staying “comfortably” and 
securely inside.  These “ bubbles” continue from the interiors of the home— the 
living room, the  great master bedrooms, the “imposing size of bathrooms” that 
make you “think you are not in an urban townhouse”—to private exteriors. 
Inside and outside, in “private terraces,” “secret gardens,” and “enclosed back-
yards,” potential buyers read the promise of “relaxing in privacy of leafy trees.”

Like skilled craftsmen who blow  bubbles into molten glass for artistic ef-
fect, realtors blow glass  bubbles narratively to imagine a secluded and mag-
nified expansiveness that centralizes the features of the property and offers 
potential residents an “oasis,” a “city retreat,” or an “immaculate back gar-
den retreat.” Bubbled up,  these Bed- Stuy properties float away from their 
surroundings, offering, as one listing put it, “resource[s] [the] urban dweller 
 will always need more of ”: “space,” “comfort,” and “warmth,” which oppose 
or narratively isolate any association with potential lingering dangers of the 
neighborhood. Even though it is the home that is bubbled up and isolated, the 
effect— amplified through photo graphs emphasizing visual command over, but 
in clear separation from, exteriors—is that it is the outside world that is frozen.

One could argue that the same focus on spacious interiors, massive win-
dows, and light- filled rooms is standard for real estate listings more generally. 
 After all, darkness carries a plethora of negative connotations. Yet, the ex-
pansiveness of the interiors in Park Slope, Brooklyn Heights, and Downtown 
Brooklyn— neighborhoods that market consensus has deemed established and 
white— was hardly connected narratively to privacy. Dramatic win dows  were 
not articulated as barriers, but more as places from which to admire or take 
in the outside. From  these light- filled “win dows on the world,” the  imagined 
homeowner of a Brooklyn Heights property has her own private view of the 
Manhattan skyline and the Promenade, in contrast to an amorphous immedi-
ate environment of “gardens” and “trees” more typical of Bed- Stuy listings. 
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Thus, the big interiors with large win dows open up the world rather than con-
fine it to the home property, which is the case in the Bed- Stuy descriptions, 
where public space is implied as black and unsafe. Unlike the idea and articu-
lation of suburbia as part of a tree- laden landscape where the comforts of the 
property extend into the surroundings, the promise of trees, “lush gardens,” 
and greenery is “safely” contained in the immediacy of the home. For example, 
one Bed- Stuy listing encourages sitting by a “massive apple tree for [a] lazy 
after noon of reading.” The green, light- filled property boundary between the 
home and the neighborhood, thus, is enforced; it creates a reflection or intro-
spective disposition rather than an open field of vision, much as bubbled glass 
clouds the view of what is beyond.

Picturing Quietness

In Bed- Stuy property listings, the neighborhood is  silent.  There are “quiet,” 
“tree- lined streets,” with “not a lot of traffic.”  Here, the  house, not the  people, 
is “nestled in gorgeous tree- lined” or “bucolic” blocks. Quiet is expressed as a 
static image, devoid of  people and activity close to the home base. The sounds 
of the street have long been part of the way in which good neighborhoods 
are sonically distinguished from bad neighborhoods. Safety is evoked in si-
lence. Characterizations of suburban safety, for example, “emphasize envi-
ronmental features of peacefulness, through evocative place names, greenery, 
relative quiet . . .  historic signifiers, rural settings, rolling hills . . .  well- kept 
trees, bushes, and lawns, flowers and welcome mats . . .  immunizing features 
and preventative agents against the forces of evil” (Wallace 2008, 400–401). 
Brooklyn real estate companies communicate quietness through images of 
lush vegetation, visually differentiating the hush of a white nature from the 
noise of a black street. Listings and neighborhood descriptions alike center 
the urban tree as the primary symbol of tranquility in Bed- Stuy. One listing 
celebrates Bed- Stuy as home to the “Greenest Block in Brooklyn.” Nearly all 
the profiles analyzed featured at least one very still photo of a Bed- Stuy block— 
brownstones flanked by full, summer fo liage. Even images of busy sidewalk 
cafés— paying customers at  tables, not idle interlopers perched on stoops— 
convey an air of residential hush meant to suggest a nonthreatening and se-
cure environment.

But the association of safety and silence is not universal, as scholarship 
and policy in environmental design has tended to emphasize (Brantingham 
and Brantingham 1993; Lévy- Leboyer and Naturel 1991). Residential calm 
can be acceptably punctuated but not wholly disrupted by the din of cultural 
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events and upscale bars, but noise is a racialized sonic phenomenon. Black and 
brown families are noticeably absent from real estate websites’ photo graphs 
of Bed- Stuy. They, we can presume, represent a source of unwelcome clamor 
that agents edit out of the auditory landscape of the neighborhood. Indeed, as 
Jennifer Lynn Stoever (2016, 2) notes, both sound and listening are racial phe-
nomena: “White Americans often feel entitled to re spect for their sensibilities, 
sensitivities, and tastes, and to their implicit, sometimes violent, control over 
the soundscape of an ostensibly ‘ free,’ ‘open,’ and ‘public’ space.” Bed- Stuy real 
estate listings, clearly attentive to the sensory preferences and auditory sensi-
bilities of would-be gentrifiers, seek to picture quiet so that homeowners can 
imagine their sound (or silence) as being that which is heard.

Creating Prefabricated Escape Hatches

While  these listings create a  bubble from the immediate neighborhood, they 
also create what we call “prefabricated escape hatches” that promise the ability 
to “speedily” and “swiftly” get from the  house to the “established” white- scape 
of Manhattan through a closely located subway. All listings in Bed- Stuy refer 
to the good and accessible transportation that  will have you in Manhattan in 
“20 minutes.” The listings reliably index a twenty- minute commute time, and 
the referent is always Manhattan (except in one case we observed, which was 
in Downtown Brooklyn). We characterize this mechanism as prefabricated 
 because of its use across all properties, regardless of a listed property’s  actual 
distance from the train.

Bedford- Stuyvesant is in the shape of a triangle, with three pos si ble pri-
mary train lines: the J/Z, the A/C, and the G trains. While  there are properties 
that are very close to the trains, many require more than ten- minute walks or 
bus rides to the nearest station. And while the commute to lower Manhattan is 
generally short on  these lines, it varies depending on  whether one takes a local 
or express train. Furthermore, all listings boasted easy and quick accessibility 
to the trains, not recognizing the wide swath of commuting experiences in the 
neighborhood depending on  house location. The importance of accessibility 
to Manhattan emphasizes how this neighborhood becomes attractive and safe 
to the degree that transportation can make the distance effaceable. Transpor-
tation offers a levitation device that whisks you from  house  bubble to Manhat-
tan. Bed- Stuy, despite its former reputation as the dark ghetto, a world apart, 
is now within striking distance of Manhattan.

In contrast, the listings in Park Slope, Downtown Brooklyn, and Brooklyn 
Heights hardly cared to mention the subway. A handful of listings mentioned 
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the subway was “close,” generally not specifying the station, train, or time to 
anywhere. Instead, prospective residents  were informed of the properties’ loca-
tion in “the heart of every thing this thriving neighborhood has to offer.”

Technologizing Aesthetics of Security

Safety was explic itly messaged in references to security systems: “security 
cameras,” “control 4 smart system with state of the art security,” “work- space 
and command center where the multi- camera high tech security system can 
be monitored,” “smart home features,” “ADT security system,” “fence around 
property for privacy.” Security and surveillance features— laden with physical, 
aesthetic, and technological value— invoke safety and insinuate a threat out-
side, which, in turn, reaffirms their utility and the need for their presence. In 
a neighborhood often unfamiliar to potential buyers and thus subject to ste-
reo types and preconceptions used to justify pointed security mea sures,  these 
technologies promise buyers complete control and a means to futureproof 
themselves: they can “navigate or remotely monitor the entire  house with ease 
and comfort” or enjoy the “same level of security, comfort, and quality” im-
plied in more familiar neighborhoods. Threat, insecurity, and fear are  housed 
in “secure” warm language that confers power and control on the owner and 
belies the very environment of danger to which it alludes. Technological ad-
vancement and modernity are locked in the formulation of  these security 
technologies, highlighting the centrality of the latest residential design aes-
thetics to the consolidation of a sense of security and a techno- aesthetic feel-
ing of plea sure in control and enjoyment in use.

Most Bed- Stuy listings obscure the explicit securing component of the mod-
ern security systems designed to insulate  owners from implicit dangers. They 
do so by employing the softer language of luxury, amenity, and comfort  these 
systems are said to provide. This sleight of hand can be seen in the juxtaposi-
tion of the security panel and Nest smart thermostat in one of the listings. As 
in the “Control 4 System” mentioned in one listing,  these  technologies prom-
ise to “make your home the smartest in the block,” with “every thing work-
ing together to create a more comfortable, con ve nient, and enjoyable home” 
(Knightsgate, n.d.).  These technologies offer simultaneous and  networked 
“product solutions” to “entertainment,” “smart lighting,” “comfort and con-
ve nience,” “safety and security.” In this way, security and a sense of safety are 
devised in a web of home amenities that not only ease the inhabitants’ man-
agement and experience of the home, but also enhance the sense of power of 
the home’s occupants while responding to modernist consumerist aspirations 
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evidenced in the latest gadgets. Security is smart, and Bed- Stuy has smart 
homes, defined by a techno- aesthetic that implies user appreciation through 
engagement and control rather than contemplation. The plea sure of life in 
Bed- Stuy, aestheticized security technologies seem to suggest, comes not from 
reflecting on the neighborhood or mere observation, but from the making of 
the home and the interactive exercise of security practice. Own and command 
a home/neighborhood;  don’t just dwell in it.

The warm, fuzzy focus of  these security techniques is not incidental. Re-
altors are selling a neighborhood with a past— a stigmatized past that they 
helped produce— which they now have to manage. Propagated through the 
eve ning news and,  later, a litany of New York City– based crime dramas, 
Bed- Stuy entered the new millennium with an enduring profile of vio lence, 
drug addiction, and unemployment, dragging the symbolic and institutional 
weight of the 1970s heroin epidemic, the crack cocaine frenzy of the 1980s, and 
the murderous years of the early 1990s. To emphasize the hard edges of secu-
rity technologies with words like “surveillance” and “safety” would make that 
history too explicit, indexing a threatening outside. Instead, the features and 
furnishings of the home as technologically advanced and equipped with mech-
anisms that cultivate a sense of control and comfort assuage pos si ble safety 
concerns while avoiding direct reference to any insecurity or safety deficiency 
in the neighborhood. This is the difference between bulletproof glass and an 
inconspicuous surveillance camera— the latter communicates the same sense 
of added security without underscoring the threat (in this case, live ammuni-
tion). In contrast, in Park Slope, Brooklyn Heights, and Downtown Brooklyn 
listings, reference to security was absent from any invocation of modern ame-
nities. Technology  here rested strictly in comfort, and security was removed 
from the technological attributes of the desirable properties.

Narratively Renovating the Neighborhood

The real estate listings and neighborhood profiles are strategic in their pre sen-
ta tion of the neighborhoods and reveal an awareness of the resignifications 
that selling property in the neighborhood requires. The property listings offer 
 limited information on Bedford- Stuyvesant. But the succinct message, rein-
forced by the neighborhood summaries, is clear: it is “historic,” with beauti-
fully preserved “Gothic, Victorian and Romanesque” architecture, and it is 
“growing and rapidly appreciating,” “burgeoning,” “ever so scenic,” “vibrant,” 
with more and more restaurants and coffee shops opening  every day. A good 
number of listings name the relevant (new) businesses, strictly confined to 
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leisure sites and spaces of consumption— parks, restaurants, and coffee shops. 
Some listings even offer the names of restaurants and coffee shops that are 
soon- to- open amenities. The sense is of a neighborhood that  will eventually 
(if not yet) deliver every thing the homeowner desires. Be a part, one listing 
pleads, of “Brooklyn’s dynamic, evolving cultural ecosystem,” while another 
contends that it is “not up and coming, this neighborhood arrived and shines.” 
Still another states that  there has “never been a better time to live and play in 
this neighborhood.” The tone is urgent, with a hint of persuasion. Like  these 
listings, the brokerages’ Bed- Stuy profiles foreground the neighborhood’s long 
historical roots, situating the architecture and the “historic brownstones” 
with “highly ornamental detailing” and “classical architectural ele ments” in 
its seventeenth- century Dutch origins. A con temporary community garden is 
said to help preserve the area’s agricultural heritage. The listings rewrite the 
neighborhood into popu lar culture through references to its gritty yet distant 
past, now recast in glossy packaging: Billy Joel’s song “You May Be Right” 
(1980) (boasting of his bravery, he sings, “I walked through Bedford- Stuy 
alone”), Spike Lee’s homage to boiling racial tensions on a hot summer’s day in 
Do the Right  Thing (Lee 1989), and Chris Rock’s comedic reflections on his im-
poverished childhood in Every body Hates Chris (2005–2006).  These consumable 
depictions are presumed to be universally cool, while si mul ta neously pointing 
out long traditions of homeownership and recent gentrification.

Brief and thematically narrow narratives limit the neighborhood’s history 
and realities to  those that are amenable to preserving the glass  bubble, while 
recognizing the need to foreground the neighborhood’s history. The brevity 
exposes, if subtly, all apprehension.  Here, what remains unsaid can reverberate 
as loudly as what is said. The delicately calibrated message, unlike that of the 
so- called stable neighborhoods, is that Bed- Stuy and its properties are being 
“renovated.” In contrast, in Park Slope, Brooklyn Heights, and Downtown 
Brooklyn, homes are “restored” into their standard and essential form.

The racial significations are encoded in the language of renovation. Reno-
vating a property or a neighborhood implies improvement and departure, a 
meta phorical rescue or overcoming from historical form and memories. A 
renovation is always aspirational, a presumed improvement or overcoming of 
an  earlier stage or period of loss, but also always incomplete and underway. 
Restoration, in contrast, suggests a return to a former glory. In the practice 
of restoration, safety is already realized. It must simply be pulled out of the 
drawer, polished, and spruced up. In the practice of renovation, safety must 
be sought and per sis tently defended—it is a proj ect in which one is invited 
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to partake as an active agent of improvement, not just for oneself, but for a 
neighborhood and even community.

Applying Scientific Objectivity

Realtors also stage safety by providing addenda to their property listings, 
where potential buyers can do their own “objective” analy sis of crime in the 
neighborhood. Riddled with pie charts, bar graphs,  tables, and maps,  these vi-
sual aids provide statistics on the neighborhood. And it is in  these that we find 
the only direct treatment of crime, tucked at the bottom of the page,  after a 
statistical gallery of population, demographic, employment, and educational 
data. What is reported is the risk of crime— that is, not the number of incidents 
reported, but rather the odds of crime being committed against property or 
person when compared with other zip codes. The pre sen ta tion invokes a sci-
entific rationality by offering a set of assurances about the accuracy of the 
data that include explanations of the sources of the numbers and a contextual 
description of the wider pattern of higher (not high) crime rates found in cities 
as compared with suburbs. The narrative presented supplements the credibil-
ity of implicitly subjective judgments by realtors when promoting a safe and 
“desirable” property within an “improving,” but not crime- free, neighborhood.

The scientific objectivity of the pre sen ta tion is mediated rhetorically and 
visually, even as interpretive doubts are recast in the data. At the bottom of 
the report, the real estate brokerage offers a caveat about the information pre-
sented, asserting that “all information presented on this web page is deemed 
reliable but is not guaranteed and should be in de pen dently verified by the 
users of this site.”

Realtors have also used maps to convey an objective treatment of crime 
and safety. Real estate websites like Trulia (www . trulia . com) plot home list-
ings on crime maps with the areas shaded red indicating the highest level of 
aggregate crime. Sorted into blocks, the red areas are deemed less safe. Evok-
ing the residential security maps that produced redlined neighborhoods in the 
past,  these maps fade away (become less red) from gentrifying neighborhoods. 
This fading- away marks  these neighborhoods as formerly dangerous and in the 
pro cess of improving. They do the work of staging safety objectively, as the en-
croaching yellow and green shading promises value appreciation (Lynch and 
Rasmussen 2001; Peterson and Krivo 2012; Tita, Petras, and Greenbaum 2006).

Aurora Wallace (2008, 6) describes the maps as repre sen ta tions of crime 
“congealed into a set of images that renders the space in which it occurs gov-
ernable, while also providing a set of tools to the private citizen with which to 
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gauge, and ultimately take responsibility for, their own personal safety.” Her 
analy sis points to the climate of responsibilization taking hold in the twenty- 
first  century, in which the state seeks to “mobilise the ‘active citizen’ ” to man-
age one’s own basic needs, including taking steps to avoid crime dangers rather 
than addressing the root  causes of crime (McCahill 1998, 55). Thus, “individual 
citizens now have the burden of using new media technology,” like real estate 
crime maps, “to supply information for protection against danger,” but also 
for the cultivation of symbolic safety in order to increase and maintain prop-
erty values (Wallace 2008, 7).  These “scientific” tools establish a cartography 
of safety that extends from the interior of the home to the outside, charting a 
secure geography reliably attainable by the resident.

SAFETY’S PROMISE OF IN EQUALITY

As realtors stage safety, they signal Bedford- Stuyvesant as a prime site for de-
velopment.  These articulations of safety are not neutral in their invocation 
of the prized, racialized lifestyles that are attached to safety. Conversely, the 
fading red lines of Bed- Stuy represent displacements and (in)voluntary reloca-
tions of the historically black community. Absent from the neighborhood’s 
stage are the  people. The safe properties are sold as depersonalized, their built 
environments solely humanizing the (white) buyer seeking his/her own com-
fort, safety, privacy, and sound investment. If we consider the context in which 
safety is staged and the ensuing technologies, it is evident that selling Bedford- 
Stuyvesant also drives racial and class- based segregation in ways that mirror 
the redlining of the twentieth  century. Staging rewards safe, “green” areas with 
additional investment and development while further marginalizing the “red- 
lined” areas on crime maps by diverting prospective buyers and driving down 
prices such that the community’s least privileged residents become relegated 
to  those sections (Wallace 2008, 21; Xie and McDowall 2010). Safety staging 
si mul ta neously foregrounds bourgeois aesthetics while distancing the alleged 
safe place from  there, the dangerous— darker, poorer, urban— places marked by 
their ubiquity in crime news, drawing bound aries between the safe space of 
their property and the distinctly separate locations where crime belongs or 
makes sense. The imperative that criminalizes Blackness and poverty and, in 
turn, landscapes the city to meet the demands of capital accumulation and 
middle- class mortgage payments, feeds off a staging of safety (Muhammad 
2010; Wacquant 2001a, 2001b). The furnishings that stage safety circulate 
with technologies that stand in for the cartographic practice of redlining in 
a real estate world where safety becomes a proxy for whiteness and wealth. 
Blackness— physically and symbolically— and its attachment to criminality 



172

are solidly cemented  behind the stage, relegated to dangerous “personal décor” 
that detrimentally affects the opinion of the properties and the neighborhood, 
unseen and unstated, with  little to no value.

NOTE

1 Of the twenty- seven listings from the luxury real estate com pany from Novem-
ber 2014 to April 2015, seventeen listings  were in Bed- Stuy, seven in Park Slope, 
two in Downtown Brooklyn, and one in Brooklyn Heights. Of the 112 listings 
sampled from the real estate search engine between March and April 2017, sixty- 
five describe properties in Bed- Stuy, thirty- two in Park Slope, two in Downtown 
Brooklyn, and fourteen in Brooklyn Heights.
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Expecting the Worst

Active- Shooter 
Scenario Play in  
American Schools

Rachel Hall

A flier titled “A Brief History of School Safety Drills” is sent home at the be-
ginning of the fall semester to the parents of  children attending public schools 
in an affluent school district in the Northeast. The flier informs parents that 
“the type and frequency have changed over the years, but the purpose of the 
practice of drills has always been the same: to ensure students and staff are 
prepared to quickly make their way to safety in the event of an emergency situ-
ation” (Capital Region boces 2018). While it is true that public schools in the 
United States have observed safety drills since the mid- twentieth  century, it is 
not the case that the purpose of  those drills has remained constant over time. 
The earliest such rehearsals for emergencies  were fire drills and regionally spe-
cific weather drills such as tornado or earthquake drills. During the height 
of the Cold War, students made like Bert the Turtle in duck- and- cover drills, 
during which they rehearsed for nuclear war by sheltering in place  under their 
desks. In  these historical examples drawn from the twentieth  century, school 
safety drills involved rehearsing the or ga nized movement of students to posi-
tions of relative safety within or without the building and assuming bodily 
postures intended to protect against structural and corporeal vulnerabilities. 
But in recent years, school safety drills designed to address the threat of mass 
shootings emphasize aesthetic as much as, if not more than, logistical training. 
First implemented in response to the mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elemen-
tary School in 2012, the newest genre of school safety drills simulates the event 
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of an armed and dangerous intruder on school grounds and often involves 
the participation of local law enforcement agencies, hired actors, and student 
volunteers.

Consider the following description of an “active- shooter” drill conducted 
at an elementary arts magnet school in Goose Creek, South Carolina (Thomp-
son 2013, paras. 1–3):

“I want to see my kids! Bang! Bang!” the man shouted as he stormed into 
the front office of a South Carolina elementary school and pointed a hand-
gun at a secretary and custodian. Both went limp at the verbal gunshots, 
and the “shooter,” a police officer taking part in a school safety drill, con-
tinued his rampage.

While an assistant principal dialed 911, the gunman took aim at two 
students and their principal. All fell to the floor with bloody, fake wounds.

“We are in lockdown,” announced a  woman over the public address 
system at Howe Hall Arts- Infused Magnet School in Goose Creek, S.C. 
Students and teachers hunkered silently in darkened classrooms away 
from closed blinds and locked doors, while police officers with  rifles 
worked their way through hallways decorated with student art.

Using methods derived from the theater, active- shooter drills attempt to 
simulate, as realistically as pos si ble, acts of gun vio lence on school campuses. 
They rely on scripting, mise- en- scène, blocking, props and makeup, as well as 
improvisation on the part of the students and teachers emplaced within  these 
scenarios. The designers of  these experiences understand the realist aesthetics 
of active- shooter drills not in terms of enhancing the play or entertainment 
aspects of the experience but as a means of heightening the seriousness of the 
play for participants so as to improve the quality of their training.

The logic of “preparedness” that undergirds  these drills has it that the more 
closely the sensory and emotional contours of a real event can be simulated, 
the better prepared that community  will be so as not to freak out when it ac-
tually happens to them in the  future. For example, some parents in a Chicago 
suburb  were upset to learn that Cary- Grove High School would be  running 
an active- shooter drill in January 2013 in which someone would be shooting 
blanks in the hallways “in an effort to provide our teachers and students some 
familiarity with the sound of gunfire” (cbs News 2013). Sharon Miller, a parent 
who objected to the use of blanks during the drill, said, “They run fire drills all 
the time, but they  don’t run up and down the hallway with a flamethrower” 
(cbs News 2013). Miller’s analogy provides a concise articulation of the difference 
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between traditional school safety drills and the new paradigm in school secu-
rity. In the conventional model of fire drills, the point is to practice the logis-
tics of getting students and teachers out of the building quickly and in a calm 
and orderly fashion, not to impart the experience of what it feels like to be in a 
building on fire. Active- shooter scenarios simulate the unwanted event, which 
puts the accent on the aesthetic and sensory experience of participants.

Active- shooter drills are merely one ele ment in a broader aesthetics of 
school security in the twenty- first  century. First, in active- shooter scenario 
play, the unwanted event is understood as a prob lem of  human per for mance 
on the part of potential victims and, consequently, requires experiential train-
ing that helps security experts and laypersons alike to calibrate local vulner-
abilities. Schools hire security experts or partner with local police, who run 
realist simulations of mass shootings so that students and teachers might learn 
how to perform better  under duress. Paramilitary in tone, active- shooter drills 
introduce uncertainty and chaos into school communities so that the mem-
bers might experience something akin to the worst- case scenario and thereby 
inoculate themselves against the prospect of being emotionally and psycholog-
ically overwhelmed when the real  thing occurs. Drills are followed by a per for-
mance review in which representatives of local law enforcement or privately 
contracted security companies evaluate how students and teachers performed 
 under simulated distress. To date, active- shooter drills are mandatory in two- 
thirds of U.S. states.

Second, the unwanted event of a school shooting requires “target hardening,” 
or making schools function more like fortresses, which involves well- designed 
architectural and landscape fixes in affluent districts and increased  labor for 
teachers in less flush districts, who are expected to act as sentries, vigilantly 
monitoring the school and its grounds. What Jonathan Massey (2014) has termed 
“risk design” remakes the built environment of some communities in prepara-
tion for the next attack, embedding the armature for  future attacks within a 
building’s infrastructure. Elsewhere, I have described the redesign of Sandy 
Hook Elementary School as an example of risk design nested within resil-
ient design (Hall 2020). “Embedded security” renders risk design invisible to 
 children, even as it reassures adults in the know.

Third, teachers and students are asked to continuously screen the student 
body for threats. More specifically, they are encouraged to practice behavioral 
and psychological profiling of their community and report their observations 
and feelings to school resource officers (armed members of the local police 
force with an on- campus presence), so that potentially threatening students 
can be removed from the community before vio lence erupts. For example, a 
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public ser vice announcement produced by a nonprofit group called The Sandy 
Hook Promise dramatizes how high school students missed the killer in their 
midst. The ad runs the same sequence of shots twice in quick succession. The 
first time through, a formulaic school- year montage tells the story of a bud-
ding romance. The second time through, the ad reveals an alienated student 
plotting a mass shooting in the background of the young lovers, whom viewers 
mistook for the main characters the first time through. The tone of the ad is 
admonishing: if only viewers had been paying closer attention to what was 
clearly vis i ble in each shot, disaster might have been averted.

This chapter focuses on the first of  these approaches to school security: 
calibrating vulnerabilities. In what follows, I argue that active- shooter drills 
constitute a new, per for mance paradigm in school security. I describe and 
analyze how communities across the United States engage in active- shooter 
scenario play in an effort to inoculate themselves against the unwanted event 
of a school shooting. The chapter asks and attempts to answer the following 
questions: To what are we to attribute this shift in school security, from logis-
tics to aesthetics? By what logic of governance is a live simulation of a mass 
killing spree on school grounds an appropriate or effective means of address-
ing the prob lem of gun vio lence in our society? And what cultural lessons are 
imparted to the students, who have no choice but to participate in the training 
pro cess?

THE PER FOR MANCE PARADIGM IN SCHOOL SECURITY

The per for mance paradigm in school security designs and runs simulations of 
terrifying scenarios in order to teach students and teachers how to perform 
better  under duress. Proponents of scenario play extoll the value of experien-
tial learning. As Diana Taylor (2009, 1888–1889) observes of scenario thinking, 
“The basic idea, that  people learn, experience, and come to terms with past 
and  future be hav iors by physically  doing them, trying them on, acting them 
through, and acting them out—is the theory of ritual, older than Aristotle’s 
theory of mimesis and as new as theories of mirror neurons.” Preparedness 
training values verisimilitude. The more faithfully simulations approximate 
what it’s like to actually be victimized by gun vio lence, the more prepared the 
students  will be when the real  thing occurs (see Figure 7.1).

