


Critical Security Methods off ers a new approach to research methods in critical 
security studies.

It argues that methods are not simply tools to bridge the gap between security 
theory and security practice. Rather, to practise methods critically means engaging 
in a more free and experimental interplay between theory, methods and practice. 
This recognizes that the security practices we research are often methods in their 
own right, as forms of surveillance, data mining, visualization, and so on, and that 
our own research methods are themselves practices that intervene and interfere in 
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Against the familiar methodological language of rigour, detachment and procedural 
consistency, Critical Security Methods reclaims the idea of method as experiment. The 
chapters off er a series of methodological experimentations that assemble concepts, 
theory and empirical cases into new frameworks for critical security research. They 
show how critical engagement and methodological innovation can be practised as 
interventions into diverse instances of insecurity and securitization, including airports, 
drug traffi  cking, peasant struggles, biometrics and police kettling.
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Theory and method in critical security studies

Critical security studies (CSS) is now an established fi eld of scholarship. Central to 
CSS is the shared assumption that security threats and insecurities are not simply 
objects to be studied or problems to be solved, but the product of social and 
political practices. CSS aims to understand how those practices work and their 
social and political implications.

Critical security scholars have challenged the theoretical and normative 
assumptions of traditional security scholarship and have analysed security practices 
in a variety of transnational sites. They have created an intellectual space in which 
research on diverse theoretical and empirical aspects of security and insecurity has 
fl ourished. CSS research now covers practices as diverse as the constitution of fear 
in popular culture and advertising (Weldes 1999), environmental degradation 
(Dalby 2002), the securitization of global health and disease (Elbe 2010; Voelkner 
2011), the securitization of migration (Huysmans 2006) and asylum (Lavenex 
2001), the commodifi cation of security (Leander 2005; Abrahamsen and Williams 
2006), the proliferation of risk calculation and management (Lobo-Guerrero 2007; 
Salter 2008; Aradau and van Munster 2007; van Munster 2009; Neal 2009), or 
practices of surveillance (Lyon 2002), to name just a few. 

The proliferation of sites of interest for CSS scholars has entailed important 
questions of method, of how to deploy concepts in these empirical sites. How 
should an analysis of securitization be completed? How does one locate and analyse 
particular practices as ‘security’? How does a security fi eld relate to a fi eld of 
surveillance? How can we analyse the relation between security and risk? These 
and many other questions require not just theoretical sophistication, but also 
methodological development. The debates over the conceptualization of security 
– as speech act, discourse, fi eld of professionals, dispositif, or practice – have been 

1
INTRODUCING CRITICAL 
SECURITY METHODS

Claudia Aradau, Jef Huysmans, Andrew Neal and 
Nadine Voelkner



2 Aradau, Huysmans, Neal and Voelkner

supplemented by methodological questions. Over the past few years, a series of 
books have tackled the challenge of methodology, of how to analyse security 
practices. After having been associated with the positivism of much of traditional 
security studies, method is back on the agenda of CSS. This book intervenes in this 
new arena of debate by proposing a diff erent understanding of method and 
developing new frameworks for analysis for CSS scholars.

Lene Hansen’s Security as Practice (Hansen 2006), for many years the only 
sustained treatise on methodology in CSS, has now been joined by Laura Shepherd’s 
Critical Approaches to Security: An Introduction to Theories and Methods (Shepherd 
2013), and Mark Salter and Can Mutlu’s collection Research Methods in Critical 
Security Studies (Salter and Mutlu 2012). At the same time, an increasing number of 
books have tackled method and methodology in international relations (IR) more 
generally (for a discussion, see Aradau and Huysmans 2013).

Hansen’s methodology of discourse analysis aims to ‘take methodology back’ 
for poststructuralist analyses of identity and foreign policy (Hansen 2006: xix). In 
her view, methodology is a ‘way of communicating choices and strategies that all 
writing, deconstructivist and poststructuralist, must make’ (Hansen 2006: xix). 
Critical Security Methods similarly engages in taking back method and methodology 
for critical security analyses. However, it reformulates the rather rationalist approach 
to methodology that informs most other books on methodology, even those 
written from a critical perspective. ‘Rationalist’ refers here not to rational choice 
social science but rather to the conception of methods as a rational choice that 
aligns a technical instrument of analysis to a theory for the application of a coherent 
set of procedures and techniques. We depart from this in three ways.