The per for mance paradigm in school security began as a response to the 
mass shooting at Columbine High School in Colorado in 1999. At that time, 
most states started requiring schools to implement emergency management 
plans capable of dealing with disaster scenarios ranging from the traditional 
fire and weather events to school shooting prevention and response training 
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(Thompson 2013). The per for mance paradigm is firmly entrenched in a risk 
management framework and cues off of the professional norms of threat as-
sessment as practiced by the Secret Ser vice. In response to the mass shoot-
ing at Columbine, the Secret Ser vice (in collaboration with the Department 
of Education) conducted the Safe School Initiative, a study of school shoot-
ings since the earliest identified event in 1974 through June 2000. The Safe 
School Initiative culminated in Threat Assessment in Schools: A Guide to Manag-
ing Threatening Situations and to Creating Safe School Climates (Fein et al. 2004). 
Other federal resources for retooling  human be hav ior for the age of risk man-
agement include  those provided by the Department of Homeland Security, 
which provides funding for and training in emergency preparedness. Through 
its Office of Safe and Healthy Students, the U.S. Department of Education of-
fers resources and funding opportunities in emergency planning, ranging from 
managing mrsa skin infections to crisis planning. The Federal Emergency 
Management Association provides a toolkit of resources in its Multi- Hazard 
Emergency Planning for Schools course, which includes scripted exercises, 
drills, workshop materials, and a range of disaster scenarios.

Figure 7.1 Area police bust in as students at Cuba- Rushford High School in Cuba, 
New York, take cover during an active- shooter drill at the school on April 4, 2013. The 
session was the Cuba Police Department’s response to the December 2012 massacre 
in Newtown, Connecticut. Photo graph by Bob Clark/olean.
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More recently and in response to the mass shooting at Sandy Hook, the 
trend in school security is to implement “intruder drills.” In 2013, ten states 
passed legislation updating policy on school security, mandating “intruder” 
and/or “active- shooter drills”  every semester or school year. Many more states 
have since  adopted the drills. Currently, two- thirds of U.S. public schools run 
the most extreme version of “intruder” drills, other wise known as “active- 
shooter drills” (Moser 2016). Intruder drills range from “soft” and “hard” lock-
downs (also known as reverse- evacuation or shelter- in- place drills) to “active 
shooter” or “code red” drills. The difference between a “soft” and “hard” lock-
down is somewhat akin to the difference between a tornado watch and a tor-
nado warning. “Soft” lockdowns imply that  there is no immediate, identified 
threat. During a “soft” lockdown students and teachers shelter in place, while 
designated school safety officials sweep the school. Participants in “soft” lock-
downs know that this is a drill. This is only a drill. A “hard” lockdown indicates 
an immediate, known threat. In other words, this is not a drill. In the case of 
a “hard” lockdown, all students and staff shelter in place and await the arrival 
of first responders.

The character of drills varies greatly from one state to another. For ex-
ample, California Assembly Bill 549 mentions the promotion of school safety, 
but it “prioritizes  mental health ser vices and intervention ser vices, restorative 
and transformative justice programs, and positive be hav ior interventions and 
support” (California Assembly Bill 549). By comparison, Alabama House Bill 
91 is more aligned with the security culture of terrorism prevention. It requires 
the implementation of Code Red School Safety Plans. Cueing off of the color- 
coded Terror Alert Threat Level system implemented by the Bush administra-
tion and phased out by the Obama administration, this plan requires Alabama 
schools to run code red safety alert drills during the first six weeks of fall and 
spring semesters.

Developed in the context of a war on terror, active- shooter drills draw on 
the genealogy of war games. In terms of historical pre ce dent, the closest com-
parison would be large- scale theatrical civil defense drills run in the United 
States, Britain, and Canada at the height of the Cold War. Tracy Davis (2007) 
provides a deft analy sis of  those drills as rehearsals for nuclear war. But in the 
post– Cold War era, the keywords are no longer “rehearsal” and “deterrence” 
but rather “simulation” and “preparedness,” where preparedness has expanded 
from the domain of logistics and the material preparations associated with the 
bomb shelter or storm evacuation plan (i.e., stocking the pantry, putting together 
a first aid kit, mapping an escape route, or acquiring a generator,  etc.) to the 
realms of  human be hav ior and affect. The goal of active- shooter simulations is 
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“target hardening,” where the targets are  human beings. Preparedness training 
borrows the language of target hardening from architecture. Like the built en-
vironment of the school, the  people who use the space must also be hardened. 
Much as emergency medical technicians, police, and firefighters and mem-
bers of the military currently undergo routine active- shooter training, so must 
members of the “education corps.”

Although active- shooter drills have genealogical ties to Cold War civil 
defense drills, they are referred to by crisis management experts and school 
officials alike not in terms of the theatrical meta phor of rehearsal popu lar dur-
ing the Cold War era— which maintains a firm distinction between practice 
for and per for mance of the main event— but rather in terms of the military 
and video gaming meta phors of drills and simulations— where training for and 
engaging in warfare are understood to exist on a continuum of sensory ex-
perience (Brady 2015). The difference between “rehearsal” and “simulation” is 
not merely semantic but also historical. It corresponds to the shift delineated 
by Brian Massumi (2005) from prevention to preemption: “Prevention corre-
sponds to neoliberal Cold War politics. Preemption does not prevent, it effects. 
It induces the event, in effect. Rather than acting in the pre sent to avoid an oc-
currence in the  future, preemption brings the  future into the pre sent. It makes 
pre sent the  future consequences of an eventuality that may or may not occur, 
indifferent to its  actual occurrence. The event’s consequences precede it, as if 
it had already occurred.” Preemption cues off of risk indicators. Massumi offers 
the example of a financial expert or cable tv host expressing anxiety about the 
economy. This indicator of trou ble on the horizon produces widespread panic, 
which dramatically effects the direction of global markets. In the context of 
the per for mance paradigm of school security, preemption induces the  future 
sensory consequences of acts of gun vio lence that may or may not occur.

The notion that highly realistic simulations make for more prepared stu-
dents means that the designers of performed experience rely heavi ly on the 
realist conventions of fictional genres that traffic in gun vio lence. Scripting 
and enactment of active- shooter scenario play are influenced by the adult 
and older child participants’ consumption of fictional portrayals of law- and- 
order and suspense genres. That is,  those who have consumed tv programs 
and films within  these media genres know what an armed intruder looks like, 
how he comports himself, how he negotiates the space that he is traversing, how 
he catches his victims unawares, how his victims shrink from him in terror or 
perform heroic hostage negotiations in which cooler heads prevail. School 
districts in  Illinois, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Washington are among 
 those that have used mock shooters to heighten the dramatic realism of the 
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drills (Thompson 2013). In some cases, schools hire professional actors, who 
scream at the participants while firing blanks. Other schools have hired ac-
tors to play the role of distraught, panicked parents, who arrive at the school 
and attempt to physically force their way into the school in order to find their 
 children. Still other schools have gone so far as to incorporate special effects, 
using makeup and fake blood to simulate gunshot wounds. For example, an In-
diana school ran a shooting drill with fake blood and a body count (Goldstein 
2013). While some schools have incorporated fake blood into their simulations 
of gun vio lence, the debt to fictional portrayals of gun vio lence goes largely 
unacknowledged in order to sustain the collective illusion that active- shooter 
scenario play soberly references an external real ity of gun vio lence, rather than 
participating in the pleasures produced by fictional portrayals of gun vio lence.

 There is a correlation between active involvement from local law enforce-
ment agencies and the trend  toward more elaborate simulations of school 
shootings and terrorist attacks. The dramatic tension of active- shooter simu-
lations increases accordingly. At a drill in Hudson Falls, New York, local police 
officers wearing body armor and carry ing unloaded guns played opposite an 
actor hired to portray a hostage taker (Thompson 2013). The largest and most 
expensive school shooter drill ever conducted was staged at Liberty  Middle 
School in West Orange, New Jersey, in August 2013. The scenario was as fol-
lows: four gunmen enter the school and open fire. Teachers and students hide 
in their classrooms. The cops arrive on the scene, followed by a swat team. A 
few minutes  later, fireworks exploded from a car parked in the school lot to 
simulate the detonation of an improvised explosive device. The script called 
for the school principal to be shot and killed. It also featured an actor, who 
played the role of a distraught parent, who was trying to get inside the school 
to his thirteen- year- old son as the gunmen open fire. Sergeant John Morella 
of the West Orange Police Department said his agency worked with state and 
federal authorities, and the drill was funded by the Department of Homeland 
Security to the tune of $140,000. Fox News (2013) reported that a video record-
ing of the drill could be used to train law enforcement around the country to 
deal with similar types of events.

Private companies are also getting involved and are marketing their ser-
vices as a kinder, gentler version of what local law enforcement provides. Code 
Red Training Associates, Inc., describes itself as a ser vice provider to school 
administrators faced with the “daunting” task of implementing emergency 
preparedness programs. A producer of school shooter simulations, Code Red 
Training Associates founder Carla Holtzclaw has coordinated active shooter/
terrorist simulations involving 700 to 6,500 students, educators, parents, law 
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enforcement, fire departments, hospitals, and Office of Emergency Ser vices. 
According to her biography, she has also served as an evaluator for natu ral 
disaster and bioterrorist exercises. Additionally, she has served as the principal 
facilitator for  actual critical incident debriefings that further inform law en-
forcement and education professionals in the impor tant work of school safety. 
The com pany positions its programs as moderate by comparison to programs 
designed by law enforcement agencies. Holtzclaw told a contributor to nbc’s 
 Today Show that  there are three kinds of code red drills (Horn 2011). The first 
kind— those designed by law enforcement officers— provide “heightened anxi-
ety training” and are “inappropriate for schools.” She criticizes  these drills as 
unacceptable and argues, “All that does is to train  children (and teachers) to 
be fearful and feel like victims, waiting for police to rescue them.” The second 
kind of code red drill is the swat approach, which encourages teachers and 
students to take the offensive with a potential shooter. The third kind— and best 
according to Holtzclaw— offers a partnership between her com pany and  police 
procedures, which is focused on the needs of schools. In other words, her 
com pany’s website advertises its product as unique in the market  because “our 
Code Red Lockdown Protocols are the only Armed Intruder/Active Shooter 
school response program that is fully integrated with law enforcement’s post- 
Columbine first responder procedures while focused on the realities and needs 
of the classroom.”1 While the com pany’s sales pitch is that its program is just 
right: not too anxiety- producing or vigilante, a major component of its train-
ing program is designed unpredictability.

According to its website, “Code Red Training Associates strongly encour-
ages schools to redesign their drills to actually practice the unpredictability of 
natu ral or man- made disasters. Initial steps should include blocking a custom-
ary evacuation route so that teachers and students have to identify and use a 
secondary route. A few students can be tapped on the shoulder and ‘hidden’ 
so that roll taking takes on increased importance.” The com pany accuses the 
police of producing anxiety and yet its program calls for built-in uncertainty, 
and one of its proudest offerings is a large- scale simulation of a school shooter 
or terrorist attack on a school.

 Whether scripted by local law enforcement officers or private companies, 
active- shooter simulations design uncertainty, and therefore genuine sus-
pense, into the experience. Unannounced drills are a form of what Richard 
Schechner calls “dark play” (Schechner 2013, 118–119). In dark play, not all of 
the players know that what they are involved in is only a game or, in the par-
lance of school safety drills, just a simulation. In fact, the risk management 
logic around disaster simulation has it that the surprise ele ment is necessary in 
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order to come as close as pos si ble to simulating a real event. In El Paso, Texas, 
one school set up a surprise lockdown simulation, meaning that students  were 
not informed that what was happening was only a drill. The surprise drill 
upset some parents, who received panicked text messages from their  children. 
The superintendent of schools defended the surprise drill, arguing that if you 
warn too many teachers and students ahead of time then the simulation is not 
effective (Goldstein 2013). In other words, the realism of the simulation refers 
as much, if not more, to the feelings conjured up in participants as to the look 
of gun vio lence.

 There has been some acknowl edgment that such drills could raise  mental 
health issues, but only with re spect to students with  mental disabilities. Public 
School 79 in East Harlem, which serves students ranging in age from twelve 
to twenty- one, ran a surprise lockdown drill in December 2012, less than a 
week  after the shooting at Sandy Hook. The drill caused alarm among  teachers 
and students alike. One teacher dialed 911 and police officers showed up on 
the scene thinking that the school was  under immediate threat. The New York 
Times reported that the school serves three hundred students with special 
needs, including  those with emotional disabilities. The lockdown drill began 
when a  woman’s voice came over the school pa system saying, “ ‘Shooter,’ or ‘in-
truder,’ and ‘get out, get out, lockdown.’ ” One staff member told the Times that 
it was hard to tell if the  woman speaking was actually talking to a gunman or 
to teachers and students throughout the school. A spokesperson for the New 
York City Education Department said that they  were looking into how the 
drill was conducted. According to the Times, the school’s principal declined to 
comment (Baker and Vadukul 2012). In this case, the surprise drill prompted an 
investigation  because the student population is coded as uniquely vulnerable 
to the  mental effects of simulation. The same concerns are not raised on behalf 
of  children in general.

THE STRATEGIC PERMEABILITY OF MIMETIC PLAY

I refer to active- shooter drills as “scenario play,” rather than “drills”  because I 
want to stress the aesthetic and symbolic dimensions of  these per for mances. 
Thus far, the exclusive focus on the presumed instrumentality of active- 
shooter scenario play has enabled its broad implementation in U.S. public 
schools to go uncontested. Per for mance studies scholarship provides resources 
for understanding  these cultural practices other wise and in a way that opens 
them up to contestation. Diana Taylor’s concept of the scenario, in par tic u lar, 
is helpful for analyzing the aesthetic dimensions of active- shooter simulations, 
and provides a vocabulary for talking about the conceptual and po liti cal work 
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that they do. Taylor (2009, 1888) describes scenarios as frameworks for thinking 
and argues that scenarios have become “the privileged site for modeling a wide 
range of practices, from theatrical as-if simulations of catastrophic events such 
as nuclear war to hy po thet i cal what-if setups such as a ticking bomb to acts of 
torture . . .  to scenarios that aim to heal victims by working through trauma to 
conflict- resolution preparation, such as Virtual Peace, which trains  peacekeepers 
in an immersive, multi- sensory game- based environment that simulates real di-
saster relief and conflict resolution.” If scenarios are both frameworks for think-
ing and the privileged site for modeling all manner of events— desirable and 
undesirable— then scenario play si mul ta neously renders a par tic u lar version of 
real ity and attempts to rework that version of real ity into an alternate one.

Taylor’s (2003)  earlier work on scenarios is concerned with the ways in 
which scenarios preserve culturally specific imaginaries. The repeated reac-
tivation of scenarios drawn from the distant past (e.g., the scenario of co-
lonial encounter or the frontier scenario) keeps  those cultural imaginaries 
alive and well in the pre sent. Taylor endeavors to make room for embodied 
acts of historical transmission (the repertoire) alongside the enduring arti-
facts of what traditionally counts as historical evidence among Eu ro pean 
cultures (the archive). In this context, she describes scenarios as “culturally 
specific imaginaries— sets of possibilities, ways of conceiving conflict, crisis, 
or resolution— activated with more or less theatricality. Unlike trope, which 
is a figure of speech, theatricality does not rely on language to transmit a set 
pattern of be hav ior or action” (Taylor 2003, 13). Instead of privileging texts and 
narratives, she argues, “we could also look to scenarios as meaning- making 
paradigms that structure social environments, be hav iors, and potential out-
comes” (Taylor 2003, 28).

Perhaps most pertinent to the pre sent discussion of scenario play, Taylor 
(2003, 32) writes that scenarios work through “reactivation rather than dupli-
cation” and are, therefore, “not necessarily or even primarily mimetic.” This 
distinction makes sense in the context of Taylor’s attempt to legitimate the 
repertoire through a theorization of embodied acts of historical transfer. The 
point of her proj ect is to challenge the influence of Western colonial aesthetics 
and epistemologies on con temporary historiography. I agree with her assertion 
that scenario play is not straightforwardly mimetic—in the narrow sense of a 
bounded and faithful imitation of an external real ity. But I want to insist that 
when scenario play is used to model unwanted  futures, it engages mimesis in 
multiple and contradictory ways. A theorization of scenario play in terms of 
mimesis is crucial to understanding how it becomes self- justifying and, there-
fore, postpo liti cal or beyond debate. When scenario play works on the  future, 
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simulations of unwanted events are neither duplications nor reactivations of 
tragic historical events; rather, simulations of unwanted events are dreadful, 
self- propagating cultural imaginaries.

Stephen Halliwell’s (2002) reconceptualization of the history of mime-
sis in Western art is helpful for thinking through the contradictory ways in 
which scenario play engages mimesis. Drawing primarily on Plato’s and Ar-
istotle’s understandings of mimesis and Goethe’s writings on aesthetics, Hal-
liwell argues that mimesis is a double- faced and ambiguous concept. Debates 
have been or ga nized around the polarity between outward- looking mimetic 
works of art and the internal organ ization of works of art. In the first case, 
art can be assessed in terms of how faithfully it renders the real. In the sec-
ond case, art must be believable on its own terms and according to its inter-
nal system of rules. Halliwell encapsulates this tension in terms of competing 
models of mimesis, which he terms “world- reflecting” and “world- simulating.” 
According to Halliwell, the power of mimetic works of art derives from (1) 
their potency as communication media that offer a compelling worldview and 
(2) their capacity to psychologically affect audiences. It is for this reason, he 
notes, that concepts of mimesis return us, again and again, to interrogations of 
the relationship “between the world inside and the world outside the mimetic 
work” (Halliwell 2002, 22).  These questions are especially pressing in the case 
of active- shooter scenario play. It is in the language of mimesis, understood as 
world- reflecting, that gun- violence preparedness makes its case. The rationale 
for conducting  these drills (over and over again) relies on a mimetic under-
standing of active- shooter scenario play by reference to an external real ity of 
gun vio lence, which is conceptualized as a general and increasingly common 
social prob lem that is largely unavoidable. And scenario play mandates that 
students and teachers enter the world of the mimetic work, based on refer-
ences to an external real ity of gun vio lence, and routinely play the role of its 
virtual victims in the  here and now.

Scenario play’s two- faced relationship to mimesis— both world- reflecting 
and world- simulating—is exemplary of what Michel Foucault (2007, 35) termed 
“the apparatus of security,” which corresponds to a form of governance that 
understands the governed within their milieu: “Security  will try to plan a mi-
lieu in terms of events or series of events or pos si ble ele ments, of series that  will 
have to be regulated within a multivalent and transformable framework.” In 
short, the milieu appears as a field of intervention from the perspective of gov-
ernance. And what Taylor calls the scenario might also be called the planned (or 
partially scripted) milieu. It is precisely through the yoking together of two dif-
fer ent types of mimesis, which roughly correspond to the distinction between 
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the milieu (world- reflecting) and the planned milieu (world- simulating), that 
the dreadful cultural imaginaries informing active- shooter simulations be-
come self- propagating.

For Foucault, governance within the apparatus of security must let go of 
moral judgments about the real ity to be reworked, the better to make it func-
tion in a more desirable fashion. If the apparatus of discipline operates within 
spaces of enclosure and exercises judgment regarding what constitutes a good 
or a bad object, a desirable or undesirable be hav ior, the apparatus of security 
suspends judgment in order to understand the milieu in all of its complexity 
and in order to watch scenarios unfold: “What is involved is . . .  standing back 
sufficiently so that one can grasp the point at which  things are taking place, 
 whether or not they are desirable. This means trying to grasp them at the level 
of their nature, or let’s say— this word not having the meaning we now give 
it— grasping them at the level of their effective real ity” (Foucault 2007, 69). If 
governance aspires to grasp events at the level of their effective real ity,  there is 
 little room for governance to render moral or aesthetic judgments on the field 
to be governed. And yet, the planned milieu, or scenario, is a work of inven-
tion, if not a mimetic repre sen ta tion, per se.

The question of  whether active- shooter scenario play is world- reflecting 
or world- simulating is a complicated one. The paradox of security is that it 
treats the unwanted event as immanent to the milieu to be governed in order 
to make it available to techniques of governance and yet, in so  doing, renders 
the real ity of the unwanted event indisputable: “The mechanism of security 
works on the basis of this real ity, by trying to use it as a support and make it 
function, make its components function in relation to each other” (Foucault 
2007, 69). Within the apparatus of security, governance accedes to the real ity 
of the unwanted event, which cannot be prevented or prohibited  because it is 
already a component of the social and environmental milieu  under analy sis. 
The operative meta phor of security is inoculation: “The essential function of 
security is to respond to a real ity in such a way that this response cancels out 
the real ity to which it responds— nullifies it, or limits, checks, or regulates it. 
I think this regulation within the ele ment of real ity is fundamental in appara-
tuses of security” (Foucault 2007, 69, emphasis added).

From the perspective of governance, the unwanted event of a mass 
shooting— not to mention the gun (or guns) used to accomplish it— are already 
part of the field of intervention. And it is precisely at this point that we gain 
access to the po liti cal aspect of active- shooter scenario play. In my reading 
of Foucault’s lectures collected in Security, Territory, Population, security’s reli-
ance upon real ity as both support for governance and object of intervention 
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naturalizes  those ele ments of the milieu that might other wise appear po liti cal 
and historical. Foucault (2007, 70) understands the interplay of real ity with it-
self as the po liti cal technique of liberalism: “Only ever situating oneself in this 
interplay of real ity with itself is, I think, what the physiocrats, the economists, 
and the eigh teenth  century po liti cal thought understood when it said that we 
remain in the domain of physics, and that to act in the po liti cal domain is still 
to act in the domain of nature.” He goes on to say: “The game of liberalism— 
not interfering, allowing  free movement, letting  things follow their course; 
laisser faire, passer et aller— basically and fundamentally means acting so that 
real ity develops, goes its way, and follows its own course according to the laws, 
princi ples, and mechanisms of real ity itself ” (Foucault 2007, 70). Think, for a 
moment, of the familiar argument against banning assault weapons: “I  don’t 
care what you do, bad guys  will still get their hands on guns.” A sentiment that 
is often followed by the assertion that “the only way to stop a bad guy with a 
gun is a good guy with a gun.”

THE AESTHETICS AND ETHICS OF RESPONSIBLE GUN OWNER SHIP

Constructed as a neoliberal prob lem of freedom—to bear arms, buy assault 
weapons, conceal and carry guns, etc.— gun vio lence is not about guns  because 
they are already assumed to circulate within the milieu to be governed. The 
prob lem is that we need to tweak the scenario; we need a planned milieu. 
The coming crisis must be set within a par tic u lar milieu, “our” community, 
scripted as it might occur within one of “our” schools— the bones of which 
we know so well— and cast with “our” teachers, administrators,  mental health 
providers, police, and kids, precisely  because the unwanted event and the in-
struments used to carry it out are already part of the scenario.

Framed as a neoliberal prob lem of freedom, gun vio lence is only a  prob lem 
when “bad guys” do it. Gun vio lence appears in neoliberal discourse as some-
thing that morally objectionable or emotionally unstable  people do. Defense 
of the  free circulation of guns rests on a purportedly moral distinction— between 
 those who are capable of  handling guns responsibly and  those who are inca-
pable of  doing so— but, in practice, it rests on an aesthetic distinction— between 
“good guys” and “bad guys.” In the rhe toric of responsible gun owner ship, “re-
sponsible” often serves as a euphemism for white, male, adult, and rural or 
suburban. The rhe toric of responsible gun owner ship presumes a shared, white 
supremacist aesthetic regarding the types of  people presumed capable of ex-
ercising the rational use of force versus  those presumed to use vio lence in a 
fundamentally barbaric and/or animalistic manner. A favorite National  Rifle 
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Association slogan—to which “arm teachers,” President Trump’s controversial 
policy solution, alludes—is that the only effective response to a bad guy with a 
gun is a good guy with a gun. The images of good and bad guys thus conjured 
up are racialized in a manner that extends beyond the color of their hats. To 
bring this into sharper relief, consider the National  Rifle Association’s stunning 
silence in the Philando Castile case, where a permit- holding gun owner, who 
calmly informed police that he was armed and had a permit, was shot to death 
in front of his girlfriend and child during a routine stop for a broken tail light. 
The case has much to tell us about the racialized aesthetics of “responsible” gun 
owner ship in Amer i ca  today: which gun  owners’ rights  children are protect-
ing by routinely practicing victimization by gun vio lence in their schools, and 
which gun  owners can neither reach for a permit nor fail to reach for it when 
 under the point of a gun held by a terrified and armed white police officer.

A bumper sticker spotted on a truck outside of a veterans’ hospital suc-
cinctly communicates the ways in which racism and the gun lobby align in this 
country. Using the black and white contrast and font familiar from Black Lives 
Matter visuals, the sticker features a silhouetted graphic of an assault  rifle with 
a scope next to the text that reads: “All  Rifles  Matter.” Read as a mocking re-
sponse to the Black Lives  Matter campaign, it is not too much of a stretch to 
interpret the bumper sticker as an expression of support for private owner ship 
of assault weapons, which doubles as an active threat issued to the black lives 
indirectly referenced. The message is double voiced and partisan. It speaks to 
two audiences at once, and it understands  those audiences as engaged in an 
ongoing, armed conflict.

President Trump alluded to the gendered aesthetics of responsible gun 
owner ship in the wake of the Parkland shooting. As noted above, he proposed 
arming school teachers and other staff members with guns as an appropriate 
means of preventing further mass shootings on school campuses. When teach-
ers objected to his proposal on the grounds that they did not want to be armed 
and that such a policy misses the spirit in which they entered into the field of 
education, the president responded by feminizing education, saying that most 
teachers would not prove “capable” handlers of guns anyway. But, he went on 
to say, perhaps janitors could do the job. The president offered no response to 
the parents of African American school children who objected to his proposal 
on the grounds that if school staff  were armed, innocent black  children would 
end up getting shot  because of the white supremacist lens through which many 
of them are viewed in terms of racial ste reo types depicting African American 
males, in par tic u lar, as prone to vio lence and criminality. Concerned parents 
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 were no doubt thinking of the rising death toll of African American men and 
boys shot by armed police due to tragic misperceptions of situations involving 
interracial encounter.

The rhe toric of responsible gun owner ship is not about the age of the gun 
owner, in terms of  whether or not the person has reached maturation and is, 
therefore, capable of  handling guns responsibly. Rather, it is about the aesthet-
ics of racial, ethnic, and religious differences, as demonstrated in the first epi-
sode of Sacha Baron Cohen’s satirical series, Who Is Amer i ca? (2018), in which he 
passed himself off as an Israeli security expert in order to gain access to sitting 
congressmen. Cohen pretended to be promoting a program that calls for arm-
ing “gifted” school children in Israel, aged “from 12 to 4,” with guns so that they 
might protect themselves and their schools. Current and former members of 
Congress recorded public ser vice announcements in support of his fake guns- 
for- kids program. Cohen’s parodic proposal to arm school children as a means 
of protecting them from gun vio lence is not quite so absurdly far- out in the 
context of the per for mance paradigm in school security.

The rhe toric of responsible gun owner ship rests not only on a series of 
aesthetic distinctions between the types of  people who are presumed capable 
of  handling firearms responsibly and  those who are not. It leverages this series 
of aesthetic distinctions in such a way that the gun lobby maintains a flex-
ible position of moral superiority. The gun lobby’s “moral” superiority is based 
on a quiet, social Darwinism for the new millennium, which recharges itself 
through selective acts of victim identification. The zeal with which states and 
local communities identify with the victims of mass shootings fuels their will-
ingness to inflict simulated terror on local school children and their teachers. 
In her article “Witnessing: US Citizenship and the Vicarious Experience of Suf-
fering,” Carrie Rentschler (2004) takes up how citizens learn and are expected 
to bear witness to  human suffering through mass media depictions. Writing 
about the politics of bearing witness to the terrorist attacks on September 11, 
2001, she argues that the politics of whose suffering  matters and whose does 
not is built into acts of bearing witness. Her argument resonates with Judith 
Butler’s (2009) consideration of which lives are deemed worthy of grieving and 
which are not. For Rentschler (2004), witnessing constitutes a form of selec-
tive attention to victims in ways that often make invisible citizens’ participa-
tion in state vio lence against  others. She worries about how acts of witness can 
lead to victim identification. When citizens pay witness to acts of mass vio-
lence “against our own,” it also helps define a national community of victims. 
Rentschler calls our attention to how the power ful pull of victim identification 
serves nationalism by collapsing someone  else’s experience into our own. She 
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writes: “Some  people may be more able to identify as and with victims rather 
than as or with participants in the perpetration of vio lence  because that is how 
multiple social institutions in the USA have trained them to identify. Victim 
identity allows  people to claim their own sense of injury— from wherever that 
sense may come—in a way that forecloses their own accountability for vio lence 
they help perpetuate, often unknowingly but not always” (Rentschler 2004, 301). 
The rhe toric of responsible gun owner ship quietly reinforces an ethics regarding 
whose suffering at the hands of gun vio lence counts and whose  doesn’t, which 
types of gun vio lence qualify as tragic and which do not.

Active- shooter drills are entirely consistent with the aesthetics and ethics 
of responsible gun owner ship in the United States. The per for mance paradigm 
presumes that schools, like homesteads, are relatively safe and benign spaces, 
prior to transgressive acts of vio lence. This presumption is based on an image 
of public education borrowed from the early twentieth  century, at a time 
when its primary mission was conceived of as nurturance. But only the most 
privileged of public school districts within the United States hold to this view 
of education  today. Insofar as the con temporary public discourse about school 
security presumes that schools are safe, welcoming spaces, it misses the history 
of what’s happened to public education over the course the twentieth  century 
and into the twenty- first. What the aesthetics of responsible gun owner ship 
takes for granted becomes apparent when its logics are considered within the 
historical context of how Americans have defined the purpose of public edu-
cation and how  those definitions have evolved over time to suit the po liti cal 
desires and economic needs of par tic u lar constituencies.

In his geography of school vio lence, James Tyner (2011) observes that the 
initial mission of schools was soul work or moral uplift. With the industrial 
era, schools became disciplinary institutions that trained  children to become 
obedient and efficient factory workers. When child  labor laws went into 
 effect, education underwent a feminization. Teachers  were to be like surrogate 
 mothers for their students. Tyner exposes the sinister aspect of this apparently 
benign approach to education in the early twentieth  century by noting how 
such reforms  were driven by jingoistic fears of increasing immigration and ur-
banization. Fear of crime and concerns with public health  were closely aligned 
with fears that the nation was becoming less homogeneously white. Schools 
and prisons alike  were part of the modern institutional network for mitigating 
 these threats and protecting the racial composition of the nation. “In short, the 
public school was viewed as a key instrument to stave off societal degeneration” 
(Tyner 2011, 78). But this frozen image of schools as nurturing spaces is appeal-
ing as a cultural ideal. And its sinister aspect of keeping societal degeneration 
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at bay is alive and well in the privileged school districts with ample tax bases 
that still enjoy the luxury of thinking of their schools as spaces of nurturance.

The per for mance paradigm in school security reinforces strategic absences 
in the aesthetics and ethics of responsible gun owner ship. For example, the 
per for mance paradigm in school security presumes that public schools within 
the United States are unified by their need to defend against threats that are 
constructed as both external and historically new, in reference to spectacular 
events like the mass shootings that took place at “Columbine,” “Sandy Hook,” 
and “Parkland,” among  others. Like the aesthetics of responsible gun owner-
ship, the per for mance paradigm in school security fails to acknowledge racial 
and class disparities in the United States and how  these translate into diff er-
ent educational experiences. During the second half of the twentieth  century, 
and with the desegregation of schools, the disciplinary actions of many pub-
lic schools shifted from an emphasis on training cap i tal ist workers to an em-
phasis on the containment and management of “unruly youth” and “prob lem 
 children” (Tyner 2011, 79). During this period, schools saw a criminalization 
of discipline aligned with a crime control paradigm. Tyner notes that in the 
late twentieth  century, administrators in poor and urban districts began to 
approach discipline as a prob lem of controlling unruly populations. Conse-
quently, school discipline cued off of and began to resemble the crime control 
paradigms taking hold within cities at the time. He cites zero- tolerance dis-
ciplinary policies as akin to mandatory drug sentencing laws in effect at the 
time. As a result, Tyner (2011, 82) observes,

masked  behind the rhe toric of “security,” many schools now resemble pris-
ons. A suite of disciplinary and security practices have been introduced, 
including the use of book- bag searches, locker searches, and even body 
searches.  These practices have been facilitated and augmented through 
the introduction of metal detectors, drug sniffing dogs, video cameras, and 
armed police officers. The school itself has become a fortress, protected 
also by hi- tech security gates, barricades, and surveillance cameras . . .  the 
daily presence of real police officers (also termed “School Resource Offi-
cers”) in schools indicates that  these public institutions now interpret all 
young  people as potential criminals.

Highly securitized schools resemble the “hardened” look of architectures 
discussed in this volume as part of the security trend in designing fortresses. 
Comparatively privileged school districts maintain the look and feel of fem-
inized spaces of nurturance, even as they employ security aesthetics in the 
form of sensory training and “embedded” infrastructural fixes.
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Recent security efforts mean that school populations in privileged districts 
 will be treated more like their less affluent counter parts. Parents in such dis-
tricts have the privilege of being dismayed when security zealots recommend 
bag searches for all students entering the schools each day.  Those parents are 
not accustomed to “our”  children being treated as a criminal population and 
are shocked at the prospect.  These are the same suburban parents that post 
signs in their cul- de- sacs that read “Please Drive Slowly, We [heart image] Our 
 Children,” as if other parents in less “kid- friendly” neighborhoods without 
such signs do not. By the same token, security fixes currently being proposed 
and implemented in more affluent districts borrow on tropes of inner- city po-
licing, like combing schools with bomb-  and drug- sniffing dogs, as a means of 
showing how “hard” they can be.

Fi nally,  whether the school district in question is poor or affluent, the per-
for mance paradigm in school security assumes, in keeping with the aesthetics 
and ethics of responsible gun owner ship, that the primary threat facing students 
is a spectacular act of mass vio lence by a “bad guy” with a gun. Consequently, the 
per for mance paradigm in school security ignores the more mundane vio lence 
that characterizes the experience of schooling for many more kids than  those 
who are the victims of mass shootings. Writing in the context of the expansion 
of school security in the wake of the Columbine shooting, Tyner (2011) observes 
that schools in the United States are intensely violent places, but not  because 
school shootings are happening every day— although they have become more 
prevalent since the publication of his work. Rather, everyday vio lence at school 
has a more banal character, which Tyner understands as analogous to domes-
tic and partner vio lence. Many students find themselves on the receiving end 
of taunting and bullying  every day. But, Tyner notes,  there is a cultural silence 
surrounding  these acts of vio lence that enables them to continue unchecked. 
He suggests that systemic racism and homophobia are impor tant contributing 
 factors. Peers, teachers, and administrators might be willing to look the other 
way if they share the biases of the students, who taunt and bully poor kids, queer 
and gender queer kids, and kids of color, or any pos si ble combination thereof. As 
such, Tyner (2011, 71) understands “the vio lence of the school as a microcosm of 
society at large— a place whereby structures of racism and sexism, for example, 
inform and are informed by our own daily actions.” Like a military unit that 
trains in the use of violent force for national defense, even as some of its mem-
bers harass, intimidate, and assault  others in acts that are decidedly sexist, 
racist, homophobic, or transphobic, the securitized school imagines itself as 
united against an external threat— the armed intruder— even as it silently con-
dones more mundane acts of peer- to- peer vio lence within its halls.
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CONCLUSION

In the spring months of 2018, school districts across the United States held 
community forums in an effort to assuage the fears and concerns of parents 
and educators still reeling from the news of another mass shooting on a school 
campus. Just a few weeks before, Nikolas Cruz had fatally shot seventeen stu-
dents and staff members and wounded seventeen more at Marjory Douglas 
Stoneman High School in Parkland, Florida. I attended one such forum held 
in a gymnasium at an elementary school in an affluent district in the North-
east, where the superintendent framed the conversation in terms of what in-
terventions  those in attendance wanted to see, given “the real ity of the pos-
sibility of a mass shooting in our district.”

But of course “the real ity” of a mass shooting in “our” district is not a 
given. Before it can be made available as a “real ity,” capable of supporting and 
informing actions to be taken within the district, the threat must be imagina-
tively incorporated by the community. This can be accomplished discursively, 
as it was that night. Over the course of the almost three hours that we spent 
together that eve ning, the group discussed infrastructural fixes, such as target 
hardening, especially at school entry points; increased video surveillance of 
the school interior and grounds; more intensive surveillance of the student 
population, including bag searches and the installation of metal detectors; 
increasing the presence of armed police on school campuses by adding more 
school resource officers; and implementing more systematic threat- screening 
procedures in the form of risk profiling by school counselors, teachers, and 
peer- to- peer monitoring by students. Or “the real ity of the possibility of a mass 
shooting in our district” can be incorporated aesthetically through live simula-
tions of active- shooter scenarios in which administrators, teachers, students, 
and local police play their parts as a means of preparing for the worst- case 
scenario.

In the per for mance paradigm of school security, scenario thinking cues off 
of spectacular news coverage of mass shootings. Citizens and public officials 
abstract information about how the world works from historical events, based 
on their mass mediated repre sen ta tion. They discursively and  performatively 
import the active- shooter scenario into their schools, communities, and 
 everyday lives as a template for understanding and acting in the world.  Whether 
the real ity of mass shootings is incorporated via talk or per for mance, the se-
curity strategy is roughly the same: a community inoculates itself against the 
unwanted event of a mass shooting by conjuring its eventuality in elaborate 
detail. The strategy entails no small amount of magical thinking: let’s practice 
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for the unwanted event and thereby shoo it away  until it erupts elsewhere, in 
some other community. As a means of futureproofing their schools against 
harm, communities accept mass shootings as a new genre of experience and 
engage in a not- in- my- backyard politics (i.e., “Let’s practice being Parkland so 
as not to become the next Parkland”).

The group assembled at the forum that night exercised a quiet, collec-
tive refusal to talk about guns. When a person at the  table where I was seated 
tried to raise the issue of assault weapons in our small group discussion, her 
comment was not allowed to circulate beyond the borders of our  table. The 
designated spokesperson for our group spontaneously edited  those comments 
from her rec ord of what we had discussed when she reported out to the larger 
group. Near the end of the night, some of the parents became punchy and 
dared to break the self- censorship in effect up to that point. They called the 
administration out for recently limiting the freedom of high school students 
to assem ble during school hours to convene a memorial ser vice in honor of the 
victims of the Parkland shooting in coordination with similar efforts at other 
high schools across the country. The administration defended its actions as in 
the best interest of the security of the students. The memorial was framed as 
an event that promised to bring disorder to the school. It would disrupt the 
schedule and distract the students from their studies. One parent suggested 
that the lesson for that day might have been to talk about the history of civil 
disobedience in the United States as a way of integrating the memorial into the 
curriculum, rather than treating it as a disruption of the learning pro cess. In 
response, the superintendent evoked the vulnerability of students congregat-
ing outside and said that he could not ensure their safety once they exited the 
building. He enjoyed the overwhelming support of the majority. Some par-
ents literally patted him on the back and  others openly mocked the student 
activists. While a small minority advocated for their  children’s rights to  free 
speech and po liti cal assembly, the majority anxiously talked through diff er-
ent scenarios in which the threat of a mass shooting might enter into “our” 
schools.

Americans have largely acquiesced to the active- shooter scenario. In so 
 doing we have accepted a par tic u lar threat construction and treat it as an 
inevitable part of our real ity. This construction of real ity can then be used to 
argue the necessity of drills that aspire to a high level of realism— even  going 
so far as to fire guns with blanks in some schools— such that the rehearsal for 
disaster inflicts real terror. By accepting a par tic u lar threat construction, we 
also accept a par tic u lar way of posing the prob lem. Instead of looking to root 
 causes or complex causality in order to explain and address mass  shootings 
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(i.e., the status of  mental health care within the United States or the lack 
of adequate gun control), we start with the prob lem of mass shootings on 
school campuses as an inevitable risk of modern life and treat it as akin to 
a natu ral disaster. We expect the worst and rehearse for it by performing 
the aesthetics of responsible gun owner ship in order to “save lives,” thereby 
somehow making mass shootings less horrific. Talk of prevention at any level 
other than the local school drops out  because  running the simulation rein-
forces the notion that school shootings are unavoidable at the macro level, 
even as local communities are encouraged to figure out how to prevent them 
at the micro level.

In keeping with what Plato called the tragic sensibility, we remain senti-
mental about “life,” in the abstract, by repeatedly mistaking po liti cal history 
for tragic theater. As Halliwell (2002, 26) notes, the mimetic form that trou-
bled Plato more than any other was tragedy:

Plato understands tragedy to be the vehicle of a worldview, a worldview 
trapped in an incorrigibly  human perspective that sees the fact of  human 
suffering and death as an ultimate, irredeemable negation of the value of 
existence. This tragic “sense of life,” with the grief- directed instinct from 
which it grows, is embodied at its most intense in the indignant, dis-
traught heroes of Homeric and Attic tragedy; and by “surrendering” to pity 
for them, Plato’s arguments suggest, the souls of spectators are themselves 
drawn into an implicit ac cep tance of a tragic mentality that can conse-
quently seep into their psychological selves, corroding their capacity to 
take responsibility for their own lives.

Within the context of con temporary active- shooter scenario play, the 
tragic sensibility maps onto a neoliberal biopolitics that values life (in the 
abstract) and the right to defend it with guns, above all  else. The dominant 
expression of conservative biopolitics in the 1980s and 1990s was the pro- life 
movement, starring the fetus. The dominant expressions of conservative bio-
politics  today are security minded: jingoistic national security policies, rac-
ist policing of white spaces, and armed preparedness training of what used to 
be considered civic spaces. Instead of the pathos of poster  children, security- 
minded conservatives mobilize the visual rhe toric of mapping to maintain a 
sense of control over dreaded cultural  futures. In the transition from the domi-
nance of the pro- life movement to the dominance of the pro- security move-
ment, the position of  children has shifted from  those in need of protection 
from immoral adults to  those in need of hardening in preparation for further 
acts of gun vio lence against them. Rather than be protected from the harsh 
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realities of the world,  children are mandated to practice the experience of 
being victimized by gun vio lence on a routine basis.

It is by reference to the mimetic frame of mass shootings as inevitable 
tragedies, via collective remembrance of historic and spectacularly mediated 
atrocities, that legislators, administrators, law enforcement, and private secu-
rity companies routinely subject students and teachers to terrific scenarios of 
simulated gun vio lence. By emplacing students and teachers’ bodies within 
a scenario framed as another (potentially avoidable) tragedy, active- shooter 
scenario play indoctrinates younger generations into a par tic u lar cultural 
politics— one in which school children are invited to identify with the victims 
of mass shootings and, thereby, submit to experiential training in which they 
play the potential victims of  future acts of gun vio lence. As I have demon-
strated, the experiential training to which they are subjected is entirely consis-
tent with the aesthetics and ethics of responsible gun owner ship.

 Under the pretext of playing the role of the “bad guy with a gun,” armed 
police officers prepare  children for terrific  futures by aiming their weapons 
at them. No doubt  there is a “playful” aspect to active- shooter drills—at least 
for the organizers and some of the participants. Simulations are likely a space 
of fantasy, role- play, and improvisation, capable of producing both terror and 
plea sure for participants. But, given the sadistic character of active- shooter 
simulations in which the participation of students and staff is state mandated, 
it seems pertinent to ask  whether plea sure and terror are evenly distributed 
among the bodies of participants in scenario play. One won ders if the adults 
 running  these simulations are having fun playing at disaster, while terroriz-
ing kids with their violent fantasies. Active- shooter scenario play has genea-
logical ties to other cultural per for mances in which adults play at being  under 
siege, including paintball, war games, target shooting, airsoft, and the kinds of 
enthusiastic dIy end- times preparedness cultures that have emerged among 
what have come to be known as “preppers.” Indeed, one effect of mandatory 
active- shooter drills in American schools is to mainstream the politics of ter-
ror and plea sure generated by  these adult forms of play— a politics of terror 
and plea sure based in a racialized victim- identification that justifies a more 
marshal society (and that includes kids).

NOTE

1 Code Red Personal Training website, http:// coderedtraining . com. The website was 
active from 2004 to 2017.

http://coderedtraining.com
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H5N1 and the  
Aesthetics of  
Biosecurity

From Danger  
to Risk

Limor Samimian- Darash

In the winter of 2012, I received a phone call from William Law, a member of 
the National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity (nsabb), who had shared 
information and insights with me during my fieldwork on biosecurity in the 
United States.1 During that conversation, he filled me in on recent biosecurity 
concerns of the nsabb and the National Institutes of Health (nIh), which 
oversees the board, and on the effort to establish a policy regarding “dual- use 
research of concern” (durc), particularly gain- of- function (GoF) studies re-
lated to the h5n1 avian influenza virus. He asked me  whether I was familiar 
with risk analy sis and  whether I knew any sociologists who  were experts on the 
subject. During the most recent nsabb meeting that had taken place in De-
cember 2011, he said, both proponents and opponents of publication of contro-
versial h5n1 studies had agreed that systematic risk analy sis could give them a 
better understanding of the nature of durc and provide biosecurity guidance 
for authorizing such research in the  future.

A few months  earlier, in September 2011, a significant biosecurity event 
had occurred. Ron Fouchier, a virologist at Erasmus University in Rotterdam, 
revealed that his research team had managed to transform h5n1 into an aero-
sol virus possibly transmissible among  humans. A group of researchers at the 
University of Wisconsin– Madison, led by virologist Yoshihiro Kawaoka, had 
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si mul ta neously reported similar results. Concerns regarding the implications 
of this research  were raised  after the studies  were submitted for publication: 
Kawaoka’s to the journal Nature and Fouchier’s to Science. The journals’ edi-
tors had sought the nsabb’s advice on  whether to approve publication. Their 
worry concerned the issue of biosecurity— specifically,  whether publication 
would enable someone to use the information contained in the studies in 
harmful ways.

The fact that such potentially harmful studies  were being freely con-
ducted, funded by the U.S. government, and questioned only at the publica-
tion stage led to an outcry in the scientific world and raised questions regard-
ing scientists’ social obligations and the risks that certain lines of scientific 
research might pose to the public. The perception that the h5n1 research that 
had been carried out might have set the stage for the next global pandemic or 
bioterrorist event shocked many scientists, some of whom raised major objec-
tions to publication of the studies. Once the h5n1 papers arrived at the nsabb, 
the question facing reviewers was  whether preventing their publication would 
neutralize that threat and, beyond that, what kind of biosecurity mea sures 
should be taken to avoid such threats in the  future.

In this chapter, I examine the aesthetics of biosecurity within U.S. life sci-
ences in the light of the h5n1 research controversy. Rather than focusing on 
the moral/ethical duties of scientists and a philosophical approach to security, 
I examine how this case of biosecurity aesthetics evinces a perceptual shift in 
threat identification and management, namely from danger to risk.2 Drawing 
from the modalities of security aesthetics presented by D. Asher Ghertner, 
Hudson McFann, and Daniel Goldstein (this volume), I in turn argue that 
the domain of biosecurity captures a parallel movement from “designing for-
tresses” to “screening threats.”

Designing fortresses often includes the use of vari ous disciplinary tech-
niques in an attempt to deter threats and impose order. Using physical and 
infrastructural built forms to provide signals and orienting signs to the senses, 
 these techniques encode the aesthetic norms of “how security looks, sounds, 
and feels” (Ghertner et al., this volume). In the biosecurity of life sciences, 
this modality of security aesthetics is reflected in the creation of a permanent 
list of dangerous pathogens whose scientific study and use is monitored and 
permitted within secured spaces that are specifically designed according to 
a given substance’s biosafety level (bsl) (for examples, see  Table 8.1 and Fig-
ure 8.1). Norms of security encoded within the nsabb’s regulatory practice 
concerning biosecurity (disciplinary techniques to secure from dangers), then, 
directly shape the work of scientists in their labs. That is, security is exercised 



 Table 8.1 Summary of recommended biosafety levels for infectious agents

BSL Agents Practices Primary barriers  
and safety 
equipment

Facilities  
(secondary 
barriers)

1 Not known to 
consistently cause 
diseases in healthy 
adults

Standard microbiologi-
cal practices

·  No primary barriers 
required

·  PPE [personal  
protective equip-
ment]: laboratory 
coats and gloves; 
eye, face protection, 
as needed

Laboratory bench 
and sink required

2 ·  Agents associ-
ated with  human 
disease

·  Routes of trans-
mission include 
percutaneous 
injury, ingestion, 
mucous membrane 
exposure

BSL-1 practice plus:

·   Limited access

·  Biohazard warning 
signs

·  “Sharps” precautions

·  Biosafety manual 
defining any needed 
waste decontamination 
or medical surveillance 
policies

Primary barriers:

·  BSCs [biological 
safety cabinets] 
or other physical 
containment devices 
used for all manipu-
lations of agents that 
cause splashes or 
aerosols of infec-
tious materials

·  PPE: Laboratory 
coats, gloves, face 
and eye protection, 
as needed

BSL-1 plus:

·  Autoclave available

3 Indigenous or 
exotic agents that 
may cause serious 
or potentially lethal 
disease through the 
inhalation route of 
exposure

BSL-2 practice plus:

·  Controlled access

·  Decontamination of all 
waste

·  Decontamination of 
laboratory clothing 
before laundering

Primary barriers:

·  BSCs or other physi-
cal containment 
devices used for all 
open manipulations 
of agents

·  PPE: Protective 
laboratory clothing, 
gloves, face, eye and 
respiratory protec-
tion, as needed

BSL-2 plus:

·  Physical separa-
tion from access 
corridors

·  Self- closing, 
double- door access

·  Exhausted air not 
recirculated

·  Entry through air-
lock or anteroom

·  Hand washing sink 
near laboratory exit
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through the design and control of physical lab spaces in conjunction with the 
deployment of codes, markers, and lists to deter the adoption of dangerous 
practices in unsecured spaces.

The aesthetic modality of screening threats, by contrast, includes mecha-
nisms of surveillance that go beyond the scope of state control and into the 
domain of self- securitization.  Under this modality of biosecurity aesthetics in 
the life sciences, the threat is conceived not in terms of danger— lists of patho-
gens, categorization by bsl, and design of laboratory spaces— but rather in 
terms of risk— vari ous calculations regarding the scientific research that seek 
to assess its potential threat. Such a risk mechanism became an especially sa-
lient solution in the context of the h5n1 controversy. The nsabb’s regulatory 
guidance produced as a result of that controversy, and the subsequent policy 
 adopted in the United States, promoted threat screening  after the  earlier dis-
ciplinary mechanisms associated with designing scientific fortresses had come 
to be seen as inadequate.

 Table 8.1 (continued)

4 ·  Dangerous/exotic 
agents which post 
[sic] high individual 
risk of aerosol- 
transmitted labora-
tory infections that 
are frequently fatal, 
for which  there 
are no vaccines or 
treatments

·  Agents with a 
close or identical 
antigenic relation-
ship to an agent 
requiring BSL-4 
 until data are avail-
able to redesignate 
the level

·  Related agents 
with unknown risk 
of transmission

BSL-3 practice plus:

·  Clothing change before 
entering

·  Shower on exit

·  All material decon-
taminated on exit from 
fa cil i ty

Primary barriers:

·  All procedures 
conducted in Class 
III BSCs or Class I 
or Class II BSCs in 
combination with 
full- body, air- 
supplied, positive 
pressure suit

BSL-3 plus:

·  Separate building 
or isolated zone

·  Dedicated sup-
ply and exhaust 
vacuum, and 
decontamination 
systems

·  Other requirements 
outlined in the text

Source: Reproduced from cdc (2009, 59).



Figure 8.1 Essential features of a BSL-4 laboratory design, as depicted in the 
“Integrated Research Fa cil i ty overview” of the National Institute of Allergy and 
Infectious Diseases, National Institutes of Health (n.d.).
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Following the h5n1 event, the relevant issue concerned not only who 
could work with dangerous materials and how to prevent the next bioter-
rorism event (although mechanisms of danger and fortress design are still in 
place), but also how to design “self- securitizing” mechanisms of surveillance 
for scientists— that is, how scientists might assess research of concern, develop 
more honed means of sensing risk, and thereby decide  whether that research 
constitutes a potential threat.

An aesthetic of fortress design within the context of life- sciences danger 
assessment would have produced questions such as: What is the dangerous 
substance or list of dangerous substances to be restricted or controlled? How 
should institutions close off scientific space and protect a laboratory’s physical 
bound aries? Questions  shaped by an aesthetic of threat screening, in contrast, 
ask: What is the likelihood that studies might generate new risks, even  those 
not necessarily related to the use of a par tic u lar dangerous substance?  Under 
what conditions should a study “of concern” take place or not take place? 
What practices might be suitable for making vis i ble and reasonably assess-
ing potential risk? This shift in aesthetic modality thus corresponds to a shift 
in forms of governing:  there is a move from managing the material, physical 
space of the laboratory to managing the potential risk of the research itself.