First, we move away from the ‘cascading path’ approach that starts with theory 
and moves down to methodology and then to methods. In this widespread and 
generally unquestioned approach, theory is the starting point where the 
epistemological, ontological and normative questions and perspectives are 
established. The stakes for critical research remain thus at the theoretical level. 
Subsequently, these authors discuss methodology as the set of ideas that informs, 
justifi es and validates the aims and methods of research. And fi nally, they introduce 
methods as the tools that critical security researchers can use to conduct their 
inquiry on the empirical world. 

The problem with the cascading approach to theory, methodology and methods 
is that it addresses the meaning, purpose and practice of scholarship in advance of the 
scholar’s use of methods in their encounter with the empirical world, separating 
the two. True, theoretical concerns about epistemology, ontology, and normativity 
inform the methods and the aims of research. And critical theoretical concerns will 
almost certainly infl uence the interpretations, conclusions and even self-refl ections 
drawn from the research. This awareness has often moved methodology ‘up’ to 
meta-theoretical debates, while still relegating methods to the bottom of the 
hierarchy (Jackson 2011; Wight 2006). However, in existing works on methodology 
in CSS, theory and method are kept apart in a hierarchy linked by methodology. 
To question this hierarchy, we aim to reconnect method and methodology in ways 
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that render methods signifi cant in the research process. We do so by reconceptualizing 
method as practice. 

Second, we move beyond the assumption of coherence that frames this cascading 
approach to methodology and method. Here, methods and methodology are about 
rational choices and selection of appropriate tools that are coherent with a particular 
theory and epistemology. The structure of Shepherd’s textbook epitomizes this 
approach: theoretical chapters are presented fi rst, in order to inform choices about 
methods that follow as forms of data collection. Only then is the student properly 
equipped, ‘with knowledge of the theoretical foundations and techniques necessary 
for the conduct of independent critical research in the fi eld of security studies’ 
(Shepherd 2013: 1). Instead, our book approaches methods as experimentation 
through the concept of methodological bricolage.

Third, we extend the critical sensibility of security analysis in CSS to methods 
as well. To do so, we expand the question of refl exivity to include an analysis of 
the eff ects that methods as practices have. In the third section below, we discuss the 
relevance of criticality for our approach and the politics of method.

This introduction addresses each of these three moves in turn, and then discusses 
the frameworks for security analysis that emerge out of a critical engagement with 
method and methodology.

Method as practice: The security life of methods

The fi rst move we make away from the approach to treat methods as a bridge 
between a theory and a technical instrument of analysis is to reconceptualize 
method as practice. Rather than treating security as a given object or value, critical 
security studies has understood security as a practice through which the ‘security-
ness’ of situations is created. For something to become a security concern, 
institutional, political, technological, and various other work is performed that 
makes it a matter of insecurity. This process can take many forms. It can take the 
form of a speech act in which security is called into existence by speaking it, just 
like a promise. It can also take the form of professionals of security enacting security 
routines in areas of social and political life. Social movements can mobilize needs 
for security in relation to vulnerabilities created by dominant powers as a political 
tactic. Thus, critical security research is about understanding security as practice in 
the broadest sense. As well as the literal sense of practice as ‘what people do’, this 
includes discourses, ideas, power relationships, bodies of knowledge, techniques of 
government, technologies, and the linkages between them. 

Method, we argue, can be understood as practice in this broad sense of ‘doing’. 
Method can also be understood in the more specifi c defi nition of practice as 
‘embodied, materially mediated arrays of human activity centrally organized around 
shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki 2001: 2). For example, in the European 
Union the scope of identifi cation with Europe is measured in regular surveys of 
public knowledge, sentiments and opinions about the European Union. A 
methodological practice – a survey – enacts ‘identity’ as a sum of individual feelings 
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towards the EU and knowledge about it. Although a shared and instituted practice, 
it is not the only method through which European identity is enacted and evaluated. 
Identity is also enacted in the circulation of institutional discourses about Europe, 
for example. The methodological practice of identifi cation then draws on rhetorical 
devices and use of discursive registers rather than surveys of public opinion. 
European identity is further enacted in deploying European repertoires of action in 
disputes such as European rights frameworks and institutional mechanisms. Instead 
of surveys or discourse analysis, identity is then constituted and evaluated through 
sociological registering of repertoires of action and their use. 