BIOSECURITY IN THE UNITED STATES

In the United States, the prob lem of biosecurity has crystallized over the last 
few de cades around four main fields of threat: emerging infectious diseases, 
bioterrorism, cutting- edge life sciences, and food safety (Collier and Lakoff 
2008; Masco 2014).3 Especially since the post-9/11 anthrax attacks,  there has 
been increasing concern about bioterrorism and how par tic u lar developments 
in the life sciences might contribute to that threat. Reflecting this concern, 
“total U.S. government spending on civilian biodefense research between 2001 
and 2005 [increased] from $294.8 million to $7.6 billion” (Collier and  Lakoff 
2008, 10). Most of this funding was directed to life sciences research that 
sought to improve defense against biothreats (natu ral and artificial). Worry 
about biothreats led to a proliferation of laboratories researching dangerous 
pathogens in order to better counteract them. The number of U.S. laboratories 
devoted to bsl-4 pathogens (e.g., smallpox, Lassa fever, Ebola) has grown from 
five before 2001 to fifteen in 2012. Registered bsl-3 laboratories (researching 
pathogens such as sars, West Nile virus, tuberculosis, and anthrax) have also 
multiplied, numbering 1,356 in 2012 (219 have registered with the U.S. Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention [cdc] to work on anthrax alone; see Masco 
2014).
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Ironically, the proliferation of biodefense research has also led to increased 
concern about pos si ble misuse of both the biological materials involved and 
the information such research produces. In this regard, Joseph Masco (2014) 
pre sents the prob lem of biosecurity as being central to the emergence of a U.S. 
counterterror state, asserting that “the biothreat” has become the ultimate 
all- encompassing potential threat, one that had to be in ven ted to produce the 
means to  counter it, fueling a regime of insecurity. Thus, says Masco (2014, 156), 
“U.S. biosecurity . . .  promises a world without terror via the constant produc-
tion of terror, creating a potentially endless recursive loop of threat production 
and response.” Carlo Caduff (2014, 116) argues more broadly, through the idea of 
“insecurity infelicity,” that security itself “grows the germs of its own destruc-
tion.” Hence, rather than a solution, biosecurity has become a self- destructive 
security mechanism, producing the very threat (risk) it seeks to control.

In the field of life sciences, Caduff (2008) distinguishes between biosafety 
and biosecurity, the former being concerned with the accidental infection of 
lab workers and with physical materials clearly identified as dangerous, and 
the latter focused on intentional distribution of dangerous information, an 
activity whose bound aries are difficult to establish.

Paul Rabinow and Gaymon Bennett (2012, 128) draw on the concept of mal-
ice to point to cases in which “good intentions, or what are claimed to be good 
intentions, in certain situations and  under certain conditions, can operate in a 
mode that is nefarious.” Moreover, they argue, “once malice is externalized— 
there are good and bad uses of technology— once reform and hope for pro gress 
falter, no other resources are at hand for understanding or even addressing 
the issue” (Rabinow and Bennett 2012, 129). While their analy sis uses the no-
tion of malice to better understand the conditions  under which risk becomes 
perceptible and governable in the life sciences, malice operates in terms of 
danger— and, therefore, fortress design. In contrast, I argue that both the situ-
ation triggered by the h5n1 event and the policies formulated in its aftermath 
are embedded within a risk- based security aesthetics characterized by threat 
screening, where the techniques and terms of rendering risk perceptible differ.

Referring to the h5n1 event, Lakoff (2012, 457) asserts that “rather than a 
conflict between science authorities and a fearful public, or between open in-
quiry and the demands of security, the controversy should be seen as a conflict 
among experts over diff er ent conceptualizations of an uncertain situation.” 
Lakoff (2017) further suggests that the case of h5n1 publications illustrates the 
controversy among the actors of the “pandemic preparedness assemblage.” My 
focus turns from the vari ous perceptions of the diff er ent experts involved to 
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how  those perceptions become registered as sensible based on the security aes-
thetic terms in play for governing the threat.

DANGER AND THE AESTHETICS OF BIOSECURITY

In 2004, the National Research Council, which was tasked with investigating 
the prob lem of biosecurity in U.S. life sciences research, issued a report titled 
Biotechnology Research in an Age of Terrorism, also known as the Fink Report. On 
a conceptual level, the report reframed the prob lem of security in the life sci-
ences from a broadly defined concern to what was specifically called the “dual- 
use dilemma.” The term “dual- use” was borrowed from the language of arms 
control and disarmament, where it refers to “technologies intended for civil-
ian application that can also be used for military purposes” (Fink et al. 2004, 
18)—in order to distinguish a case in which “the same technologies can be used 
legitimately for  human betterment and misused for bioterrorism” (Fink et al. 
2004, 1). The report included a list of biological agents that had been identified 
as dangerous and needed to be controlled in order to minimize the possibility 
of their misuse and recommended the establishment of a national biosecurity 
advisory board. In short, exercising security aesthetics through techniques of 
fortress design, the report sought to cast biosecurity in terms of “good” and 
“bad” uses and users by creating a space for safe and ethical scientific research, 
from which dangerous users  were to be excluded.

Subsequently, in late 2004, Secretary of Health and  Human Ser vices 
Tommy G. Thompson announced the establishment of the nsabb4 to “advise 
all Federal departments and agencies that conduct or support Life Sciences 
research that could fall into the ‘Dual Use’ category” (U.S. Department of 
Health and  Human Ser vices 2004). Simon Natcher, an nsabb staff member, 
emphasized in a conversation with me that the nsabb “ wasn’t meant to be a 
biosecurity board, even though it’s in the name, but rather its goal was to deal 
with dual- use research.” The committee, in other words, perceived the prob-
lem as being caused by the misuse of scientific material or information by actors out-
side the scientific community. In this sense, the nsabb operates through a fortress 
design modality of security aesthetics, for it casts biosecurity as a prob lem of 
boundary maintenance, making insecure materials or actors perceptible based 
on their location inside or outside the institutionalized science community 
(including the physical laboratory space). This vantage point, accordingly, 
forecloses systematic attention to internal security risks by rendering threats 
a boundary prob lem emergent through the crossing of the inside- outside 
threshold. Prob lems emerge, then, when dangers drift beyond the columns in 
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the  table to which they are assigned and materials escape or actors breach the 
securitized laboratory.

As nsabb member Daniel Reynolds described it, the board’s concern was 
malicious use arising from or made pos si ble by the negligent actions of scien-
tists, not intentional malfeasance on their part, a motive usually ascribed to 
nonscientists:

I think the general need is to come to a common understanding of how life 
science might be misused. Most  people have constrained their thinking to 
misuse in a very deliberate, malevolent, premeditated way.  There is also a 
level of misuse that arises from negligence. . . .  I think that a major need 
and goal is to somehow describe how  these  things might come about and 
where they are most likely to cause prob lems. . . .  So, the consequences 
are large and therefore  there is more of an obligation to think through the 
scenarios, to see what the scenario would look like if something bad happens. 
(emphasis added)

In conceptualizing threats as external prob lems triggered when  those outside 
the scientific community take advantage of scientific negligence to intention-
ally misuse scientific developments, Reynolds sees the nsabb’s work of develop-
ing means of imagining, making vis i ble, and describing pos si ble threats. Danger 
scenarios and descriptions emphasizing the nsabb’s distinction between the 
good scientist/normal research and the dangerous nonscientist/abnormal use 
thus guided its choice of a fortress design for life sciences research based on 
protecting the boundary between inside and outside, good science and risky 
nonscience. Since the threat was perceived as lying outside the laboratory 
space, techniques of biosafety— understood as the practice of producing safe 
zones and thus preventing material leaking into other nondesignated/secured 
spaces or  people— were regarded as sufficient. The nIh’s biosafety standards 
thus center heavi ly on built- form interventions— barrier walls, air pressure 
doors, and containment zones— with extensive visualizations of laboratory 
fortification (see Figure 8.2).

Biosafety mea sure ments had already been developed in the late 1970s on 
the basis of discussions that grew out of the Asilomar Conference on Recombi-
nant dna, held in February 1975. The meeting followed an experiment by Paul 
Berg, a biochemist at Stanford, with simian virus 40 (sv40), which could then 
produce tumors in rodents. The experiment was not completed  because Berg’s 
fellow investigators feared that bacteria carry ing sv40 dna might escape and 
cause cancer in  people it infected. This fear gave rise to biosafety princi ples 
that  were  later established in guidance documents issued by the cdc.
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 These princi ples involved the application of safety guidelines of varying 
stringency according to the degree of estimated danger. The more danger-
ous an experiment might be, the more stringent the biosafety mea sures to 
be taken— such as using an airlock and placing a laboratory  under negative 
pressure (see Figure 8.2) (Berg 2008). Asilomar was perceived as a success by 
the scientific community, as nsabb member Stanley Lane told me in an in-
terview: “With the Asilomar, it was purposed exactly the same, that scientists 
rule and look over the science of their peers and their ju niors and their se niors 
and so forth. Let’s not have government run the show. I think it has worked 
magnificently.” As a result, for a long time, nsabb efforts  were geared  toward 
educating the scientific community about the biosafety practices and design 
interventions deemed necessary to avoid external threats.

In March 2006, the nsabb held a meeting in which the term “dual- use 
research of concern” (durc) was first presented. This term reflected the idea 
under lying the work of the board’s Dual Use Criteria Working Group (2006, 
emphasis added), namely, that “most if not all Life Sciences research could be 
considered Dual Use,” and therefore it was impor tant “to identify specific Life 

Figure 8.2 Design for stainless steel air pressure door system, as depicted in the 
“Integrated Research Fa cil i ty overview.” National Institutes of Health (n.d.).
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Sciences research that could be of greatest concern for misuse.” As nsabb 
member Christian Venicci explained to me,

Any piece of information in the life sciences can be misused. . . .  From my 
perspective, it’s a  little hard  because I’ve been engaged with dual use for 
a few years now, so it’s not a strange concept to me. But, if I did bring 
it up to my scientific colleagues, I’m not sure what they would think of 
it. They might respond better to something like “life science research of 
concern” [that] distinguishes all the rest of research with that very small 
subset, which  really is a very small subset, that has the high probability of 
being misused.

According to the definition of durc, then, only certain kinds of life sci-
ences research should be considered “of concern” and therefore subject to spe-
cial attention. Daniel Reynolds elaborated: “The difference between ‘Dual Use’ 
and ‘Dual Use Research of Concern’ is somewhat semantics. . . .  [The nsabb] 
wanted to acknowledge that every thing has potential for misuse, but only a 
very  little of it deserves real attention.” At this stage, the durc definition nar-
rowed the broader prob lem of biosecurity to a subset of studies that could be 
characterized as “of concern,” and the board agreed that  these more danger-
ous studies needed to be identified in their early stages, before they developed 
methods or generated data or products that could pose an  actual threat in 
the wrong (nonscientific) hands. However, it was difficult to define durc and 
hence which proj ects deserved increased scrutiny. As Simon Natcher com-
mented, “One of the big issues in dual- use research is, how do you promote 
[awareness of the prob lem] when  people  aren’t  really clear what it is?”

In October 2010, at the beginning of one nsabb meeting, a board member 
stated, “We are all scientists, and we are  here to protect the ‘freedom of science’ 
and to avoid regulation. . . .  [We prefer] volunteered oversight.” Responding to 
my surprise at this hands- off approach to biosecurity, Stanley Lane noted of 
the board, “[It is a committee of] scientists protecting their own discipline.”

Such comments are consistent with nsabb reports, which have repeatedly 
conveyed the message that the scientific community can deal with the dual- use 
issue, that it can take responsibility for monitoring its own activities through 
biosafety self- governance practices and facilities, and hence that external 
regulation is not necessary. At the board’s October 2010 meeting, for example, 
nsabb members voiced ardent support for keeping security mechanisms exter-
nally focused, promoted internal voluntary oversight based on a “code of con-
duct” and a “culture of responsibility,” and advocated increasing “awareness” 
among scientists regarding the prob lem of potential misuse of their research.
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Accordingly, at this point in time, although sectors of the U.S. scientific com-
munity had been discussing the prob lem of biosecurity for more than five years, 
the way in which that prob lem was perceived remained rooted in the notion of 
danger and disciplinary mechanisms designed to secure the life sciences from 
dangerous  others. This framing of biosecurity was made pos si ble by the visual and 
narrative pre sen ta tion of biothreats on the terms of fortress design, with pictorial 
repre sen ta tions of laboratory impermeability the key pedagogic form of securi-
tization offered. Although biosecurity had been presented as a new prob lem in 
relation to life sciences research ( after 9/11), in practice, then, its security aes-
thetic framing worked via concerns with danger, and scientists  were responsi-
ble only for keeping such danger outside their labs; internal threats  were imper-
ceptible, mere hy po thet i cals distracting from the impor tant work of discovery.

With biosecurity’s translation into biosafety mea sure ments, it seemed to 
many that the nsabb had completed its job. The scientific fortress had been 
strengthened, and known dangers  were at bay. At the end of 2011, nsabb mem-
ber William Law expressed doubt to me about the necessity of its continued 
existence:

 wl: The question is what are their [the board’s] resources? They barely 
convene; barely manage to participate in meetings. Again, it’s the 
question of importance; I  don’t think it’s urgent [for them]. The 
impression you get from the energy, the time, and the commit-
ment of the committee members is that it is a very impor tant 
issue, and they say a thousand times that the stakes are high [but 
nothing has changed in practice]. . . .  [If only] one event happens, 
the entire scientific world  will shut down.

 lsd: Do you think that an event would have to occur for anything to 
change?

 wl: Yes. And look,  there’s the issue of the question: “Are we effective, or 
is  there no prob lem?” [As someone from the nsabb] asked  today, 
“How do you know  there is no prob lem?” And the answer was: 
“No one is reporting.” Now, if no one is reporting dual use, it’s 
 either  because they  don’t know what dual use means or  there is no 
problem. . . .  If  there are no reports, it’s  because  either they  don’t 
recognize a prob lem, or they know how to recognize a prob lem 
but  there are no prob lems. I had long conversations with editors 
[of science journals] that told me, “We have nothing; no one is 
turning to us.”
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The focus on known dangers and the security- aesthetic emphasis on inside- 
outside permeability made dual use a low- activity domain of biosecurity. It 
was not that risks did not exist, just that they fell outside the terms of sensibil-
ity operational within the nsabb.

In September 2011, the nsabb met to discuss its  future. A second meeting 
was scheduled for the end of October, at which time a determination was to 
be made about  whether the committee should continue its work and, if so, 
what its role should be. That meeting, however, never took place. During Oc-
tober, the nsabb found itself grappling with the h5n1 event. The durc prob-
lem took a concrete form, rendering previous practices of biosafety seemingly 
insufficient, “redistributing the sensible” (Rancière 2009) by making threats 
suddenly perceptible inside the fortress of science itself.

CONSTRUCTED THREAT: “AN ENGINEERED DOOMSDAY”

In 2011, researchers Ron Fouchier and Yoshihiro Kawaoka in de pen dently cre-
ated strains of the h5n1 virus that spread via the air among ferrets, considered 
the best model for predicting how a flu virus might behave in  humans. On 
September 13, 2011, Fouchier presented his study at a meeting in Malta and an-
nounced that his lab had “discovered that only 1–3 substitutions are sufficient 
to cause large changes in antigenic drift . . .  [and that] large antigenic differ-
ences between and within h5n1 clades could affect vaccine efficiency and even 
result in vaccine failure” (Influenza Times 2011). Fouchier and his team report-
edly “introduced mutations, by reverse ge ne tics into laboratory ferrets. They 
then collected a nasal wash from each infected ferret and inoculated another 
ferret  after a few days. They repeated this pro cess ten times. The result? h5n1 
had been transmitted to three out of four ferrets” (Influenza Times 2011).

Fouchier’s study caused turmoil in the scientific community, especially 
among virologists and microbiologists. On September 19, Scientific American 
published an article titled “What  Will the Next Influenza Pandemic Look 
Like?” describing an h5n1 pandemic as “topping the worst- case scenario list 
for most flu experts” and raising the question of  whether “the dreaded h5n1” 
would become transmissible in  humans (Harmon 2011). The answer to the 
 article’s title question lay in the study by Fouchier and his team, who “mu-
tated the hell out of h5n1” and found that with “as few as five single mutations 
it gained the ability to latch onto cells in the nasal and tracheal passageways” 
(Harmon 2011). On September 26, the New Scientist reported on Fouchier’s 
work: “h5n1 bird flu can kill  humans, but has not gone pandemic  because it 
cannot spread easily among us. That might change: five mutations in just two 
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genes have allowed the virus to spread between mammals in the lab. What’s 
more, the virus is just as lethal despite the mutations” (MacKenzie 2011).

In October 2011, the nsabb was called to review the two studies in rela-
tion to durc. As Daniel Reynolds explained, “The work provides informa-
tion about [properties of infectious agents]. . . .  It’s the information that allows 
someone  else to create  these  things with  these properties. Two of the most 
serious properties to give an infectious agent are high virulence and . . .  aerosol 
transmission between  people, and this was the case with the new h5n1 strain” (em-
phasis added).

According to Science editor Bruce Albert, when Fouchier’s paper arrived at 
the journal, “it was obvious” that it needed special review. The journal “quickly 
recruited outside specialists, including biosecurity experts who serve on the 
nsabb. The nsabb itself was first alerted to the studies by nIaId [National 
Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases] in late [summer 2011] and received 
copies of the papers in mid- October” (Enserink and Malakoff 2012, 20–21).

The research was presented by many scientists as an internal security threat 
(constructed risk): a new lethal virus had been introduced into the world, and 
it was scientists who  were responsible for creating it. Many spoke of it as “a 
man- made flu virus that could change world history if it  were ever set  free” 
(Enserink 2011). Risk created by scientists themselves had become a security 
prob lem, precipitating a shift in threat perception away from a narrow focus 
on external danger beyond the control of researchers and  toward the risk in-
herent in research itself. “Good scientists” had intentionally created a danger-
ous product (albeit for preparedness purposes) that could put society at risk.

Paul Keim, nsabb chair at the time, said he could not “think of another 
pathogenic organism that is as scary as this one. . . .  [A]nthrax is [not] scary at 
all compared to this” (Enserink 2011). Laurie Garrett, a Pulitzer Prize– winning 
science journalist, wrote a piece based on the event titled “The Bioterrorist 
Next Door” (Garrett 2011). A perception that science had created the next 
global pandemic or the next bioterror event began to spread. As the New York 
Times (2012) warned, “Defenders of the research in Rotterdam . . .  say the find-
ings could prove helpful in monitoring virus samples from infected birds and 
animals. . . .  But it is highly uncertain, even improbable, that the virus would 
mutate in nature along the pathways prodded in a laboratory environment, so 
[any such] benefit . . .  seems marginal.”

As the perception of security risks was refocused onto the core of scientific 
practice, the critical question became not  whether Fouchier and Kawaoka had 
adequately isolated dangers, but rather  whether they had acted responsibly in 
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conducting their studies in the first place. Inglesby, Cicero, and Henderson 
(2012, 151) criticized the h5n1 research and asked: “Should we purposely engi-
neer avian flu strains to become highly transmissible in  humans? In our view, 
no.” They cited three reasons for their position: first, the deadly strain could 
“escape accidentally from the laboratory”; second, the idea that the engineered 
strain could help scientists identify similar characteristics in currently circu-
lating strains of h5n1 “is a speculative hope but not worth the potential risk”; 
and, third, the assertion that the creation of the strain would motivate scien-
tists to search for h5n1 vaccines was also speculative (Inglesby et al. 2012, 152). 
While the first concern built on the existing biosafety framework, the latter 
two emphasizing potential risk evidence a shift in risk perception. Enhanced 
threat screening would soon be required to account for the limitations of for-
tress design revealed by the h5n1 studies— a shift in security aesthetics that 
would change spatial mea sure ments into calculations and numbers assessing 
risk, and render the potential threat imaginable and perceptible.

RISK AND THE AESTHETICS OF BIOSECURITY

In December 2011, nIh officials Anthony Fauci, Gary Nabel, and Francis Col-
lins (2011) expressed their position regarding the publication of the h5n1 stud-
ies in a commentary in the Washington Post: “Understanding the biology of 
influenza virus transmission has implications for outbreak prediction, preven-
tion and treatment. . . .  The question is  whether benefits of such research out-
weigh risks. . . .  New data provide valuable insights that can inform influenza 
preparedness.” This statement reflects a new approach to the h5n1 security 
dilemma: before a decision could be taken on  whether to publish the research, 
a risk- benefit analy sis should take place. In the opinion of  these officials, the re-
search constituted “a flu virus risk worth taking,” as part of efforts to improve 
preparedness for flu pandemics.

In parallel with this statement, in December 2011 the nsabb published 
its own recommendations following its review of the articles: “While the 
public health benefits of such research can be impor tant, certain informa-
tion obtained through such studies has the potential to be misused for harm-
ful purposes. . . .  Due to the importance of the findings to the public health 
and research communities, the NSABB recommends that the general conclusions 
highlighting the novel outcome be published, but that the manuscripts not include the 
methodological and other details that could enable replication of the experiments 
by  those who would seek to do harm” (nIh 2011, emphasis added). While the 
nsabb recommended that the articles not be published in full, it also empha-
sized the studies’ contributions to public health research, recommending that 



215

TH
E A

ES
TH

ETIC
S

 o
F B

Io
S

EC
U

R
ITY

full details be provided to a closed network of scientists “authorized” to use 
the information to continue to conduct “responsible” research on the topic.

Unlike the scientific consensus evident in previous biosecurity conversa-
tions, the altered conditions of threat perception generated by the h5n1 event 
produced conflicting assessments and pos si ble responses. Biosecurity became 
a contested domain, with diff er ent communities of scientists disagreeing 
over the relevant assessment and visualization of risk. On December 30, 2011, 
for example, the World Health Organ ization (who) released a statement in 
which it expressed concern that limiting dissemination of information from 
Fouchier’s and Kawaoka’s work would undermine the international Pandemic 
Influenza Preparedness framework, a position it reasserted in early 2012 (who 
2012). In contrast, Michael Osterholm, a public health expert and member 
of the nsabb, and physician and biosecurity expert Donald Henderson argued 
that the risks associated with publication of the two h5n1 papers outweighed 
the proposed benefits and challenged the rationales offered in defense of the 
work: “The current circulating strains of influenza a/h5n1, with their  human 
case fatality rate of 30 to 80%, place this pathogen in the category of causing 
one of the most virulent known  human infectious diseases. . . .  We  can’t unring 
a bell; should a highly transmissible and virulent h5n1 influenza virus that is of 
 human making cause a catastrophic pandemic,  whether as the result of inten-
tional or unintentional release, the world  will hold life sciences accountable 
for what it did or did not do to minimize that risk” (Osterholm and Henderson 
2012, 802, emphasis added).

What both Osterholm and Henderson’s and the who’s critiques of the 
nsabb decision share, despite their opposing policy implications, is a sense 
of risk as pervasive and ever- present. The “ringing the bell” meta phor that 
Osterholm and Henderson invoke indicates this shift in the terms of sensibil-
ity, with biothreats no longer imaginable as containable, inside- outside phe-
nomena or discrete material presences or dangers.

In other words, as the controversy surrounding the h5n1 case shows, the 
security aesthetics of screening threats was driven into the life sciences not so 
much by the emergence of a new threat but by a new perception— that of an 
all- encompassing sense of risk. The perception of the h5n1 event as something 
that could alter “world history,” the notion that  there was nothing “as scary 
as this,” and talk of the “bioterrorist next door” and a pos si ble “scientific 
doomsday” all contradicted the belief that the scientific sphere was a secured 
fortress, separated, and thus controlled. Instead, biothreats suddenly appeared 
to be circulating within the normal, secured space of science, no longer bound-
able by known lists of pathogens or containable via biosafety designs and 
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mea sure ments for laboratories. Moreover, what emerges is not only the per-
ception of a potential all- encompassing threat, beyond a par tic u lar locality or 
space, but also the need to make such a threat vis i ble and sensible in order to 
mitigate it. Risk assessment is then embraced as the appropriate biosecurity 
mechanism for such a situation.

Following this debate, the nsabb met to reevaluate its previous decision. 
Soon afterward, the board’s formerly open- to- the- public meetings became 
closed, top- secret sessions. Attendees  were subjected to fbI clearance, no docu-
ments could be taken out of the meeting rooms, and nsabb members  were 
asked not to discuss  matters considered at the meetings with outsiders. It was 
at this point that experts  were called in to help create a tool to assess the level 
of risk associated with publication of the controversial h5n1 studies. It took 
nsabb members approximately four months (November 2011– March 2012) to 
reassess the manuscripts. At diff er ent points in this pro cess, they reached op-
posing conclusions: that the research did and did not pre sent a significant risk 
to the public.

In February 2012, the American Society of Microbiology hosted a meeting 
on “Biodefense and Emerging Diseases” wherein an ad hoc session took up the 
work on h5n1. At this session, Fouchier defended his research and provided a 
fuller explanation of the issue of pathogenicity. At the same meeting, nIaId 
director Anthony Fauci announced that he had asked the two lead researchers 
to revise their papers and the nsabb to review the revised manuscripts. The 
same month, a gathering of nsabb members and more than a dozen observ-
ers, including nIh director Francis Collins and who member Keiji Fukuda, 
took place at the nIh campus. At this gathering, the participants read both 
the original and the revised reports. Subsequently, the board voted to allow full 
publication of the revised studies (nsabb 2012a); threats of dissemination had 
been effectively screened from the public eye.

Following the publication controversy, several changes  were made to U.S. 
policy on life sciences regulation. In March 2012, a new U.S. “Policy for Over-
sight of Life Sciences Dual Use Research of Concern” was published (nsabb 
2012b). The new policy grants the government the authority to terminate 
funding for research deemed too risky. Other tools provided by the new policy 
relate to determining the biosafety conditions  under which research is con-
ducted and a periodic assessment of research for its potential to be durc (NIH 
2014). Periodic review now allows the government to be constantly updated on 
the state of the research portfolio it funds, training powers of the biosecurity 
gaze onto the scientific enterprise rather than focusing on the pos si ble spillage 
of risky research outside.
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To enable a decision on which mea sures should be applied, the policy ar-
ticulates a four- step pro cess that indicates what is to be considered an inter-
nal risk (though without providing mea sure ments that would enable such a 
risk to be made vis i ble or perceptible). The first step is to determine  whether 
the research  under review involves a pathogen from a list of fifteen infectious 
agents and toxins that are deemed most lethal. The second step is to determine 
 whether the research performs an experiment that falls  under any of the seven 
categories of experiments listed in the policy. If the study meets  these two 
criteria, a third step is pursued, specifically determining  whether the study 
meets the durc definition set out in the policy, which is as follows: “durc is 
life sciences research that, based on current understanding, can be reasonably 
anticipated to provide knowledge, information, products, or technologies that 
could be directly misapplied to pose a significant threat with broad potential 
consequences to public health and safety, agricultural crops and other plants, 
animals, the environment, materiel, or national security” (nsabb 2012b, 1–2).

With a few revisions, this definition was based on an  earlier definition 
that the nsabb had articulated in a 2007 report that defined dual- use research 
as “research that, based on current understanding, can be reasonably antici-
pated to provide knowledge, products, or technologies that could be directly 
misapplied by  others to pose a threat to public health and safety, agricultural 
crops and other plants, animals, the environment, or materiel” (nsabb 2007, 
17). Though the two definitions are clearly similar,  there are two significant 
differences. The first is that the phrase “by  others” was eliminated from the 
new durc definition. This phrase was originally intended to express the idea 
that the threat was no longer or not solely external (and thus that designing 
fortresses was not enough). The second difference is the addition of the phrase 
“a significant threat with broad potential consequences” to the new definition. 
This points to the all- encompassing sense of risk; however, it leaves unclear 
how threat is to be defined and evaluated— that is, how one might know what 
“a significant threat” is or which case is considered to have “broad potential 
consequences to public health.”

The fourth step of the policy calls for an assessment of the risks and ben-
efits of studies that are determined to be durc, in order to address this lack. 
This risk- benefit assessment is intended to enable a decision on  whether any 
of the tools the policy provides  ought to be used: Should the study design be 
modified? Should it be conducted  under diff er ent conditions? Should its pub-
lication be subject to any limitations? Should its funding be terminated?

However, although scientists agreed upon the importance of risk assess-
ments  under this security pro cess, in practice diff er ent experts used diff er ent 
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tools, thus providing diff er ent visualizations and sensibilities of the threat and 
related questions of mitigation. This would also prove to be a central theme 
within subsequent scientific meetings and policy debates.

For example, in 2014, the nsabb conducted two meetings with the aim 
of soliciting public comments on the methods for assessing such studies. The 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (nrc 2015) also 
hosted a symposium to discuss the potential benefits of and risks posed by GoF 
research and to identify key princi ples for its assessment.

At the nasem meeting, Marc Lipsitch and Alison P. Galvani used a risk as-
sessment model and argued that “alternative scientific approaches [to GoF] are 
not only less risky, but also more likely to generate results that can be readily 
translated into public health benefits” (nrc 2015, 27).  Going through a series 
of calculations, they argued that “a release of an h5n1 or other pandemic in-
fluenza strain enhanced through GoF research to increase its transmissibil-
ity among mammals could result in a 0.01  percent to 0.1  percent chance of 2 
million to 1.4 billion fatalities, or an expected death toll of 2,000 to 1.4 mil-
lion per bsl-3 laboratory- year based on the Select Agent data laI [laboratory- 
acquired infection] rate. Using the nIaId data, each full- time person- year of 
GoF  research in a bsl-3 lab could produce a death toll of 10,000 to 10 million” 
(nrc 2015, 57).

Fouchier responded to  these calculations saying: “I prefer no numbers 
rather than ridicu lous numbers that make no sense” (nrc 2015, 58). At the 
same event, another scientist, Gregory Koblentz, argued that the lack of data 
about the threat leaves room for speculation and uncertainty, and identified 
three distinct schools of thought about the nature of the threat: Optimists, 
Pessimists, and Pragmatists (nrc 2015, 60–61)— thus acknowledging not only 
that risk assessment models are open to speculation ( because of the lack of 
data) but also that who does the assessment affects the result.

Diff er ent terms of sensibility thus played out in discussions about, for in-
stance, risk criteria, ethical values, control mechanisms, the implications of 
risk- benefit-based regulation and funding for research, and even how the ex-
pression “of concern” should be defined, and by whom. While all of the above- 
mentioned policy documents and the commentary presented at the vari ous 
meetings considered research- related concerns in terms of a risk- registered 
biosecurity aesthetic of screening threats, they strugg led with its concrete 
mea sure ments and could not come up with a (single) format or structural 
design for how such risk could be assessed, calculated, and thus managed in 
practice. An illuminating example for this strugg le is presented in a comment by 
Harvey Fineberg, the facilitator of the nasem meeting: “Has the nsabb, in 
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its deliberations, gone so far at this point, of identifying the  actual, not simply 
directionalities of transmissibility, virulence,  etc., but the  actual way to think 
about when a threshold of concern is passed,  either in terms of, for example, a 
set of reference organisms, or in some other numeric or quantitative way . . .  
how  will you judge?” (nasem 2014, 19–20).

The “passing the threshold” meta phor points out the prob lem of translating 
the general sense of risk into something concrete, vis i ble, and manageable— a 
prob lem that a risk- registered biosecurity aesthetic of screening threats solves 
by diffusing that very sensibility across diff er ent institutions, disciplines, and 
actors involved in the research, as exemplified by nsabb member Ken Berns’s 
response to the above comment: “How you predict what the consequences are 
is a guessing game. I mean you can say, ‘Well, this seems potentially dangerous.’ 
The trou ble is how you calculate that risk in a quantitative sense is challeng-
ing. . . .  I  don’t know that, I mean we can only, sort of, do it in a generic sense 
without being all that specific. I think the question, which we grappled with 
more is the level at which that decision is  going to be made” (nasem 2014, 20).

That is, rather than “guessing” when the threshold is crossed, or only rely-
ing on a “generic sense” of risk, the policy focuses on who should set the thresh-
old at diff er ent points of the research pro cess. Similarly, the U.S. government 
(White House 2014, 5) introduced a durc policy that determined the roles and 
responsibilities of funding agencies, research institutions, and life scientists in 
developing and implementing risk mitigation mea sures. Thus, though assess-
ments and calculations marked a new security aesthetic, the question of how 
to reach the correct assessment, using which model, remained unsettled.

DISCUSSION

Analy sis of the h5n1 case shows how a new prob lem related to biosecurity 
(within the prism of durc) provoked a security- aesthetic shift from “design-
ing fortresses” to “screening threats,” and thus from the control of dangers to 
the management of risks. In the fortress design mode, a distinction was drawn 
between “good scientists” and “external biosecurity threats,” and the former 
could be separated from the latter through the creation of secured spaces and 
attunement of the oversight apparatus to identifying encroachments into or 
leaks out of the pure space of science. This approach was dominant in U.S. life 
sciences research  until the h5n1 event. In the wake of that event, however, 
screening threats became dominant. As the bound aries between “good scien-
tists” and “external biosecurity threats” (imposed by disciplinary mechanisms 
encoded with the aesthetics of designing fortresses) collapsed, and scientific 
research itself came to be seen as a source of potential pervasive threat, parts 
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of the scientific community and the nsabb turned to the self- securitizing tool 
of risk assessment, in the attempt to identify and anticipate  these biothreats.

This involved a shift from long- standing disciplinary mechanisms that 
separated scientific conduct into par tic u lar “spaces” through the use of a pre-
existing list of known pathogens confined to bsl-3 and bsl-4 laboratories (a 
scientific fortress) to risk- benefit calculations and assessments that screen all 
funded life science research for emergent threat potential. Thus, the proba-
bilistic gaze of the security apparatus shifted the spatially focused aesthetic 
that defined danger in terms of sphere of use and location of activity into an 
actuarial aesthetic oriented  toward sensing risk potential. However, in their 
efforts to translate threat screening into concrete designations and criteria of 
assessment, scientists have not yet reached an agreement. Unlike the scientific 
consensus evident in previous biosecurity conversations (biosafety in design-
ing fortresses), the altered conditions of threat perception produced conflict-
ing assessments, with diff er ent communities of scientists disagreeing over the 
relevant visualization and evaluation of risk.

As the prob lem of biosecurity becomes one of potential uncertainty 
(durc), recent security aesthetics based on threat screening are thus proving 
insufficient. But rather than grappling with this as a paradoxical prob lem of reg-
istering threats as risks— where new knowledge and technological developments 
lead to more uncertainty and ambiguity of threat— the scientific community 
and U.S. government policy have mostly engaged in discussions that have pro-
moted the diffusion of this sensibility by focusing on who specifically should be 
screening threats, according to which criteria, and at which stage of the research 
pro cess. Threat screening, despite the absence of a consensus on how it is to be 
done, is being pushed forward and duplicated within more specific contexts and 
stages of the research pro cess, adding more screening layers without clearly de-
fining what a potential threat is. In this sense, biosecurity remains a profoundly 
aesthetic question, determined by heterogeneous communities of sense relying 
on diff er ent visual, techno- scientific, and biological cues for perceiving risk.

NOTES

1 All names are pseudonyms.  Unless accompanied by specific citations, direct quotes 
are taken from interviews I conducted with scientists, officials, and other relevant 
parties during fieldwork carried out in the United States between 2010 and 2012. 
That research focused on the prob lem of biosecurity in the life sciences, particu-
larly as reflected in the work of the nsabb.
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2 Many scholars have distinguished between risk and danger, and this distinction 
has become the point of departure for almost  every discussion of risk. Ulrich Beck 
(1992) and Anthony Giddens (2000) argue that danger is recognized in traditional 
socie ties, whereas risk is created by reflexive modernization. Beck’s risk society 
approach mainly deals with the production and transformation of “real” risks and 
with society’s attempts to control the  future, which themselves render that  future 
more “risky.” In contrast, Niklas Luhmann (1993) treats risk not as an object in a 
first- order observation (which he terms “danger”) but as a concept in a second- order 
observation.

3 Brian Rappert and Chandré Gould (2009) review seven “national contexts” and 
show that although the international discourse on biosecurity has been domi-
nated by the United States, other countries experience biosecurity differently 
(also see Samimian- Darash 2016). Filippa Lentzos and Nikolas Rose (2009) argue 
that the idea of biosecurity depends on the local po liti cal/security rationality. My 
colleagues and I have shown that biosecurity emerges as a prob lem of diff er ent 
boundary objects in Israel and the United States (Samimian- Darash, Henner- 
Shapira, and Daviko 2016).

4 The nsabb is composed of twenty- five voting members who are mostly life sci-
ences experts— microbiologists and virologists— and twenty or so ex- officials from 
vari ous government departments, who are nonvoting members. In its attempt to 
manage the dual- use challenge, the board can thus be viewed as representing the 
broad U.S. scientific community.
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Securing “Standby”  
and Urban Space  
Making in Jakarta

Intensities in  
Search of Forms

AbdouMaliq Simone

When residents of Jakarta look out upon their situations and physical settings, 
what looks secure? What kinds of “looks” enable them to act with a sense of as-
suredness, while, at the same time, enabling them not to be stuck in par tic u lar 
positions or outcomes? What is security in uncertain environments, particu-
larly when what passes as certainty is not only deceptive but also constraining, 
limiting what residents can do with the very uncertain conditions that they 
face and help constitute? What kinds of looks can navigate the supposedly 
countervailing needs for predictability and contingency? In this chapter I take 
up  these questions in the context of a rapidly changing built environment for 
working-  and lower- middle- class residents of Jakarta— its so- called majority.

Security entails practices that seek to specify optimizing relational cir cuits 
among disparate inclinations, be hav iors, and contingencies, and that attempt 
to manage temporalities of events and horizons. Security is necessarily expan-
sive in that it does not act as if contingency is something mea sur able or subject 
to contract in the long term. Rather, it entails efforts to instrumentalize the 
dissensus and uncertainties that ensue in the interaction of specificities regis-
tered as life itself (Dillon 2015).

Security instrumentalizes through a pro cess of extending the ways in 
which  things are implicated in each other, in expanding cir cuits of relations 
that economy— especially in the financial topologies of securitization, derivation, 
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and arbitrage— brings about. Discrepant places,  things, and experiences are ar-
ticulated and circulate through each other, not just as  matters of speculation, 
but as a complex architecture of accumulating and dissipating energies and 
attentions (Anderson 2012). Security, then, is architecture with a par tic u lar 
look. So that when one looks upon a situation or setting, it returns a sense of 
coherence in spite of the disjunctions it offers to suture or subtract.

In Jakarta— whose governance has long emphasized highly circumscribed 
horizons of aspiration and tolerance for the inefficacy of urban ser vices and 
the health and educational systems— securing the  future becomes an intensely 
aesthetic exercise of reading between the lines of what policies prescribe, what 
media reports, and what everyday conversations connote. It entails a practice 
of being prepared for multiple, disparate dispositions; of finding a way to be 
“implicated” in vari ous scenarios and proj ects without making unequivocal 
personal commitments.  Here the uncertainty is productive, instigative of a 
tactical repertoire of shifting maneuvers. On the other hand, anx i eties about 
the increasing impossibility of verifying anything—of identifying a “real” sub-
stratum under neath the profusion of news, tweets, and rumors— has propelled 
an obsession with the trappings of Islamic propriety and the sculpting of ap-
pearances and public action in a highly ste reo typical fashion, as if this can 
then become the guarantor of “real truth.”

 Here  there is an overlap, an implicit contestation among diff er ent kinds 
of looks and modes of visibility.  These looks are ways of designing a surface of 
 things that convey no other depth but the assuredness of order in place, even 
while they seem to connote a depth of conviction and history.  Because they are 
simply surfaces, they open themselves up to ways of viewing that are informed 
by vari ous concerns, agendas, and styles. As such,  people are able to “write 
themselves” into a setting or find something of themselves within it. So while 
an aesthetic dissensus among discrete surfaces may prevail over what kinds of 
orderings are allowed to endure, diff er ent kinds of looks and styles can remain 
side by side and thus potentiate a pos si ble reconciliation to come.  Here, the 
appearance of a built environment or social scenario seems to “stand by” a 
multiplicity of readings and viewpoints, ready and available to proceed in very 
diff er ent kinds of direction.

STANDBY: WE HAVE A VISUAL

The majority of Jakarta’s residents are seemingly on standby. It is the standby 
of a vastly enlarged transportation sector of  drivers ferrying  people and goods 
through a clogged city; it is the incessant attention  people pay to their cell-
phones awaiting updates, announcements, promotions, and more fortuitous 
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social encounters than the ones they are presently engaged in. Standby is the 
pervasive sense of provisionality that characterizes the very act of residency; 
the shift from one temporary accommodation to another, as well as the un-
certainty as to what exactly a person possesses when they acquire “property.”

Given the substantial shift of that residency from dense horizontality to 
highly formatted verticality, most apartment  owners wait for “real certifica-
tion,” new laws that might more precisely define their rights and responsi-
bilities, and more importantly how to seek recourse when the material and 
managerial conditions of apartment blocks inevitably go wrong or quickly de-
teriorate. While well- managed residential complexes certainly do exist, they 
charge highly inflated prices for this capacity, far exceeding what the vast ma-
jority of Jakarta residents could ever afford.

Standby characterizes a work  career of short- term contracts, long waits for 
salary increases, of getting out of debt. Standby is a common practice of rent- 
seeking, acquiring property that is funded through renting to  others, while the 
own er’s salary is reserved for paying cheaper rents in short- term accommoda-
tion. Standby is the calculated reluctance to make definitive commitments; 
it is a concession to the speed of urban transformation and the investment 
that elite urban growth machines make in staking claims to any eventuality, 
to being part of any eventuality,  whether it is profitable or reasonable, or not. 
 Here, residents are largely bystanders to pro cesses to which they are some-
times indifferent or over which they feel they have no control. As residents 
increasingly recognize that nothing is built to last, they try to squeeze as much 
money as they can from what ever they have, just as they realize that they, 
themselves, are being squeezed in the pro cess. This is a constant recalibration 
of vulnerability, part of an ability to attune oneself to necessarily unstable sur-
roundings that are unlikely to stabilize.

Standby is not only a temporal condition. It is also a par tic u lar spatial po-
sition. For even if Jakarta now seems driven by the voracious appetites of big 
developers, the politicians who depend on their money and turn the built 
environment into a vehicle to “pro cess” the financial leakages from the con-
version of land into industrial plantations, the  actual management of the 
results necessitates the enactment of parallel apparatuses of authority, reg-
ulation, and provisioning. Developers may seem to exert dictatorial control 
over their holdings; they may hold residents in a state of capture in terms of 
arbitrarily imposed costs, rules, and policing, but the circumstances through 
which  people come to be where they are at any given time entail so many het-
erogeneities that multiple forms of brokerage are required for anything to 
get done.
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Renting spaces in secondary and tertiary real estate markets, organ izing 
the parking of vehicles, delivering any conceivable ser vice anywhere, registering 
basic citizenship data, getting the sick to a hospital, negotiating the evacuation 
of sewage when local pro cessors break down and remain unrepaired, access-
ing  labor for a construction site— all are never “straightforward” pro cesses, as 
the enactment of each function precipitates a wide range of ramifications that 
have to be addressed outside any available set of standards or rules (Kusno 
2013). Yet, in conditions where so many diff er ent realities seem to be si mul ta-
neously in play, brokerage provides the “look” of translation, of cultivating a 
sense of  things following from each other analogically. It does not subsume 
differences into some overarching standard, but rather keeps discrepancies in 
play, in contact with each other. Brokers “screen” par tic u lar threats (Ghertner, 
McFann, and Goldstein, this volume), in terms of trying to filter or block out 
the impediments that get in the way of diff er ent kinds of activities and persons 
“standing next to each other.” At the same time, even though their complici-
ties and collaborations run deep, even though their job is to “smooth the way” 
for all kinds of proj ects, they also perform the “features” of  these antagonisms, 
almost like a film screening, demonstrating in their own usually exaggerated 
style of interacting with each other the fact that  these antagonisms exist.

KEEPING  THINGS CLOSE

Take the situation of individual units in a large apartment block in Kalibata 
City, central Jakarta. They all have nominal  owners, even though none have 
outright certification guaranteeing access to the unit in perpetuity. Given the 
ambiguities of owner ship and the rapid deterioration of infrastructure, the 
normative objective is to squeeze as much money from the units as pos si ble. 
The  owners frequently operate through holding companies— often formed by 
developers themselves— that acquire thousands of such units across the city. 
 These are made up of individuals, associations, extended families, and infor-
mal groupings from all over the country who invest in the acquisition of units 
in bulk. As most  owners do not live in the par tic u lar complex in which their 
unit is purchased, the use of the unit is then brokered by vari ous agents, who 
 handle a varying number of apartments and eventually acquire a diverse port-
folio of units to rent out according to all kinds of temporalities— from one- day 
stays to multiyear tenancies and according to all kinds of diff er ent “contracts.”

 These portfolios are managed in ways homologous to derivatives, where 
implicit understandings are drawn that enable brokers to acquire vari ous units 
from each other at some time in the  future according to specific conditions 
that prevail at the time— which can include the rate of deterioration of the 
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unit, its renovations, its floor location,  going price, locational advantages in 
terms of access to amenities, degree of surveillance of illicit activities, availabil-
ity to be used for vari ous functions, the character of the “social atmosphere” 
in which the unit is ensconced, and the extent of owner supervision over the 
conditions of tenancy.

Brokers may attempt to narrow down their holdings to more easily man-
aged standards and similarities around the character, conditions, and tempo-
ralities of tenancy.  Others may attempt to maximize the heterogeneity of such 
holdings, and so  there are frequent “trades” and “options.” Even  these implicit 
understandings— the right of a par tic u lar broker to acquire a par tic u lar unit 
at a  future time— can be exchanged, optioned among brokers or, as is often 
the case, converted into “rights of access” to other “managerial opportunities,” 
such as the right to provide ser vices and extract fees from parking lots, mar-
kets, traffic intersections, or even access to par tic u lar volumes of goods and 
delivery systems.

What begins as an asset— a unit in an apartment building— becomes some-
thing seemingly beyond calculation. What starts out as a par tic u lar piece of 
fixed capital with an assigned yet changing mea sur able value is converted, 
through brokerage, into a series of “intensities” that initially have their form 
in the apartment unit, but then are dispersed and entrained to other rhythms 
of circulation and combination whose value cannot be calculated.

Multiple apparatuses, logics, and practices of exerting “management” thus 
all stand by each other in ways that do not necessarily intersect. It is always dif-
ficult for actors, looking and speaking from par tic u lar positions and perspec-
tives, to garner an overarching story for how  things work or  don’t work, even 
when they are not entrenched in a par tic u lar position, but circulate among 
diff er ent positions as many Jakartans attempt to do day in and day out.  There 
is no definitive contradiction or collaboration;  there is no way to tell  whether 
the vast array of makeshift, seemingly improvised regulatory practices are tol-
erated top- down or  whether interventions that percolate from below seep as 
“facts on the ground” upward through apparent hierarchies of control.

It is almost impossible to tell, for example, how  these networks of brokers 
acquire hundreds of units in a given complex,  whether  these brokers are work-
ing together, and  whether the subsequent territories of distinct complexions 
and trades— whether drug dealing, food delivery, prostitution, the formation 
of Islamic associations, the consolidation of gay- friendly buildings— are the 
culmination of planned deliberations on the part of gangs, parties, or associa-
tions, or simply the outcome of the incessant pushing and pulling, slippages 
and openings among groupings whose compositions are only momentarily 
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stable or appear stable  after the fact as the “look” of a fixed neighborhood, 
building, or floor structure.

What ever the case, each disposition is experienced as equally plausible; 
each stands by the  others in a simultaneous connection and disconnection; 
where the grounds of a relationship rest in each disposition seemingly hav-
ing nothing to do with the  others and, concomitantly, each disposition’s rela-
tive autonomy resting on the fact that all  these other dispositions also exist in 
some relation to it. Rather than amplifying uncertainty or provoking feelings 
of insecurity among residents,  there is instead a general conviction that the 
“ angles are being covered,” “the contingencies anticipated,” and “uncertainties 
smoothed over,” as several residents of Kalibata City have indicated in conver-
sation with me.

Certainly  there is neither equality nor equivalence among forces and 
forms. Rather the membranes of consolidation are repeatedly punctured in 
rough intersections that scar the surfaces of discrete identities and compel 
continuous adjustments through the remaking of bound aries— what or who 
is included in any enactment, proj ect, or deal. Thus, the ele ments of any ag-
glomeration that attempts to make something happen are always on standby— 
awaiting  either better offers or more possibilities, or marginalization or evic-
tion from the playing field all together. In part, Jakarta’s urban history suggests 
that conflict has long had an instrumental function as a means of securing 
new options and sorting through alternative  futures, especially conflicts over 
the disposition of land (Firman 2004; Leaf 1994). The long reluctance on the 
part of  house holds to specify the terms of inheritance for land normatively 
precipitated conflicts among the inheritors who, officially, had to all provide 
their consent for how land would be sold or developed. This would prompt all 
kinds of undermining and complicities, pulling land in diff er ent directions; 
indeterminacy was often a device for diversifying the content of what took 
place in a given area.

But in order for such diversification to function, residents and operators 
within a given district had to be able to witness what was taking place. They 
had to look at each other and at what each other was  doing, tuning their ac-
tions to shifting environmental signals.  Here, looking is not so much intended 
to judge or enforce, but rather functions as a “looking out” onto a situation for 
what it could “hold”; a way of seeing that divergences could indeed sit together 
within a specific setting.  There was rarely anything approaching “community 
sentiment” or contractual collaborations, but this was not impor tant as long as 
diff er ent “games” could calibrate themselves in relationship to each other, attain 
a functional indifference to each other, yet remain graspable by a larger public.
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But as the financial stakes and consumption aspirations of  house holds 
have gotten higher, such instrumentality is rapidly disappearing, as the old bal-
ances are being swept away. The new spatial products, po liti cal networks, and 
management practices, however, do not so much impose a new coherent order, 
but instead  either explic itly or implicitly (again it is always difficult to tell) 
fold in varying styles of participation, arbitrary coercion, grassroots pop u lism, 
religious mobilization, formal governance, clientelism, and accommodation in 
more opaque ways— where each ele ment stands by to become something  else.

In the remainder of this chapter, the objective is to explore some of the 
conceptual and empirical under pinnings of this notion of standby, particu-
larly the ways in which it operates as a mode for generating a sense or look of 
security from conditions that offer highly uncertain horizons of what is pos-
si ble and  viable.

DETACHING THE SECURE AND INSECURE

How do urban residents mediate between the compulsion  either to turn their 
bodies and lives into logistical instruments— being at the “right place at the 
right time,” unimpeded by history—or to slow circulation down sufficiently to 
be able to reflect on their own actions? How do they maintain some ground in 
order to build a sense of memory and a narrative about where they come from 
as a means to anticipate pos si ble forward trajectories in order to decide to act, 
as opposed to succumbing to paralysis or constant anxiety?  These are increas-
ingly critical questions facing residents of con temporary Jakarta as they wit-
ness the unraveling of familiar modes of residency—an unraveling occasioned, 
in part, by urban space’s normalization to regimens of capital accumulation 
and the uncertainties they create around what “residency” even means.

In a region of thirty million  people, what would residents stake their 
 futures on? How would they decide where and on what to devote their time 
and their mostly  limited resources? Readings of the landscape, in all of its mul-
tifaceted physical, social, and po liti cal dimensions, would of course be replete 
with cues and trajectories. Certainly vast alterations of the built environment 
with their implications for where and how  people reside, socialize, and operate 
eco nom ically reinforce an intensive individuation of livelihood, obligation, 
and accountability. In a city where how the world was to be interpreted was 
largely contingent upon the everyday pragmatics of residents coordinating 
markedly heterogeneous backgrounds and ways of  doing  things within dense, 
collectively evolved quarters, the ongoing disentanglement of  these everyday 
relations attenuates the accompanying structures of interpretation. Condi-
tions of dissensus increasingly reign.
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In order to assess the efficacy of action and decisions, it is difficult to know 
what is relevant to pay attention to. What constitutes the impor tant variables 
or considerations? What looks to be secure? It is difficult to exclude  things 
in such assessments. Additionally, even as pro cesses of continuous remaking 
seem to predominate across the material landscape of Jakarta, the region is 
replete with “strange contiguities.” All kinds of built forms, histories, and eco-
nomic operations sit uneasily next to each other, and while it can be evident 
that par tic u lar ways of  doing  things and spaces experience rapid decline, suf-
ficient dissonance exists among that which does emerge to generate confusion 
and uncertainty as to where  things are headed.

The voluminous use of social media proliferates points of exposure to the 
capsulized versions of other experiences, and specific ethics of orientation 
emerge based on references to more globalized norms of conduct and con-
sumption. For example, as the world’s largest Islamic urban region, Jakarta 
exudes the full range of markets associated with an Islamic ethos— from fash-
ion and finance to food, lifestyle, and education. Whereas Islam has always 
been an essential facet of everyday life for the majority of Jakarta’s residents, 
the materialization of everyday practice has largely been contingent upon 
balancing diff er ent sensibilities, regional backgrounds, and procedural diversi-
ties that  were pre sent in most neighborhoods. But as neighborhoods increas-
ingly become mega- apartment blocks or miles of homogeneous small  houses, a 
more abstracted, uniform version of Islamic propriety comes to the fore— one 
largely informed by a  Middle Eastern– inflected format that long has domi-
nated media outlets and propagation.

Public displays of piety and propriety are actively cultivated as potential 
assets to facilitate access to opportunities and jobs. It is about having the right 
look. But at the same time as professions of faith become more homogeneous 
and instrumental, how do individuals emerge from the crowd to be noticed? 
For the pro cess of attempting to insure one’s  future increasingly seems to de-
pend upon the capacity to act assured, even in the absence of any  actual assur-
ance about what you know or what you are dealing with (Muniesa 2014).

Additionally, both urban sociality and governance circulate through the 
possibilities of “better deals,” of more provisional constellations of actors and 
affordances where no one can afford to remain where they are. Increasingly 
the intermeshing of production, servicing,  labor, and shelter does not depend 
upon conventional protocols of owner ship, wage levels, and eligibility require-
ments. The salary, for example, as the primary device marking the exchange 
of  labor is increasingly enmeshed in a thicket of oscillating bonuses, rewards, 
amenities, and promises of access to opportunities, all of which make the 
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per for mance of jobs something more diffuse and subject to random interpre-
tations even as the technologies to manage productivity and proficiency are 
more widely implemented and totalizing.

Despite the per sis tence of certain anchors of belonging,  whether in kin-
ship, territory, or caregiving systems, they are implanted in ground that is 
being constantly repositioned, resettled, and rearticulated. Residents are com-
pelled to know what they are, to constantly add on to this knowledge, and 
to be prepared to be many diff er ent  things si mul ta neously. But they are also 
“instructed” to also never forget where they come from, and to articulate all 
of  these possibilities to diverse channels of indebtedness (Berlant 2016). But 
this compulsion is not easy to address in situations where you have a good 
idea about where you are since everywhere looks pretty much the same and 
since so much effort is expended in making that look of similarity deceiving. 
Any place can be so thoroughly networked to diff er ent sentiments, evalua-
tions, and operations that  there is no way it can seemingly stand on its own, be 
itself. Rather, particularities simply emphasize the temporariness of any given 
situation or perspective; they are not anything to “stand on” in order to take a 
reading of the probable efficacy of par tic u lar courses of action.

How, then, is it pos si ble to constitute a position of “standing by,” occupy-
ing this tension between extensive relationality and the compulsions to be sin-
gular in order to experience a “real” sense of movement from “ here to  there”? 
How can one constitute or identify a functional interstice that becomes a me-
dium of navigation in conditions where urban dwellers may increasingly feel 
everywhere and nowhere at the same time?

I want to think through this conundrum by exploring the changing looks 
of the built environment in Jakarta (see Figure 9.1). On the one hand, as more 
and more residents move to mega- complexes of vertical towers that seem to 
materialize an intensive pro cess of individuation and the disentangling of 
long- honed forms of sociability, the spaces of former residential, commercial, 
and small industrial districts that had  housed the majority of the city’s upper 
poor, working-  and lower- middle- class population (the majority) seem to 
shrink and themselves be subject to more desperate maneuvers to stay afloat.

On the other hand,  these residual districts become increasingly contested 
zones for vari ous forms of speculative activity, some of it generated through 
the provisional yet nevertheless collectively performed engagements of the na-
scent residents of the mega- complexes themselves.  Here, the older “popu lar” 
districts become staging areas for tentative, experimental proj ects aimed at 
provisioning the complexes with goods and ser vices cheaper than  those of-
fered by the “official” outlets within the complex. What takes place then are 
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successive layers and styles of detachment, sometimes complicit with the wide-
spread disentanglement of localized physical sociability and sometimes giving 
rise to a burgeoning remaking of collective life along uncertain trajectories 
and forms.

CHANGING AESTHETICS OF THE EVERYDAY

The intricacies of information economies configure new spatial dimensions 
of the vertical and the horizontal. In what Benjamin Bratton (2016) calls “the 
stack,” promiscuities of all kinds are superimposed on each other, creating a con-
fluence of interoperable standards- based complex material- information systems. 
Each place, person, or locale is the superimposition of proliferating signifying 
systems. What something is or could be, what it can do, and where and what it 
relates to is something increasingly multiple, all over the place. This takes place 
in such a way that no place belongs to any par tic u lar “sovereign decision.”

 There can be no easy, even arbitrary, declarations of what belongs or what 
does not; about who is friend or  enemy.  Every time a new threat to Islam is 
discovered, for example, many Jakartans  will grow more anxious about the 

Figure 9.1 The clash of vertical individuation and horizontal sociability found in 
Cempaka Putih, Jakarta. Photo graph by author.



235

S
EC

U
R

IN
G

 “S
TA

N
D

B
Y

”

proliferation of threats. The vari ous ways in which entities are located and 
addressed in networks of information means that  there can be many layers of 
sovereign claims over the same site, person, or event. Bratton (2016) includes 
the example of ubiquitous computing that  will soon be capable of assigning 
unique addresses to a near- infinite variety of shifting forms of relationships 
between  things. He also cites the ways in which augmented real ity directly 
proj ects a layer of indexical signs upon a given perceptual field of vision, and 
literally dislocates it from any single set of coordinates.

When  every site becomes not simply the afterglow of averages, samples, 
and approximation, but can be directly accounted for and mapped, they are 
the “starting points” for all kinds of emergent relationships and configurations 
(Negarestani 2013). As it is pos si ble to zero-in on anything and to subject it to 
demographic, economic, biochemical, and meta- ecological probabilities, what 
that place is becomes the stacking of a plurality of models and frameworks that 
produce opacity rather than any kind of knowledge.

 Here we see a speeding and a deepening of Michel Foucault’s (2009) con-
cerns with how strategies of localization can never keep up with the spilling 
over of life and places themselves, can never quite contain what takes place. 
Foucault diagrammed the exposures and folds, stretches and pulls that produce 
resonance and coordination among constellations of effort and transaction by 
diff er ent actors. Amidst the  jumbles of interstices, enclosures, and openings 
that ensue from the interaction of materials and metabolisms, power is mobi-
lized through constructing architectures of possibilities.  These architectures 
are of specific lines of association and distancing, gathering up  things as mutu-
ally implicated while separating off other possibilities and  matters viewed as 
disallowed and irrelevant.

The density of the city was not just  those of  human bodies but of the mul-
tiplicity of pos si ble associations among bodies and vari ous materials. While 
 these associations have been subject to vari ous po liti cal technologies of gover-
nance and control,  there has always been something that slips through, leaks 
out, overflows, or generates long shadows. This is the prob lem of multiplicities.

Using Foucault’s notion of eventalization, John Ploger (2010) talks about 
how new modes of action can emerge from the very pro cess through which par-
tic u lar ways of connecting encounters, forces, and strategies come to the fore. 
For in attaining the visibility of what counts as the legitimate connections, 
official articulations of multiplicity always suggest the possibilities of other 
kinds of articulations.  These are articulations that are not filtered or dictated 
through sanctioned logics of association, but rather through analogies and 
other kinds of similarities among the symbolic properties of spaces. As Isabelle 
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Stengers (2010, 31) indicates, “Agreement may have the character of an event, 
which may well be an answer to a common  matter of concern but without the 
concern having the power to define its eventual practical consequences.”

In the neighborhood where I lived in central Jakarta, for example, seem-
ingly middle- class pavilions fronting a drivable street create the veneer of up-
ward mobility and tranquility. But in the spaces  behind  these homes often 
an entire other world has been implanted over time. In the volume of space 
between parallel streets, in the back lots of property, long histories of subdivi-
sion, subtenancy, long-  and short- term leasing have created highly dense “in-
teriors” seemingly rendered invisible by the veneer of middle- class frontage. 
While conditions of density can be overwhelming, as intense crowding takes 
its toll on available infrastructure, residents of the interior often have more 
extensive networks into the larger city than the middle- class residents.

Highly intricate cir cuits of information exchange are forged that enable 
residents of greater means to circumvent their other wise claustrophobic reli-
ance upon bureaucratic and patronage networks, typically based largely on 
place of work. As they are usually trying to complement their official salaries 
with income derived from vari ous entrepreneurial initiatives that are usually 
experimental and do not consume large amounts of disposable income,  these 
cir cuits become valuable “win dows” on the larger city, as residents of the “in-
terior” are often folded as  labor into them as well.

THE RISK OF FAILURE

In Marilyn Strathern’s (2011, 2014) ethnographies the impetus of social life is 
to both separate and connect. Diff er ent social entities can live within their 
own par tic u lar modalities of being, yet they keep each other in view  because 
only  those who are separate can tell each other who they are respectively. The 
view from afar is the only basis from which something can be “told,”  because 
orientation is something that emanates in relationship to something  else, as it 
has no significance in its own right.

Separated  people need no uniform content of understanding in order to 
understand each other, but rather each assumes that the other has protocols 
for working  things out, just as they do. What ever conflicts may ensue may 
have many diff er ent routes for getting  there, and  these routes do not need an 
overarching concept, such as ethnicity, as a definitive means of accounting for 
them. Relations can unfold without overarching reasons for  doing so. They 
can seemingly expand to encompass all kinds of actors and situations. But if 
relations are to be activated and recognized as operative in the day- to- day lives 
of given individuals and socie ties, they must be objectified in some way.  There 
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must be some means for them to be recognized. This occurs only if they as-
sume a par tic u lar form, a par tic u lar aesthetic that enables them to properly 
appear, to be properly recognized.

As a result, in rapidly changing environments where neighborhoods are 
destroyed, sites of work lost, and ways of deciding  things shift into the do-
mains of impersonal and bureaucratic coding, the sense of being able to know 
 things and to feel a sense of commonality with one’s surroundings is disrupted 
(Candea 2010; Ingold 2011; Navaro- Yashin 2009). This is why it is the case that 
even when a settlement is relocated to a diff er ent site, with  people re housed 
in more uniform material settings, a sense of strangeness often pervades. This 
is why even when governments bring certain places and populations into a 
broader recognition— identifying their needs and priorities— there is often a 
reluctance to fully embrace such institutional apprehensions;  people are not 
accustomed to or desirous of being known in such fixed ways.

So, knowledge itself, as a pro cess of connecting vari ous parts of a person’s 
or culture’s experiences— and, as Strathern has emphasized, cutting off other 
facets— depends upon the materiality of arrangements, as well as the attainment 
of a certain look. Objects not only become impor tant mediations between affect 
and images of self and  others, but they help  people go back and forth between 
diff er ent versions of themselves, between diff er ent scenarios, enactments, and 
per for mances on a day- to- day basis. The shrinking, homogenization, or “spec-
tralization” of built environments thus limits the capacities of  people to move 
among heterogeneous perspectives and realities (Anderson 2012; Serres 2008).

The world that inhabitants occupy might evict them at any moment. 
They, too, may vacate the city as they know it. Much emphasis has been placed 
on the long- term exodus from the inner city to suburbs, from suburbs to ex- 
urban gated communities or back to a substantially remade inner city replete 
with multiple silos and all- in- one complexes that combine almost  every facet 
of life. Throughout the Global South  there appears to be a seamless conver-
gence between desires to live in efficiently managed high- rise complexes away 
from but still proximate to the urban core and its continuously elaborated 
lifestyles. The retrofitting of the urban core with high- end, multinational ser-
vices and amenities also targets residents of poor and working- class areas as 
objects of eviction and enticement. Much of the vio lence of forced removals 
of past years has been replaced with promises of  free tele vi sions and washing 
machines to accompany relocation to cheaply built high- rise accommodation 
at the periphery of the urban region.

But the vacating of worlds has been a feature of cities for a long time, 
something reflected in the convoluted patchworks of built environments full 
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of materials emplaced in strange contiguities. Buildings of all kinds and func-
tions in many parts of cities, particularly in  those mega- regions of the Global 
South, are entangled in seemingly improbable embraces, reflecting the bodily 
movements of a plethora of creatures. I work in inner- city districts of Jakarta 
still full of an intense mixture of social backgrounds, economies, and built en-
vironments. While residents can recall par tic u lar sequences of inhabitation, 
construction, renovation, removal, and destruction in their immediate built 
environment, they are often hard pressed to account for how their surrounds 
got to be the way they are  today.

The differences in the morphology of districts that began their existence 
as a result of systematic planning and  those that have emerged through vari-
ous times and logics of self- construction are sometimes indiscernible.  Those 
districts that  were laid out with well- ordered grids and demarcations of prop-
erty could mutate into diff er ent hybrid forms. As indicated  earlier, the back 
plots of constructed pavilions could be rented to  others who would assem ble 
makeshift structures and, over time,  these ancillary settlements could gener-
ate a life of their own, proliferating across contiguous back plots, generating 
further subdivisions or consolidations  until all available acreage was filled. 
Original tenants could intervene in reshaping the arrangements in the back 
lots, just as  those of the back lots might be able to, over time, “make moves” 
on the frontage. Yet  these patterns do not necessarily repeat themselves across 
contiguous blocks. The “seeding” and spread of such mutations assume no 
“usual” trajectory. Not dissimilarly, the more random and dispersed insertions 
of residents in districts that  were largely constructed from the ground up with 
few interventions from municipalities or developers could also tend  toward 
more linear gridded layouts over time, particularly in situations where  there 
existed large- scale collective sentiment to aim for regularization of tenancies.

The point is that the built environment can express the making of rela-
tions that operate according to intensely experimental inclinations, as resi-
dents attempt to both differentiate themselves from each other and, at the 
same time, find multiple ways to coexist. The tensions between fitting into 
a larger collective schema that orients residents to specific forms of optimal 
functioning— about how to be vis i ble in such a way as to gain access to ser vices 
and opportunities— and the need to also “stand out” so as to make specific 
claims and garner par tic u lar opportunities are incessant.  These tensions are 
clearly marked in built environments, and particularly in situations in which 
inhabitation meant not only having access to shelter but also a physical plat-
form from which individuals and  house holds could conduct economic activity 
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and communicate specific messages about who they  were and what they  were 
capable of  doing to a larger audience.

EXPERIMENTS WITH THE LOOK

Built environments reflect assessments about what can be afforded, which 
include the trade- offs among vari ous facets of everyday experience: levels of 
comfort, resource consumption, use of space, public visibility, ease of access, 
aesthetic preference, flexibility of adjustment, security of tenure, personal 
safety, and geographic location are all weighed in terms of each other. In the 
intensely mixed- income, mixed- social- background districts of central Jakarta, 
residents would navigate across a wide range of decisions— both their own and 
 those of  others.

Some residents would commit to substantial initial expenditures, building 
big in order to hedge against  future land divisions and to use the substantial 
outlay as a way of consolidating par tic u lar local advantages, which might in-
clude establishing a local power base.  Others  adopted a more wait- and- see atti-
tude, preferring to install incremental adjustments over time, flexibly moving 
with the changes of a district’s position in relationship to the wider city. The 
results of many diff er ent decisions as to how to deploy available resources and 
space existed in close proximity to each other, even when they did not neces-
sarily have anything directly to do with each other.

As Wita, a forty- nine- year- old market man ag er, put it, “We  were not look-
ing for mirrors, we wanted to jump beyond what we knew  because we  were 
constantly reminded that  there was something  really pos si ble that we  were not 
aware of, not just silly dreams, but real  things that could happen if we could 
only ‘hitch our wagons to them.’ ” When residents move daily through an in-
tense mixture of living situations marked by the extensive diversity in their 
field of vision, how, as Ardhi, a thirty- five- year- old artist, muses, “are we  going 
to tell what is proper and what is not, what works or what is useless?”

To make  things work, sometimes residents had to take mea sures that took 
objects out of their usual context and inserted them as provisional solutions. 
When the built environment aspires to materialize itself as the model from 
which it supposedly emanates,  things are visualized as in their place. Their integ-
rity is intact; they are where they should be, serving the concept or the realized 
 whole to which they serve as components. A door is inscribed in the  house via a 
specific emplacement and function. It is not to be used as sometimes it indeed 
is, as a makeshift bridge over a small drainage ditch at the frontage of a property. 
Bricks used to construct walls are to be laid in their proper quantity, with any 
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excess devoted to decorative or functional supplements inside or adjoining the 
edifice— and not scattered along the street in piles of varying numbers. Train 
schedules are not designed to be used to calculate the prices for sex workers 
who lounge around scores of makeshift bars lining the tracks; the electric py-
lons that power the trains are similarly not intended to keep the drinks cool 
and lights just bright enough to make sure the correct calculations are made 
and the right amount of money is exchanged. But in central Jakarta,  things are 
always spilling over from the uses and models that incorporate them. As such 
they offer something more than what anyone had in mind.

 Here, a general atmosphere is constructed where places are always already 
inhabited by something more than what anyone had in mind. In urban con-
texts where the competition for jobs and resources could be fierce, where the 
uncertainties around security of tenure, employment, and po liti cal stability 
 were rampant, it was impor tant for  house holds to aim for the “right pitch.” As 
Mina, a school principal, explained, “The ability to sing in unison as protec-
tion against the larger forces that we all knew  were  there, but  didn’t know 
quite what they  were, even though we did our best to learn about them and 
have them see us as only their willing devotees.” Rachman, a fifty- five- year- old 
mechanic, further emphasized that “if we all did the same  thing it would be 
‘one down, every one down,’ and so we understood that we would have to learn 
to like living in places where  there was nothing to  really like, but somehow, 
then, we  were safe.” Residents, in other words,  were always getting something 
“more than [they] bargained for,” says Jo, a sixty- year- old businessman. Living 
with this “something more” in mind, and seeing it played out in the way in 
which the built environment was elaborated through all kinds of twists and 
turns, repairs and adjustments, renovations and de mo li tions, and seemingly 
incongruous mixtures of uses of materials, institutionalized a sense of dispa-
rate meanderings.

In neighborhoods where decisions had to be made, balanced, revised, and 
publicized,  there was frequently the absence of judgment. By nature, experi-
mentation is an ordeal. It is not frivolous as it not only entails an expenditure 
of time and resources but has often untold implications for the experimenter. 
Urban neighborhoods are of course replete with many judgments; this is an 
inevitable aspect of residents being able to decide what to pay attention to in 
an environment full of  things to pay attention to and what, in a multitude of 
per for mances, is impor tant to imitate, complement, or set oneself off from. 
Judgments in this instance are not about the moral validity of  others, but rather 
a screening device, a way of prioritizing par tic u lar par ameters of sameness and 
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difference that can be functionally used by residents attempting to orient them 
within the complexity of urban life.

The judgments can turn into harsh, sometimes debilitating constraints. 
They can constitute the basis of punitive actions against  others whereby strin-
gent conditions are established for the continuity of relationships. They are 
used to expel, abolish, and destroy. But the willingness of residents to suspend 
and avoid judgment has been a critical aspect of the capacity of residents to 
experiment, to piece together the vari ous materials and forces circulating 
around and through them in diff er ent ways. Importantly, it also provides a 
space for failure. For it was likely that many initiatives and  trials would go no-
where. For lives where the sheer plea sure of curiosity often had to be tempered 
with the demands of efficacy, of making and sustaining  viable livelihoods, the 
productivity of failure could be  limited, prompting exasperation and plenty of 
incentives to simply adhere to the prevailing standards of propriety. But since 
so many residents failed so often, failure did not necessarily rule out continu-
ous attempts to try even more seemingly outlandish initiatives.

RESECURING THE POPU LAR?

But currently, it would seem that a sense of failure is pervasive across the 
districts formerly housing the urban majority of Jakarta. Even as remaining 
residents convert what ever they can into cheap rooming  houses or commer-
cial spaces, Jakarta churns out more and more mega- complexes, even as it falls 
 behind in providing adequate volumes of affordable housing. As a more tran-
sient population of diff er ent income levels fills the urban core, much of this 
nascent population, given its mobility, is not registered and therefore does not 
count when it comes to bud getary allocations and ser vice provision. As cheap 
housing in the form of homogeneous lines of small pavilions in the scores of 
thousands that  were rolled out over the past two de cades rapidly deteriorate 
and often remain in the  middle of nowhere,  there is intense convergence, in-
ward and outward upon a “second ring” of the region, just beyond the former 
“near suburbs.”  These near suburbs, too,  were replete with popu lar districts, 
and now mega- complexes squeeze anywhere from thirty to sixty thousand 
new residents into existing districts.

As indicated  earlier, residents of  these large complexes have deployed a 
wide range of financing mechanisms to acquire a unit or, in many cases, a series 
of units. In addition to emergent mortgage systems, this financing draws upon 
intricate debt networks, savings, barters, and swaps, money pooled collec-
tively by diff er ent associations and enterprises, proceeds of long- term rental 
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contracts, and laundered money. It is often not clear exactly what is acquired 
in  these transactions, as property remains something fluid. Often titles are not 
issued  until all of the units in a complex are sold— and  these sometimes num-
ber between fifteen and twenty thousand. Few outright titles have yet to be 
issued in Jakarta, so this remains a ceaselessly incomplete promise. Residents 
are sometimes led to believe that they are also purchasing the infrastructural 
equipment of the flat, its interior pipes, wires, and conduits, only to discover 
that they have to pay not only for the  water and electricity they consume but 
also a type of rent for  these basic infrastructures. Developers of complexes 
rarely own the land outright and instead secure development rights subject to 
oscillating terms with landowners who frequently sell the now developed land 
to someone  else with the capacity to renegotiate terms.

As units are typically bought and sold several times prior to completion 
(in fact, this is largely their purpose), they are also usually subject to intri-
cate subleasing arrangements and brokerage systems that all apply their own 
par tic u lar contractual arrangements. As indicated  earlier, the acquisition of 
a supposedly secure asset that maximizes a sense of individual security in an 
increasingly uncertain pro cess of urban transformation ends up being infused 
with peculiar insecurities, in part derivable from its fungibility, its capacity to 
take on diff er ent functions and even forms based on diff er ent kinds of tenancy, 
which can potentially increase the income accruing from such an asset but 
open possibilities for loss as well. What represents a medium of detachment 
from labor- intensive extended  house hold and community ties can easily be-
come a feeling of being caught in rapidly depreciating value. This is why the 
object of acquisition is now often less a unit than a block of units in vari ous 
complexes.

For many residents of  these complexes with whom I have spoken,  there is 
 little sense of home, and often  little desire for consolidating a home in a spe-
cific location now. For them security is located in the possibilities of circula-
tion. As  there is  little to distinguish one complex from the other, residents cite 
location as that which was purchased, the par tic u lar complexion of the node 
seen as facilitating access to work, transport, relative anonymity, or as a hedge 
on where they thought the city was heading.  There was  little within the com-
plex itself capable of mirroring any sense of progression, of development over 
the long term; it was seen more as a place to “park” oneself for now.

At the same time, the composition of  these complexes is so “all over the 
place” in terms of the plurality of money brought to the  table and subsequent 
arrangements of habitation that many buildings become intensely cosmopolitan 
spaces in terms of who is living within them and  under what circumstances. 
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While seemingly aspirant young middle- class residents would seem to pre-
dominate, how they actually inhabit the complex is subject to intense varia-
tion in terms of temporalities of stay, the social composition of units, and the 
networks of preexisting connections. In the everyday working out of convivi-
ality, the emergence of residential associations, and the conversion of specific 
spaces into vari ous social ser vices, residents discover a range of mutual inter-
ests and opportunistic possibilities.

Since  there are  limited spaces of operation to cultivate new activities within 
the complex itself, the older districts contiguous to the complexes are becom-
ing increasingly used as sites for the development of new small enterprises whose 
products and ser vices are directed  toward consumption by residents of the com-
plex, who are harnessed to a predictable range of standardized stores.  These 
neighborhoods also experience a swell of temporary residents drawn by cheap 
boarding  houses that require no contracts or length of stay. Small eating places 
that come and go line surrounding streets. Workshops that have lain dormant for 
years are once again used, but often with a rapid turnover of proj ects and tenants.

New life is being breathed into popu lar districts seemingly on their way 
out, but the terms of their security come not from the logics of the past, where 
residents of heterogeneous origins, backgrounds, and connections to the city 
incrementally built a long- term collective life with each other. As long as  these 
areas exist, they  will prob ably do so on standby.

Now, security rests in the status of the popu lar as a site of provisionality, 
that no long- term life need be built; that the diversity of the built environ-
ment, land statuses, investment protocols, and local actors less inclined to deal 
with each other— all indications of a district’s vulnerability— can instead, mo-
mentarily be marshaled into something  else, as a kind of a supplement, where 
a new multiplicity of actors infuse the space with a wide range of agendas and 
proj ects that make any broad, uniform transformation of the area into one par-
tic u lar direction or trajectory difficult, for now. As such, a sense of security is 
anchored in a certain insecurity, whose dispositions may have calculable prob-
abilities in the long run, but provide apertures of all kinds in the short run.
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Securing the Street

Urban Renewal  
and the Fight against  
 “Informality”  
in Mexico City

Alejandra Leal Martínez

Tac, tac, tac: the sound of hammers pounding on metal structures. Pzzzzzzzz: 
the sound of jigsaws cutting through aluminum bars. It is past eight in the eve-
ning in May 2016. The tightly packed, informal1 street market that for thirty 
years has stood in the  middle of the open- air Chapultepec transportation hub 
in central Mexico City— now targeted for a major renovation—is slowly being 
dismantled. Hundreds of street vendors,  women and men, young and old, are 
busy at work. Some are putting their merchandise away in big plastic boxes— 
from electronics and cellphone accessories to pirated cds and dvds; from 
cheap toys and candy to clothes, shoes, and makeup.  Others are disconnecting 
the wires dangling from the utility poles, for years their source of electricity. 
 Others still are disassembling the metal structures that make up their stands, 
pulling hard to dig them up from the cement bases that de cades ago  were built 
to hold them in place. Many look confused. Numerous piles of rubble start 
to mount all over the place— plastic bags, crumpled paper, cardboard boxes, 
pieces of cement, broken metal, trash. The mood is grim. According to the 
authorities, vendors have  until midnight to clear the site and leave.

As we walk around the slowly disappearing street market, Ricardo, a mid- 
level bureaucrat at the Urban Planning and Housing Ministry, who is oversee-
ing the “removal,” as he calls it, is visibly happy that vendors are fi nally being 
cleared. He refers to them as a “hindrance” and a “mafia” that for too long 
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“seized” a public space for private gain. Three police vans are parked across the 
street, but the officers are nowhere to be seen. Ricardo explains that dozens of 
policemen are waiting a few blocks away, ready to act in case of disturbances, 
but the pro cess continues without incident  until the early morning hours, 
when all vendors are fi nally gone (see Figure 10.1).

A public- private partnership between the local government and an in-
ternational real estate development firm, the renovation seeks to drastically 
reor ga nize and transform the Chapultepec transportation hub into a “secure,” 
“orderly,” and “sustainable” space. With its worn- out pavement and numerous 
potholes, its seemingly endless and chaotic proliferation of ramshackle buses 
and, above all, its multitudes of informal street vendors, it is often depicted in 
the local press, in social media, and in everyday talk as a pigsty, a dump, and 
a dangerous place.2 Indeed, as is the case with other informal street workers 
in central Mexico City, street vendors in the Chapultepec hub are seen as a 
dangerous presence that brings disorder and criminality to the areas that it 
touches.

A similar discourse underpins the recent installation of parking meters 
in streets and neighborhoods adjacent to the Chapultepec hub. Also a public- 
private initiative, this other proj ect, named EcoParq, aims, according to a 

Figure 10.1 The market in the Chapultepec hub days before the “removal.” 
Photograph by author.
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promotional leaflet, “to improve urban mobility and to recuperate public space 
by bringing order to street parking” in highly congested central city neigh-
borhoods. Whereas in the hub the term “informal” is applied to street ven-
dors who sell their merchandise to commuters— for the most part middle-  and 
lower- middle- class workers that daily travel to the central city—in the case 
of street parking it refers to parking attendants, locally known as franeleros. 
 These are usually young to middle- aged men who block parking spaces with 
buckets or boxes, only to remove them for  drivers who pay a tip in exchange 
for the space, to which they direct them using a red rag, or franela, hence their 
name.3 Like street vendors, informal parking attendants appear in both pub-
lic discourse and everyday talk as “parasites” that profit from “sequestering” 
a common space, the street, and who similarly bring chaos and criminality 
with them.

The eradication of informality has thus been a central premise— and 
promise—of a variety of urban renewal initiatives that over the past de cades 
have visibly transformed several middle-  and upper- middle- class neighbor-
hoods in central Mexico City (Becker and Muller 2013). Positing the informal 
as a threat to be reined in, urban renewal proj ects promise not only to produce 
a secured urban landscape, but also to make the city resemble the cosmopoli-
tan capitals of the world. Put differently, by mobilizing a language of com-
petitiveness, efficiency, and worldliness,  these proj ects have conjured desired 
images of a  future of order and safety— whose promoters associate with global 
metropolises such as New York and London— which contrasts with a here- 
and- now of chaos and informality (Ghertner 2015; Roy and Ong 2011). Both the 
hub’s renovation proj ect and the parking meters program thus embody a par-
tic u lar aesthetic of security: a city composed of domesticated and beautified 
spaces and emptied of threatening bodies and social relations.

Based on ethnographic research with promoters and supporters of  these 
two urban renewal proj ects as well as with street vendors in the Chapulte-
pec hub, in this chapter I explore a double sense of (in)security that runs at 
the heart of  these initiatives and the security aesthetics that they embody. 
I argue that the construal of informal street workers as the source of middle- 
class fear in the city is predicated on the displacement of another form of (in)
security. This refers not only to the precariousness and insecurities that 
characterize day- to- day work in the city’s streets, but, more crucially, to the 
forms of po liti cal negotiation and belonging that for de cades have provided 
street workers with a particular— albeit partial— form of (work and social) 
security. In other words, security understood as middle- class perceptions of 
safety hinges upon a disavowal of both the structural inequities that are at 
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the very center of informal street work and the po liti cal mechanisms though 
which the poor have been incorporated into the urban order. In this context, 
street informality— and the social relations in which it is embedded— has been 
temporalized as belonging to the past and has come to appear as an obstacle to 
a desired cosmopolitan  future, indeed, as having no place in that  future.

In order to interrogate this double sense of (in)security, the chapter puts 
in conversation lit er a ture on fear and safety in con temporary cities, on the 
one hand, and lit er a ture on neoliberal citizenship and the urban poor, on the 
other. In  doing this, it emphasizes that the global obsession with security un-
derstood as the foreclosing of  future threats is rooted in larger neoliberal re-
configurations, including the receding horizon of social security (Muehlebach 
2012). Let us recall that the second half of the twentieth  century witnessed the 
consolidation and collapse of diff er ent forms of the social state. In that context, 
security meant not only protecting citizens against diff er ent dangers but also 
guaranteeing their well-being. As Nikolas Rose (1999, 247) puts it, “A domain 
of collective security was envisaged to be maintained by the state on behalf of 
all citizens, through universal mea sures ranging from social insurance to the 
enforcement of criminal law by a unified and socially funded police force.”

The national civic collective was thus not only constituted in relation to 
internal and external threats but also through a par tic u lar social contract 
that put the collectivization of risk, social solidarity, and re distribution— that 
is, the security of all citizens—at the center of the state’s legitimacy. Certainly, 
the ideals of the social state  were never fully realized and, to the extent that 
they  were, took rather distinct forms in diff er ent regions. Nonetheless, they 
constituted a common horizon, as well as a commitment and an aspiration, if 
not an institutional real ity, in many parts of the world, including Latin Amer i ca 
(Muehlebach and Shoshan 2012, 319).

The transformation of  these arrangements  under the sign of neoliberal-
ism since the last de cades of the twentieth  century, and of the sensitivities 
to which they gave rise, has been discussed at large (Babb 2004; Brenner and 
Theodore 2002). While collective security presupposed a robust state to guar-
antee the well- being of all citizens,  under neoliberal modes of governance each 
citizen is meant to be responsible for his own and that of his community. In 
contrast to the supposedly passive and dependent citizens of the social state, 
neoliberal individuals are expected to actively guarantee their own well- being 
and security by carefully managing risk, including the risk of crime (Rose 
1999, 247). Consequently, each individual, as Daniel Goldstein (2010, 492) has 
argued, is “encouraged to assume a habitually anxious, cautious engagement 
with anyone or anything deemed unfamiliar and potentially threatening.”
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Urban studies scholars have tackled the effects of this individuation of 
security in the urban landscape, as well as the proliferation of revanchist 
modes of governance, urban planning schemes, and policing strategies that 
have accompanied this pro cess (Smith 1998). Some have approached security 
as a status symbol defined by access to private protective ser vices in fortified 
enclaves of work, residence, and consumption (Caldeira 2000; M. Davis 1992). 
 Others have examined the consequences for the urban poor of the circula-
tion of neoliberal security discourses and strategies the world across (Rao 2010; 
Swanson 2007).  Others still have focused on the assumed link between percep-
tual threats and  actual danger, which marks the presence of certain bodies in 
public space as constitutively violent (Feldman 2001).  These studies have given 
less attention to how the disappearance of security as a collective, common 
horizon articulates with urban securitization pro cesses. And yet, the prevail-
ing emphasis on security as (personal) safety is predicated on the disavowal of 
security as a collective undertaking and indeed on the reconfiguration of the 
civic collective itself. As a distinction is drawn between the autonomous and 
the dependent, the active and the abject, the latter appear as residual, dispens-
able bodies, cast outside the bound aries of “our” collectivity, indeed, outside 
the bound aries of citizenship (Yeh 2017).

It is in this context that the urban laws and regulations that accompany 
urban renewal construe the urban poor’s presence in public space not only as 
dangerous (even criminal) but also, crucially, in terms of physical obstruction 
and aesthetic disruption. As Nicholas Blomley (2007) has argued in the case 
of Canadian cities, by emphasizing space, use, and be hav ior,  these laws and 
regulations create an equivalence between the urban poor and any object that 
encumbers freedom of movement and ruins the city’s aesthetic image, eras-
ing rights- based arguments that support the poor’s survival strategies. This is 
the case in Mexico City, where street activities have been expelled from the 
universe of socially recognized work. As I  will argue,  those who engage in such 
activities are no longer seen as workers deserving (social) security, but rather 
as abject, threatening, dirtying bodies that must be removed in the interest of 
a par tic u lar aesthetic of security. The central point to be made, then, is that 
while sensorial dimensions of sight, noise, and smell have historically been 
central to the perception of the urban poor— and their spaces—as dangerous, 
something more is at work in con temporary security discourses and strategies. 
As the horizon of universal prosperity and inclusion—of security for all— has 
been foreclosed, and as the urban poor have been vanished from the civic col-
lective and from the rights and obligations of citizenship, security mechanisms 
now maintain the continuous exclusion of  those who are already outside.
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Following the themes of this volume, I attend to the aesthetic dimensions 
of this operation in Mexico City or, as D. Asher Ghertner, Hudson McFann, 
and Daniel Goldstein (this volume) put it, to the “sensory coding of security 
logics into the design of physical, geo graph i cal, and infrastructural milieux.” 
Specifically, I suggest that the re distribution of social entitlements  under 
conditions of neoliberalization must be seen as resting on a concomitant “re-
distribution of the sensible,” or a rearrangement of the self- evident facts of 
sense perception concerning what belongs or does not belong and what is 
in- place or out- of- place in the secure and orderly city (Rancière 2004, 12). It 
is only in a context where certain bodies and voices become unintelligible— 
and rendered comparable to disruptive and threatening objects rather than 
as members of the civic collective or, per Jacques Rancière (2009), as citizens 
“who have a part in the community”— that a renovated, sanitized public plaza 
or a parking meter can stand as the very embodiment of security.4

The remainder of the chapter  will develop this argument in four parts. 
The first two parts discuss the po liti cal and social mechanisms through which 
the urban poor  were partially incorporated into the benefits of the social state 
in Mexico City, as well as the closing of this horizon over the past de cades. The 
next part analyzes how urban renewal proj ects come to embody a par tic u lar 
promise and aesthetic of security, which is predicated on the disavowal of the 
structural inequities that shape the con temporary city. It discusses the crucial 
role of experts— particularly urban mobility experts—in such pro cesses. The 
final part tackles the effects of  these transformations on the already precari-
ous working conditions of the urban poor and the novel insecurities to which 
 these transformations have given rise.

PRECARIOUS SECURITIES

Street work has historically been a central occupation of Mexico City’s urban 
poor, as well as a constitutive ele ment of a street- level urban order (Barbosa 
2008). However,  there has been a proliferation of informal street activities 
since the 1982 debt crisis, and the gradual shift from import substitution in-
dustrialization and state- sponsored development to an open market economy 
that came in its wake (Duhau and Giglia 2008). A massive loss of (formal) jobs 
during the 1980s left a large segment of the population with few other options 
besides taking to the streets to work.5 For the city’s  middle classes, this rise of 
street informality became inextricably linked to the rise in criminality (Duhau 
and Giglia 2008, 76). Indeed, with crime rates also rising  after the crisis, (in)se-
curity emerged as a central concern in Mexico City’s public sphere, with calls 
for tougher approaches to crime and policing becoming increasingly popu lar.6 
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At the same time, the propagation of (neo)liberal discourses of democracy and 
citizenship entailed a corresponding loss of legitimacy of long- standing forms 
of negotiation between the state and the urban poor, forms that have histori-
cally enabled the presence of vendors and other workers in the streets and 
plazas of Mexico City (Leal Martínez 2016b).

 These forms of negotiation began to take shape  after the Mexican Revolu-
tion (1910–1920) and the ensuing ascent and consolidation of a postrevolution-
ary regime that embraced “revolutionary nationalism” as its guiding ideology. 
The regime divided the triumphant “revolutionary pueblo” into three “cor-
porate sectors” (peasants, workers, and the “popu lar sector”) and promised 
access to social rights and protections (relating to work, land re distribution, 
housing, education, and health) through membership in  these corporations, 
and in exchange for loyalty to the regime. This, as Tenorio Trillo (2009) has 
argued, gave rise to a par tic u lar, corporatist form of the welfare state, and to 
what Lomnitz (2001, 74) has called a “massified” form of social citizenship.

It was in this context, and especially  after the 1940s, that the regime slowly 
recognized street workers in Mexico City as legitimate members of the revo-
lutionary pueblo who could claim a right to work in the streets, even if al-
ways ambivalently (Meneses 2011, 45). Therefore, while elite modernization 
discourses decried (and feared) street workers as disorderly masses, the state 
also began to recognize their organ izations as valid collectives performing le-
gitimate activities that should be negotiated with and regulated (Meneses 2011, 
47). Thus, for instance, city authorities granted work permits and licenses to 
street workers and imposed the use of uniformly designed vending booths in 
assigned spaces (and proscribed their presence in  others). The rules and pro-
cedures for  these benefits, however,  were always highly discretionary and sub-
jected to periodic backlashes that included the criminalization of street work 
in diff er ent periods. Ambiguities and backlashes notwithstanding, belonging 
to an officially recognized organ ization provided authorized access to street 
work and other social protections to the urban poor well into the 1980s.

To be sure,  these organ izations had a strict hierarchical configuration: 
leaders controlled who could become a member, in what streets they could 
work, and the daily amount they would have to pay. At the same time, many 
provided social protections to their members, such as accessible loans and 
housing credits, or daycare centers and schools for their  children (Crossa 
2009, 52).7 Consequently,  these organ izations  were not merely a vehicle for ex-
changing resources (or  favors) for protections (or support), as the conventional 
argument about clientelism would have it (Auyero 2014, 115). They involved 
affect- laden, quotidian social relations of exchange and reciprocity through 
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which the urban poor gained a precarious— and always contingent— access to 
forms of work and social security other wise not available to them.

To sum up, Mexico City’s street workers benefited from the expansion and 
consolidation of the postrevolutionary corporatist system, which enabled the 
urban poor to voice and channel their demands and which, in turn, allowed 
the state to exert control over the ever- growing urban population (Meneses 
2011, 76). Put differently, in a context where social relations of hierarchical 
code pen dency have historically taken the place of rights, the state’s corporate 
structures provided the urban poor with a precarious form of security. More-
over,  these corporate structures incorporated them into the promise of full 
inclusion and equality, even if that promise was constantly deferred to the 
 future in the name of modernization.

As mentioned above, informal street work has dramatically increased over 
the last de cades of neoliberalization. According to a 2014 report by the Inter-
national  Labour Organ ization, 60  percent of work in Mexico takes place in 
the informal sector.8 At the same time, street work associations have lost their 
legitimacy as the state has abandoned its revolutionary rhe toric and as the 
promises of universal prosperity and ( future) inclusion have gradually been 
foreclosed on (Escalante Gonzalbo 2006). Indeed, much like in other parts 
of the world, Mexican neoliberalization has entailed the resurgence of liberal 
discourses of democracy, legality, and citizenship that are vocally critical of 
postrevolutionary state ideologies for, among other issues, having created de-
pendent subjects. Produced and propagated through a variety of discursive 
registers— from academic thought to po liti cal discourse, from the mass media 
to everyday talk— these discourses have gained traction in Mexico since the 
mid-1980s and have gradually become commonsensical (Leal Martínez 2016a). 
In this context, an idealized figure of the responsible citizen has been delin-
eated as the opposite of the passive subjects of the postrevolutionary regime, 
which are epitomized by street workers. A temporal reversal has thus taken 
place: far from being vehicles for inclusion, street workers’ organ izations, and 
the corporate practices of which they partake, are represented in public dis-
course and everyday talk as residues from the postrevolutionary regime and 
its obsolete corporate structures. They therefore appear as obstacles to mod-
ernization and, in the case at hand, to creating a secure and cosmopolitan city, 
which effectively disavows their claim to a legitimate place in the urban col-
lectivity and, thus, to any form of security.

In this context, the urban poor’s presence in public space, especially in the 
central city, has become legible only as a menace and an obstacle. Urban renewal 
discourses and proj ects, and the shifts in the management of street informality 
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that have accompanied them since the early 2000s, have been central to  these 
reconfigurations. As I  will discuss below, the evacuation of informal street 
workers from the urban, civic collective is produced and reproduced by a vari-
ety of actors (urban planners, bureaucrats, experts, residents, and so forth) and 
through a variety of registers, from everyday talk to urban legislation.

WHEN WORKERS BECOME HINDRANCES

One Sunday morning in early 2013, as part of my fieldwork on the introduction 
of parking meters, I was having Sunday brunch with a group of residents of 
the hip Roma- Condesa neighborhood, which is adjacent to the Chapultepec 
hub.9  Those pre sent at the brunch  were part of a group of young professionals 
in the creative industries (advertising executives, architects, designers, and so 
forth) who over the past de cades have settled in gentrifying neighborhoods in 
central Mexico City. As I have argued elsewhere (Leal Martínez 2016b),  these 
residents partake of internationally circulating images of the urban as a par tic-
u lar “lifestyle” and accordingly yearn for a cosmopolitan experience of the city 
devoid of informality (Zukin 1998). They are thus enthusiastic supporters of 
urban renewal initiatives that aim to move the city in that direction, especially 
 those like the renovation of the Chapultepec hub or EcoParq, which promise 
to “rescue” public space from informal workers.

The conversation during brunch that morning quickly moved to infor-
mal parking attendants, a hot topic at the time. Parking meters had just been 
installed in the surrounding streets, where many of  those pre sent lived, and 
every one was hopeful that when the devices began operating a few days  later, 
franeleros would fi nally be gone. Among  those hopeful was Ignacio, an ar-
chitect in his late thirties, who was an active member of his neighborhood 
residents’ association and who had extensively lobbied state authorities for the 
installation of parking meters.  After reiterating common tropes about parking 
attendants as aggressive figures who illegally “sequestered” the neighborhood’s 
streets and colluded with car thieves, he said that most infuriating of all for 
him was that they made “so much money” for “not  doing anything all day.” 
 Others intervened:

“How much do you think they make?”
“Four, maybe five thousand [pesos] a month” [roughly $380 at the time].
“So much money!”
“Unbelievable!”
“Instead of getting a job!”10

 These residents participated in widely circulating discourses about street 
vendors, and especially informal parking attendants, as dangerous ele ments on 
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the streets; as members of mafia- like, corrupt organ izations; and as lazy persons 
who refuse to work.  These discourses posit a link— and a continuum— between 
informality, illegality, and criminality through their dissemination in a vari-
ety of registers: from newspaper reports, which regularly refer to street activi-
ties as disorderly, threatening, or openly criminal to opinion pieces that decry 
their proliferation, calling it a very lucrative business; from crime statistics to 
expert reports; from social media to quotidian conversations in which street 
workers are called “dirty,” “scroungers,” “thugs,” and “thieves.”

As part of  these discourses, consider an opinion column written by a 
journalist and self- appointed chronicler of the city’s criminal underworld, 
published in the nationally circulating newspaper El Universal in 2017, titled 
“In the Roma [Neighborhood] Criminals Work Everyday.” The piece begins 
with excerpts from a chat- group conversation among restaurant  owners in 
the area, which has in recent years experienced an explosion of hip cafés and 
upscale restaurants, like the one where the brunch conversation took place. 
 After one chat member reports that his business has been robbed,  others reply 
with similar stories of robberies and extortions, some quite violent, painting 
a picture of an out- of- control criminality terrorizing the neighborhood. The 
author writes: “In the chat, members say that Mexico City authorities attri-
bute most of the insecurity unleashed in the neighborhood to the ‘secondary 
economic structure that leeches on the restaurants,’ especially the informal 
parking attendants who function ‘as vigils and pass information’ to criminals” 
(De Mauleón 2017, author’s translation).

The connection between franeleros and criminals appears as an undeniable 
fact that does not warrant further examination. At the same time,  these com-
monsensical views of informality construe it as the opposite of work. Indeed, the 
residents pre sent at the brunch in Roma- Condesa, the bureaucrat that oversaw 
the removal of street vendors from the Chapultepec hub, the restaurant  owners, 
and the journalist himself do not see them as  people in extremely precarious 
conditions who take to the streets to make a living. Just as importantly, they also 
fail to recognize that street workers are enabled by, and at the same time repro-
duce, a quotidian street- level order in which all social classes partake.

In the case of franeleros, this ambivalent and tense street- level order di-
rectly involves the  middle and upper classes. Some  drivers, for example, have 
long- standing bonds with par tic u lar franeleros, entrusting them to park their 
cars when they arrive at work in the morning.  Others rely on onetime interac-
tions with anonymous franeleros, whom they can count on to locate a parking 
spot when none can be found. Especially  these latter forms of interaction are 
fraught with tension, as the provision of a ser vice is often accompanied by a 
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subtle threat of vio lence: something could potentially happen to the car— say 
a scratch could appear—if the driver refused to pay. And yet other interactions 
are not voluntary, as when franeleros impose the payment of a fee to liberate a 
spot that has previously been blocked. In this social world, franeleros oscillate 
between docile ser vice providers and threatening urban figures. Hence  drivers 
si mul ta neously use their ser vices and condemn them for “seizing” the streets 
for private gain.

Despite their centrality in the reproduction of this street- level order, not 
only the public discourse examined above, but also recent urban laws and 
regulations have played a crucial role both in the expulsion of street work 
from the universe of socially recognized  labor and its criminalization. Con-
sider the Civic Culture Act, a law passed by Mexico City’s legislative body 
in 2004, following the recommendations of former New York City mayor 
Rudolph  Giuliani’s consultancy to the local government (D. Davis 2007). As 
with other laws, regulations, and policies across the world that bear the im-
print of  Giuliani’s “quality of life” approach to policing, the Civic Culture Act 
penalizes “disorderly” and “antisocial” activities in public space. Building on 
“broken win dows” theory and related approaches to what Ghertner et al. (this 
volume) describe as “designing fortresses,”  these policies link such disparate 
undertakings as street vending, informal car watching, windshield cleaning, 
painting graffiti, or engaging in street prostitution as petty violations of public 
order and aesthetic norms, which have the potential to cascade into deeper 
forms of civility. Street workers thus become symbols not of a need- based 
economy and a par tic u lar street order, but of criminal risk (Goldstein 2016).

And yet, even as street workers appear as the main target of the Civic Cul-
ture Act, its  legal vocabularies do not target “identifiable persons,” but rather 
proscribe and sanction certain conducts in public space, such as obstructing 
movement or disrupting tranquility and civic harmony, as administrative mis-
demeanors (Blomley 2007). The law thus privileges an abstract view of space 
and use rather than concerning itself with specific categories of users (workers, 
informal vendors, franeleros) and their par tic u lar claims (Meneses 2011, 226). 
Therefore, according to the Civic Culture Act, informals are no longer work-
ers with rights and obligations, which reflects and in turn (re)produces their 
erasure from the urban collective. They are no longer members of a commu-
nity of citizens but obstacles hindering true citizens’ right to move freely and 
at ease through their city’s streets and sidewalks.

To sum up, diff er ent views converge in con temporary discourses about 
street workers in Mexico City: they are parasites benefiting from the illegal 
occupation of public space, not workers engaged in constitutionally protected 



256

A
LE

JA
N

D
R

A
 L

EA
L 

M
A

R
Tí

N
EZ

activities; they are criminal ele ments on the streets; their organ izations are the 
very embodiment of corruption, and not legitimate collectives that channel 
the demands of the urban poor. Therefore, all informals are treated as at once 
a dangerous, threatening presence in the city’s streets and as mere obstacles 
to be removed. Such renderings erase from view the structural inequities that 
engender informal street activities as well as the extreme precariousness that 
characterizes the day- to- day survival of the urban poor. At the same time, the 
security discourses that link informality to criminality, and that have domi-
nated public debates over the past de cades, have silenced the disintegration 
of forms of inclusion (precarious, to be sure) on which, throughout the sec-
ond half of the twentieth  century, the urban poor relied. Security has come to 
be reflected in controlled, domesticated, world- class spaces with no traces of 
informality, akin to what Ghertner (2015) writing about Delhi calls a “world- 
class aesthetic.” As I  will discuss below, “rescuing” and “cleaning” public spaces 
appears, then, less as a meta phor and more as a literal act of removing physical 
hindrances. Aesthetic purification becomes a system of spatial cleansing.

EXPERTISE AND THE AESTHETICS OF SECURITY

Urban renewal proj ects in Mexico City— from the renovation of the historical 
downtown, major boulevards, and plazas to the rise of commercial and residen-
tial mega- developments— have mobilized a language of modernization, competi-
tiveness, cosmopolitanism, and security. At the same time, promoters of urban 
renewal have increasingly deployed the vocabularies of “urban mobility” or “sus-
tainable mobility” in such proj ects.  These are loosely articulated fields of policy 
and expertise that encompass experts and activists who, partaking of globally 
circulating discourses of sustainability, aim to improve “quality of life” in the city 
by reducing car de pen dency and use (Dimitriou and Gakengeimer 2011). They 
advocate the creation of broader- reaching and more efficient public transporta-
tion systems, as well as the production of better public spaces for pedestrians and 
cyclists (Institute for Transportation and Development Policy 2012).

Urban mobility discourses thus tap into the global imaginaries that are at 
the heart of urban renewal initiatives. At the same time, they mobilize a seem-
ingly neutral language that approaches urban prob lems— from informality to 
traffic congestion to disorderly parking to an obsolete public transportation 
system—as technical issues demanding technical solutions. Therefore, expert 
urban mobility languages have been crucial in shaping the security aesthetic of 
urban renewal. Like the  legal vocabularies of the Civic Culture Act,  these tech-
nical languages construe urban streets and public spaces as sites with specific 
uses and be hav iors to be or ga nized and regulated in a rational and efficient 
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manner, not as contested places occupied by par tic u lar persons or collectivi-
ties. The ways that diff er ent technologies enroll or exclude diff er ent actors 
in forms of economy and livelihood are hence often ignored in discourses of 
urban mobility. As Mariana Valverde (2005) has argued, this conception ef-
fectively displaces discussions of certain rights, for instance the right to work, 
in relation to  those spaces. In her own words, “ People have rights: uses,  things 
and spaces do not” (cited in Blomley 2007, 1702).

In this context, a number of expert organ izations and international urban 
mobility con sul tants have been central in designing the Chapultepec hub’s reno-
vation and the parking meters program.11 Working together, experts and bureau-
crats have conceived and presented  these proj ects as part of broader citywide 
efforts to create a more inclusive, secure, and livable city with fewer cars, better 
public transportation, less pollution, and a higher number of “rescued” public 
spaces through knowledge- based, internationally tested strategies. Take, for ex-
ample, the parking meters program, introduced in 2012. Its stated aim is to bring 
order into the chaos of street parking in highly congested, central city neighbor-
hoods, some of them adjacent to the Chapultepec hub. As I mentioned before, 
the promise to eradicate parking attendants is central to this proj ect. However, 
its promoters have addressed their presence in streets and public spaces only 
indirectly, as one problematic use of space among many  others that would dis-
appear through the ordering and rationality- inducing capacities of parking me-
ters. This was the case in a pre sen ta tion with which city bureaucrats presented 
the program to a room packed with residents of the Roma- Condesa neighbor-
hood in a public meeting that took place in a private university located in the 
area. The pre sen ta tion started with several slides displaying photo graphs that 
depict disorder and insecurity: a cloud of smog covering the city, interminable 
traffic jams, pothole- filled, worn- out streets overflowing with cars, and infor-
mal parking attendants creating chaos (see Figure 10.2).

“Parking meters contribute to solving  these prob lems,” read a subsequent 
slide. Information about the program followed with several slides showing ren-
derings of the same streets, as they would appear  after the installation of park-
ing meters, with one payment kiosk distributed along each block: brand- new 
pavements with no potholes, clearly demarcated parking spaces and stylish (and 
white) pedestrians leisurely strolling on wide and even sidewalks, few cars, and 
no informal workers in sight (see Figures 10.3 and 10.4).

A similar logic and aesthetic vision underpins the architectural renderings 
of the renovated Chapultepec hub, designed by a prestigious local architecture 
firm, which was presented to the public in fall 2014 by the head of the Urban 
Development and Housing Ministry and the architect himself. A brand new, 
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Figure 10.2 Slide from EcoParq pre sen ta tion to residents of the Roma- Condesa 
neighborhood in Mexico City. The image shows a plastic bucket commonly used 
by franeleros to block parking spaces. Mexico City’s Public Space Authority.

Figure 10.3 (opposite, top) Slide from EcoParq pre sen ta tion to residents of the 
Roma- Condesa neighborhood in Mexico City. The image shows a complicated 
intersection marked by double parking, some street vendors, and a strong 
presence of franeleros. Mexico City’s Public Space Authority.

Figure 10.4 (opposite, bottom) Slide from EcoParq pre sen ta tion to residents of 
the Roma- Condesa neighborhood in Mexico City, showing a rendering of the 
same intersection depicted in Figure 10.3. The image depicts an orderly street, with 
a notable absence of street vendors and franeleros, that the installation of parking 
meters promised to deliver. Mexico City’s Public Space Authority.
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clean, wide- open, tree- lined public plaza appears where the informal street mar-
ket once stood;  people stroll around or sit on minimalist benches;  children run, 
play, and  ride scooters. An imposing forty- one- story concrete- and- glass building 
that hosts a shopping mall, a  hotel, and office spaces overlooks the plaza; brand 
new buses efficiently go in and out of an under ground platform. In  these rendi-
tions all ele ments appear in their proper place, from the benches to the plants 
to the buses, and all be hav iors conform to the space’s intended uses. Informal 
vendors simply do not exist in this renovated city of the  future (see Figure 10.5).

The seemingly neutral, expert languages mobilized by both proj ects juxta-
pose diff er ent images of futurity with vari ous images of pastness or, rather, with 
images of a dangerous and chaotic pre sent that  will be surmounted by urban 
renewal. The current chaotic state of urban space merges with apocalyptic vi-
sions of environmental disaster. Consequently, pollution, traffic, potholes, and 
informal street activities are all positioned on an equal plane, coalescing into the 
city’s dystopic pre sent. For urban mobility experts and activists,  confronting this 

Figure 10.5 Slide from Chapultepec hub pre sen ta tion. The image on the left is an 
aerial photo graph of the Chapultepec hub before the renovation began. The market 
is vis i ble on the right side of the image, covered by blue canvases. The image on 
the right is a rendering of the same hub as it would appear  after the renovation was 
completed. Mexico City’s Urban Development and Housing Ministry.
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dystopic pre sent and creating a secure and livable city entails, to a certain extent, 
restoring a previous state of environmental equilibrium. Thus, for example, dur-
ing a televised interview shortly  after the Chapultepec hub proj ect’s announce-
ment the architect who designed it explained his vision: “We are in a moment 
where traffic is so bad that many  people have begun to change their paradigm 
and prefer maybe not to arrive by car to  these central places. . . .  So in a way the 
aim of [the hub’s renewal proj ect] is to propitiate a pedestrian city at the street 
level, and to propitiate a subterranean city where you have very effective con-
nections between the subway and other modes of public transportation. . . .  And 
this propitiates that we can recuperate, on the streets, a pedestrian and bicycle 
character for the city” (Vivienda en Verde 2015).

The objective, then, is to “recuperate” a certain quality of urban life that 
has been lost, a city for pedestrians and cyclists. This rendition of an ideal-
ized past to be recovered—of an urbanity that never  really existed in the first 
place— effectively erases the long- standing and massive presence of informal 
street workers in Mexico City’s urban streets and public spaces. This erasure 
recurs  later in the interview, as the architect continues to explain his vision by 
describing what he sees as a paradox:

I think  there is a paradox in Mexico City, where each time you think about 
the subway, and the affectation that the subway produces to an area, I think 
it is thought about in negative terms. And the example that is always men-
tioned is the Zona Rosa, the Insurgentes subway and how the Zona Rosa 
collapsed. And curiously the paradox is  because in other parts of the world, 
where  there is a subway the land is most expensive, so I think that as we 
begin understanding that it is not only the subway as an isolated entity, but 
this development oriented around it, and around all modes of transport, 
and this is all integrated, and consolidated, that paradox  will be eliminated. 
And this is what we are slowly moving  toward (author’s translation).

The architect posits a difference between two spaciotemporal registers. 
 There— presumably the cosmopolitan cities that inspire urban renewal proj ects— 
the subway and public transportation infrastructures in general are properly 
valorized and trigger real estate development.  Here, where  there is a subway 
station, and crucially a public plaza built around it, as with the case of the 
Insurgentes hub that he mentions, the area is said to “collapse,” that is, to 
become disorderly and derelict and thus suffer a decrease in real estate val-
ues. However, he continues, we are slowly moving  toward  there, since we are 
coming to realize that urban quality of life requires changing the car- centered 
paradigm of urban development.
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What remains unstated in the architect’s comments is that where  there is 
a subway station, and particularly where  there is a public square built around 
it,  there is an informal street market catering to commuters, most of whom are 
middle-  and lower- middle- class workers moving through the city. Unstated, 
too, remains the fact that it is precisely the presence of informal workers that 
leads to  these areas being represented as insecure and unattractive for real es-
tate investors. It makes such areas “collapse,” to use the architect’s word, as 
informality is associated with disorder and criminality, with an unattractive 
and dangerous city. Ultimately, what remains unstated is that informal street 
workers are precisely what must be removed in order to arrive  there, to the 
renovated and secure city of the  future.

It is worth considering further the architect’s erasure of street workers in 
his comments, since they  were indeed massively pre sent in the Chapultepec hub 
and had to be removed to begin the renovation. This street market, as I noted 
above, was firmly rooted in that par tic u lar space. It had existed almost uninter-
ruptedly for de cades, during which the leaders of the vari ous corporate organ-
izations with which vendors  were affiliated used a variety of strategies in order 
to negotiate with state authorities and the police. And, in fact, it was precisely 
through  these organ izations that the “removal” could actually take place with-
out vio lence. It was the result of months of closed- door negotiations between the 
organ izations’ leaders, local government officials, and private investors in which 
all parties reached an agreement that would have vendors leave the hub peace-
fully in exchange for compensation. While the “removal” received widespread 
acclaim in the press and among experts and most residents of the surrounding 
areas, the compensation was harshly criticized for rewarding illegal activities.

 There is, then, a diff er ent paradox at work  here. Since in con temporary secu-
rity discourses and strategies street vendors are no longer seen as workers— since 
they have been cast out of the urban collective— the architect and urban mobil-
ity experts and activists in general cannot  really address their presence in the 
city’s streets and public spaces, and cannot imagine ways to incorporate them 
into the new city. Indeed, as we have seen, far from reckoning with them as flesh- 
and- blood  people entitled to a livelihood and to security, far from approaching 
street informality as a social issue that must be tackled,  these discourses and 
strategies posit them as obstacles to be removed or simply erase them from view.

And yet,  these multitudes cannot just dis appear, as other forms of live-
lihood have not become available to them. Moreover, as in the case of the 
Chapultepec hub, state officials, investors, experts, and activists often rely on 
informal workers’ much derided corporate structures and organ izations to 
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remove them from the city’s streets and public spaces. This not only reveals 
the endurance of  these corporate structures but, more crucially, it discloses 
that all social classes are involved in  these forms of negotiation and organ-
ization. Therefore, despite the hopes— and fantasies—of planners, activists, 
and most central city residents of inhabiting an orderly and clean city devoid 
of informality, a city where a parking meter or a renovated hub appears as the 
embodiment of security, informal street workers continue to be constitutive 
ele ments of the quotidian urban order, even as their working conditions be-
come ever more precarious and dangerous.

QUOTIDIAN (IN)SECURITIES

In spring 2013, parking meters began operating in the Roma- Condesa neighbor-
hood. As promoters and supporters had hoped, a partial contrast soon started 
to emerge between the areas with parking meters and the areas without, the 
former displaying greater availability of parking spaces and less double- parking 
and parking on sidewalks or pedestrian crossings. But while some franeleros 
moved to other neighborhoods, many remained and diversified their ser vices 
by negotiating with the new agents in the area. Some now offer to put money 
into the devices for  drivers when their parking time has expired;  others have 
established complicities with the police, so that they can continue blocking 
spaces for parking, even if more inconspicuously.

While franeleros are far from (fully) gone, urban renewal proj ects have 
put them in more vulnerable positions. This is evident in the experience of 
Mario, a forty- five- year- old man who works on the eastern edges of the Roma- 
Condesa. As is often the case in narratives about street work, Mario estab-
lishes a contrast between the past— before the Civic Culture Act or before 
the installation of parking meters— and a more precarious pre sent. Then, he 
claims, when he was able to block spaces with buckets or cardboard boxes and 
allowed to park cars on sidewalks and pedestrian crossings, work was plentiful 
and profits sufficient. His twelve- hour shifts provided enough for him to buy a 
small piece of land in the city’s periphery and build his own  house. In contrast, 
Mario relates a more difficult now. He continues to work twelve hours a day, 
he says, but now makes a third of what he once did. Mario tells me that he has 
adapted to the new real ity of parking meters by focusing on serving old clients, 
mostly students at a private university and regular patrons at local restaurants, 
who prefer to give him their keys so that he parks their cars just a few blocks 
away from his habitual spot, in areas without the devices. Now, he says, he has 
to constantly hide or run from the police, who sometimes demand bribes from 
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him, and at other times take him to the Civic Court, where he has to spend 
twenty- four hours  under administrative arrest, the punishment established by 
the Civic Culture Act for obstructing public space (Hernández 2017).

Meanwhile, the Chapultepec hub’s renovation is moving at a slower pace 
than planners and investors had anticipated, due to vari ous  legal recourses to 
stop the proj ect presented by local legislators and some residents (who are op-
posed to the public- private partnership, not the removal of vendors), which 
have not yet been resolved. Where the street market once stood,  there is now 
a wide, rundown, and empty plaza, but some vendors can be seen  there on any 
given day. Indeed, while some street vendors permanently left,  others have 
returned, albeit without the support of their former organ izations, by which 
many feel betrayed. Instead of fixed stands, they now display their merchan-
dise on shopping carts, in plastic bags, or on rugs that they place on the floor. 
But as they no longer enjoy the protection of their leaders, vendors have to 
negotiate their presence  every day, and on their own, which leaves them more 
vulnerable to police abuse. This is the case of Malena, a  woman in her late for-
ties who sells prepackaged snacks, candy, and loose cigarettes from a blue rack 
placed on top a grocery cart, just outside one of the entrances to the Chapulte-
pec subway, on the southern edges of the plaza. She tells me that at least once 
a day, sometimes twice, several police officers (whom she calls los azules) ap-
proach her to demand la pension (a bribe), usually 150 pesos (roughly $8), to 
let her continue working, which, as she tells the police, she needs to do: “I eat 
 every day— she recalls saying to them— I’m a  woman. I’m sick. I have to work. 
Or, what? Do you only eat  every other week?”

The increasing insecurities that street workers like Mario and Malena 
face on a daily basis remain unnoticed by most investors, planners, experts, 
activists, and residents of the area, who often express frustration about the 
stubbornness of informality, about its refusal to dis appear. To be sure, many 
of  these  people’s vision of the ideal city has an inclusive spirit. In their view, 
renovated public spaces are both more enjoyable for all and more conducive 
to civic life. And yet they are caught in an unresolvable paradox. As the urban 
poor continue to face the disintegration of the precarious mechanisms that 
allowed them certain rights and protections, and as other mechanisms of in-
clusion have not become available to them, instead of leaving the streets they 
remain, even if in more difficult conditions. Therefore, the new normative 
vision of urban public space looks increasingly unachievable. Put differently, 
it is precisely the exclusion of street workers that brings about the continuous 
disruption of the security aesthetics and promises of urban renewal.
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A PART WITH NO PART

In this chapter I have argued that street workers in Mexico City are enabled 
by and at the same time reproduce a par tic u lar street- level urban order in 
which all social classes partake. This, for example, is how an opinion colum-
nist described the work of franeleros a few months before the installation of 
parking meters: “[They] make the most of space, so that the largest amount 
of cars can fit in the street; usually, they offer the additional ser vice of wash-
ing the car; direct  those who are dumbfounded by the confusing labyrinth of 
the city’s traffic signs; or ga nize traffic in rush hour and their presence chases 
thieves away, precisely  because [franeleros] are invested in neighbors trust-
ing in the safety of ‘their’ street. Put differently, franeleros produce a certain 
order— limited, precarious, local— but an order that in many areas has pre-
vented the total collapse of traffic and of our car- related neurosis” (Becerra 
2013, author’s translation).

And yet, as I have shown above, while street workers continue to (re)pro-
duce this precarious order, in con temporary discourses, laws, regulations, and 
policies street work appears as nothing more than as a sign of danger and as 
an obstacle that must be removed to bring about a secure, modern city. Such 
negative repre sen ta tions are far from new, as the elites and  middle classes have 
historically condemned street workers as sources of disorder and as barriers to 
the city’s modernization. However, as I have shown, in the postrevolutionary 
period street workers  were recognized as workers with certain rights and obli-
gations, albeit always contingently and precariously. In this context, the urban 
poor’s use of Mexico City’s streets and plazas to secure a livelihood could be 
read as a vis i ble, material sign of the as- yet- unfulfilled promise of inclusion: of 
(social) security for all citizens.

This is now a receding horizon, however, as the past de cades of neolib-
eralization have entailed a displacement of security from the social to the 
personal, from welfare to safety. As a distinction has been drawn between 
active and dependent individuals, with the former expected to provide and 
guarantee their own security, the latter have been cast outside the bound aries 
of the civic collective, even outside the bound aries of citizenship. As I have 
argued, this re distribution of social entitlements rests, to return to Rancière 
(2004, 12), on a “re distribution of the sensible,” which divulges who and what 
partakes in what is common to all; who and what can be heard and made 
intelligible as part of a community; and who and what is relegated to mere 
“noise.”
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The urban renewal proj ects in central Mexico City, such as the renovation of 
the Chapultepec hub and the installation of parking meters that I have discussed 
in this chapter, are  shaped and in turn shape this “re distribution of the sensible.” 
It is in such a context that urban planners, experts, activists, and residents have 
invested urban infrastructures— from a renovated transportation hub to parking 
meters— with the power of producing a domesticated, beautified city emptied of 
threatening bodies and social relations. Street workers in con temporary Mexico 
City are thus no longer material, vis i ble signs of a  future promise of inclusion 
and security. They appear as merely an out- of- place excess, a part with no part, 
in the civic collective. However, as I have shown, it is precisely the receding ho-
rizon of social security that spells the permanent incompletion of urban renewal 
proj ects and their security aesthetics since, without other options, the urban 
poor  will continue to rely on the streets for their livelihood.
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NOTES

1 I use “informal” and “informality”— local terms that circulate both in Mexico 
City’s public sphere and in everyday talk—to refer to the street work practices of 
the urban poor and to the urban poor themselves.

2 Officially named Modal Transfer Station Chapultepec, this hub, located at the core 
of the city’s booming financial center, connects the subway system and twenty- six 
bus lines. Its renovation, announced in October 2014, is part of a larger initiative 
to “modernize” the forty- nine modal transfer stations in the city. As of June 2018 it 
has not been completed. This is a diff er ent initiative than the Chapultepec Corri-
dor (announced in August 2015), which sought to renovate the entire Chapultepec 
Ave nue but was canceled in December 2015 due to widespread public opposition.

3 They are also called viene vienes (come on, come on), for the phrase they use to 
direct  drivers as they park.

4 I thank D. Asher Ghertner for  these ideas.
5 As the city recovered in subsequent de cades through the consolidation of a ser vice 

economy, fewer (formal) jobs for the lower classes returned, so street work contin-
ued to expand (Duhau and Giglia 2008).
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6 For more than a de cade now Mexico has made headlines for its “war on drugs,” 
and the escalation of vio lence that it has provoked, with entire regions ostensibly 
controlled by drug cartels. Meanwhile, Mexico City has garnered a reputation for 
being a relatively safe place, not only out of the reach of war on drugs– related vio-
lence, but also showing decreasing crime rates. While this reputation has started to 
crumble in the past years, Mexico City continues to be perceived as relatively safe 
in comparison to other cities across the country.

7 The oldest, largest, and better- organized street work organ izations are  those of ven-
dors, by far the largest form of livelihood of the urban poor.  Other forms of street 
work, such as informally parking cars, emerged in large numbers only in the last 
de cades of the twentieth  century, as the influx of cars in central areas of the city 
grew drastically, but followed a similar pattern of organ ization.  There are, however, 
impor tant differences between street vendors and informal parking attendants, as 
well as their organ izations. First, the former’s customer base is, for the most part, 
the city’s urban poor and lower  middle classes, while the clientele of the latter 
comprises the driving  middle and upper classes, which entails diff er ent forms of 
quotidian sociability and of inhabiting public space. Second, large numbers of street 
vendors work together in the same space, which generates strong bonds. Franeleros, 
on the other hand, work alone, or in small groups and are thus more vulnerable.

8 The remaining 40  percent, that is,  those formally employed, receive between one 
and three minimum wage salaries per month, according to a 2015 study by the 
Mexican National Institute of Statistics (Reynoso 2015).

9 I borrow the formulation of this section’s title from Meneses (2011). The Roma- 
Condesa neighborhood developed near the city’s historical downtown in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but it was drastically depopulated and 
impoverished  after the earthquake that shook Mexico City in 1985. In the mid-
1990s it began a period of urban renewal, becoming the frontline of gentrification 
pro cesses that over the last two de cades have dramatically transformed the central 
city (Janoschka, Sequera, and Salinas 2013).

10 While 4,000–5,000 pesos a month was above the minimum wage at the time, it 
was still a low salary for 12–15- hour workdays without any benefits.

11 One notable example is the Institute for Transportation and Development Policy. 
This is an international development foundation with a local chapter in Mexico 
City whose staff has worked closely with state bureaucrats and institutions.
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a f t e r w o r d

The Age of Security

Didier Fassin

We live in an age of security.  There is indeed in con temporary socie ties both a 
demand for and a supply of security which are perhaps unpre ce dented.  People’s 
legitimate desire to live in a safe environment is constantly fueled by the con-
vergent logics of sensationalization of vio lence in the media, the politics of 
fear conducted by populist leaders, and the economy of safeguard produced by 
industrial complexes. The paradox is, however, that the demand for security is 
not only unrelated to the real ity of insecurity but also often inversely propor-
tional to it. It tends to reach its peak in the safest countries and safest neigh-
borhoods. Where violent crime has decreased in the past de cades, the expecta-
tion of more law- and- order policies has rarely declined. In fact, international 
studies show that the demand for security is correlated with the level of in-
equality rather than the objective real ity of vio lence and crime, which suggests 
that the supply of security should be regarded as a response to rising inequali-
ties and a substitute for social justice. When  people are worried about their em-
ployment or their assets, about the  future of their  children or the becoming of 
their identity— depending on their social class and ethnoracial category— their 
concern is cunningly displaced  toward a need for security: more police and 
military, more surveillance cameras and  house searches, more airport screening 
and border control, more walls and gates. Anx i eties about socioeconomic and 
sociocultural issues are thus converted into calls for tough policies. It is this 
phenomenon that this volume collectively explores: how security has pervaded 
con temporary socie ties. And the authors investigate it from an understudied 
albeit con spic u ous perspective: where aesthetics meets politics.

Yet, the aestheticization of security is not self- evident.  After all, law enforce-
ment officers patrolling the streets, broken- down doors and devastated 
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apartments, body scans and metal detectors, roadblocks and surveillance 
cameras, concrete palisades and barbed wired fences do not easily lend them-
selves to aesthetics. What the authors demonstrate is that aesthetics is never-
theless omnipresent in the security apparatus in multiple and often contradic-
tory ways. It proceeds through several pos si ble operations.

The first of  these operations is a pro cess of normalization. The staging of 
safety and rebranding of neighborhoods to promote gentrification, the instal-
lation of specific alarms and preparation for attacks perpetrated by gunmen in 
elementary schools, and the displaying of counterterrorism instruments and 
cyberwar weapons in museums contribute to trivializing the idea of the ubiq-
uity of insecurity and normalcy of the security response. The public is progres-
sively habituated to a material and social environment that one could not have 
conceived of only a few de cades ago. Such logics can progressively make the 
exception the rule as when the French government,  after two years of a state 
of emergency following terrorist attacks, de cided to end it in October 2017, but 
not without having first inscribed into the common law most mea sures of the 
state of emergency.

The second operation is that of visibilization and invisibilization. Photo-
graphs, videos, posters, maps, and statistics are used to expose facts that can be 
as abstract as danger or risk,  either through the repre sen ta tions of their  actual 
or potential consequences or through the repre sen ta tions of the actions and 
actors that are supposed to prevent or treat such consequences, such as bi-
ologists working on foretold epidemics in the Netherlands and firemen inter-
vening  after earthquakes in Colombia. But symmetrically, invisibilization also 
takes place to obscure uncomfortable realities. The danger of dissemination of 
viruses may be revealed but not the unequal distribution in the probability of 
being infected and of  dying. The risk of natu ral disaster can be exhibited but 
not the housing policies that lead the poor to occupy threatened areas. More 
generally, disparities are understated or obfuscated.

A third pro cess involves a combination of beautification and uglification. 
Even the horrors of war, the brutality of policing, and the menace of biologi-
cal agents are transfigured by dramatizing visual effects. The photoshopped 
pictures displayed on the front page of newspapers give embellished and tragic 
visions of battlefields. The heavi ly militarized harnessing of special law en-
forcement units provides them with a formidable and frightening look. Sci-
entists wearing full protective gear that resembles spacesuits are the face of 
the dreaded pandemics. And conversely, uglification serves to vilify the  enemy 
within or without. For middle- class inhabitants of Kingston, Jamaica, the resi-
dents of Downtown garrison communities are regarded with fear as they are 



273

A
FTER

W
o

R
D

associated with vio lence, crime, and drugs. For  those who want to stigmatize 
Mexicans crossing the southern border of the United States,  these immigrants 
are not merely undocumented, they also have to be designated as rapists and 
murderers.

 These pro cesses through which aestheticization is effectuated are in turn gen-
erative of new facts, or rather of reconfigurations of vari ous dimensions of social 
life. Indeed, the security apparatus is not only repressive. It is also productive. 
One can recognize at least four kinds of such productions.

First, a multitude of realities are created or re- created, from digital tech-
nologies to prevention programs, from risk  factors to predictive algorithms, 
from endangered populations to dangerous spaces, from an imaginary of fortress 
to an illusion of humane wall, from official repre sen ta tions of the poor to legiti-
mate interventions against crime. Some are made de novo, like cybersecurity 
devices in exhibits and active- shooter drills in schools;  others are recycled, such 
as vehicles and weapons transferred from the front in Iraq and  Af ghan i stan, 
where the military use them against remote enemies, to the streets of the Mid-
west, where the police receive them  free of charge from the army to control 
street demonstrations or intervene in  house searches.

Second, temporalities are restructured in the name of the urgency of the 
situation and the immediacy of responses. The past is often erased, as in the 
gentrification of neighborhoods formerly characterized by high criminality in 
Brooklyn or Mexico, and even when the language seems to indicate its recog-
nition, such as the prefix “post” in the adjective “postconflict” applied to the 
situation in Honduras, much is done to ignore what went before. In parallel, 
the  future is coalesced into the pre sent, which is overwhelmed by disquieting 
projections of risks and threats.

Third, subjectivities are formed as the discourse of insecurity and the poli-
tics of security put individuals in par tic u lar circumstances that become the 
new norm. Messages of caution and invitations to report suspect be hav iors on 
public transport, for example, transform individuals into citizens who can be 
si mul ta neously  under surveillance and exercising surveillance. Law- and- order 
policies and police discretion combined with ordinary expressions of racist 
beliefs and racial discrimination lead certain categories of the population, no-
tably the poor, the mi grants, and the ethnoracial minorities, to learn in their 
everyday lives, and even through their bodily experiences, what it means to be 
second- class citizens. The formation of subjects, including via this embodi-
ment, thus obeys a dual logic of subjection to the authority of the state and its 
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representatives on the ground and of subjectivation,  because they may view 
themselves as victims or rebels, as oppressed or resistant.

Fourth, economies thrive in two opposed yet not incompatible ways. On 
the one hand,  there is the private and public industrial complex which benefits 
from the funding bonanza intended to build infrastructures, buy equipment, 
and recruit workforces for the army and the police, the airports and the bor-
ders, the prisons and the hospitals. On the other hand,  there are the illegal 
practices, which take advantage of the expansion of the system to develop 
their parallel networks, the best- known example being that of the smugglers in 
North Africa who increase their fees exponentially as the obstacles on migra-
tion routes multiply. This distinction between official and criminal activities 
should however be relativized  because collusion between the police and the 
mafias often occurs. But one should also add to the mix the cost of this secu-
rity apparatus, both in  human and financial terms, for con temporary socie ties. 
According to statistical estimates, approximately five thousand individuals die 
each year trying to cross the Mediterranean to get to Eu rope, and the more re-
pression  there is, in par tic u lar from Libyan coastguards, the higher the propor-
tion of deaths. Frontex, the Eu ro pean Border and Coast Guard Agency, has a 
yearly bud get of €250 million, which has been mostly devoted to immigration 
policing since the interruption of its rescue operation named Triton. Thus, 
the alleged gain in security for some means a definite increase in insecurity 
for  others.

The obvious question that comes to mind is: What is the use of this fast- growing 
security apparatus? Or perhaps, more so cio log i cally, what is its function? In the 
first analy sis, the answer seems just as evident: to respond to the  people’s de-
mand for security.  Things are, however, more complex. As mentioned  earlier, 
this demand is largely driven by sensationalism in the media, penal pop u lism 
among politicians, and the economic interests of companies involved in this 
activity. The sense of insecurity that is driven by concerns about the pre sent 
and  future is in large part displaced from social and cultural issues to law- and- 
order prob lems. While pretending to respond to one demand, the authorities 
create or at least inflate another one. In this way, they elude the social ques-
tion, which would imply investment in distributive justice, and they tackle the 
cultural dimension, but only by blaming mi grants and minorities for troubling 
a supposed identity.

Wondering why the prison system, having been almost constantly crit-
icized since its creation for its inefficacy and inhumanity, was still in place 
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and even flourishing, Michel Foucault famously argued that the function of 
the prison and punishment more generally was not to reduce crime, as it was 
claimed, but to distribute illegalisms, not according to their negative impact 
on society, but according to whom one wanted to punish, the poor rather 
than the wealthy, the precarious rather than the power ful, and therefore the 
petty crime rather than the economic crime. In the same way, we must con-
sider whom the deployment of the security apparatus serves— and whom it 
disserves—to understand what its social function is. Fundamentally, it distin-
guishes  those who should be protected and  those from whom they should be 
protected. For instance, in the case of borders, the nationals of Eu rope and 
of the United States from the immigrants and refugees from Africa and the 
 Middle East, for the former, and from Latin Amer i ca, for the latter; or in the 
case of crime, the upper and  middle classes from the working class, in par tic-
u lar  those belonging to minorities, and in fact almost in de pen dently from the 
seriousness of the offense committed. In other words, the security apparatus 
serves to differentiate between a majority entitled to certain social protection 
from the state and vari ous sorts of undesirables  whether outside or inside the 
country. What is argued  here about national politics would prob ably also be 
true in large part for international relations.

However, let me anticipate a pos si ble misunderstanding. By interpreting 
the rise of the security apparatus in this way I do not suggest that the expecta-
tion of living in a safe environment is not legitimate and that policing does 
not partially contribute to it. But neither of  these two ele ments accounts for 
the expansion of the security apparatus. Nor do they account for the electoral 
victories of  those who have made it a central plank of their campaigns, from 
Nicolas Sarkozy to Donald Trump, from Viktor Orban to Rodrigo Duterte, 
from Abdel Fattah el- Sisi to Benjamin Netanyahu, and the efforts often de-
ployed even by their po liti cal opponents to demonstrate that, if they  were in 
power, they would also be tough on immigration and on crime, in a continu-
ous shift of the  whole po liti cal spectrum  toward the right.

Yet, significantly,  these discourses and  these policies are not judged on 
their results but on their enactment. It is not the number of mi grants deported 
or the number of criminals arrested that  matters. It is the way  things are staged 
and acted out by  those who articulate such discourses and apply such policies. 
The point is not about per for mance but about performativity. This is where 
security aesthetics are crucial— and futureproof.
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