In this understanding, methods entail a particular embodied ‘practical sense’ or 
habitus developed in a professional fi eld. In recent discussions of method in CSS, 
methodology often also works as a form of ‘hygiene’ (Law 2004). Methodology 
comes to affi  rm ‘the moralist idea that if only you do your methods properly you 
will lead a healthy research life’ (Law 2004: 9). For example, in the words of Salter, 
the aim is for ‘good, clean…clear research design’ (Salter and Mutlu 2012: 15). 
There are understandable reasons for the hygienic approach. Students and 
researchers need ways to justify their methods to others. They are called on to 
affi  rm the rigour, credibility, seriousness and scientifi city of their work. This is all 
the more diffi  cult when they are trying to make practical use of a fairly new and 
challenging body of theory that is relatively unfamiliar and potentially disruptive to 
others. As a heterodox approach, they often need to negotiate their access in terms 
of orthodox expectations institutionalized in grant awarding bodies, supervision 
committees, obligatory methods classes, and peer reviewers from other 
methodological persuasions. Focus on and demands for clear methods have a gate-
keeping function in these negotiations. In the scholarly fi eld of security studies and 
IR the ‘hygiene’ of method is a habitus. It is therefore not surprising that expanding 
the legitimacy of critical security approaches in this scholarly fi eld at some stage 
runs into the need to demonstrate methodological credentials. Although method 
issues have been raised from time to time, in the last couple of years the 
methodological question has gained a distinct momentum for both developing 
CSS and increasing its legitimacy within the research fi eld. However, demanding 
a focus on methods is a powerful tool to neutralize the more disruptive aspects of 
heterodox approaches – to make them more like the existing orthodox knowledge 
and its ways of doing research. Therefore, the methodological stake for CSS is to 
import its heterodox elements into its practice of method, thus messing up the 
hygienizing eff ects by doing methods diff erently. An important fi rst step is to 
conceptualize methods as practice rather than simply a technique that consists in 
applying a proper and internally coherent way of doing surveys, discourse analysis, 
regression analysis, and so on.

Recasting methods as practice draws attention to the fact that methods are not 
limited to the academic fi eld of security studies. Methods circulate through other 
social spaces, can be formulated in diff erent fi elds, acquire legitimacy elsewhere, or 
travel from the academic fi eld to other social fi elds and vice versa. Transferring the 
analysis of security as practice to methodological thought displaces methods from a 
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tool of representing reality to a securitizing practice. In other words, methods are 
not simply tools of analysis but are developed and deployed as part of security 
practices themselves: e.g., analysis, precaution, horizon scanning, mapping, visual 
representation, all make possible the multiplicity and dispersion of security practices. 
Social network analysis is an oft-cited example, used by security experts for the 
purposes of risk profi ling as well as by social scientists. According to Marieke de 
Goede, security experts in the ‘war on terror’ redeploy methods of social network 
analysis that have been developed by critical social scientists (De Goede 2012). To 
paraphrase Law, Ruppert and Savage, methods are in and of security worlds (Law, 
Ruppert, and Savage 2011). We refer to these processes of circulation of practice 
as the ‘security life of methods’. Our coinage is inspired by the language of ‘social 
life of methods’ developed in sociology to ‘focus on the aff ordances and capacities 
which are mobilized in and through methods themselves’ (Savage 2013: 4; 
Ruppert, Law, and Savage 2013). 

Our insight is that security practices themselves entail methods. For example, to 
return to social network analysis, security agencies have adopted and developed 
methods to map relationships between individuals they deem suspicious. So what 
does it mean to use mapping as a critical methodology (Chapter 2)? How can we 
research materiality when objects have been propelled to the heart of 
counterterrorism: critical infrastructures, ‘dirty bombs’ or ‘dangerous liquids’ 
(Chapter 3)? Similarly, in the UK, the Ministry of Defence has built an image 
database and made it available to the public. What does it mean to use visual 
methods in research when visual methods are widespread in the world of security 
experts (Chapter 4)? If methods are practices through which security agencies 
intervene in social life, then what do they mean for our own research? 

The security life of methods means that the security practices we study in CSS 
are often methods themselves. These methods are found in the situated rationalities 
and knowledge systems that CSS researchers have always aimed to study. For 
example, when we study how visuality relates to security, we are not simply adding 
new ‘visual’ research objects to our security research programmes, but trying to 
understand the security implications of visualizing practices and representational 
methods. Data visualizations, for example, are important methods in social network 
analysis, which are used by security agencies to make sense of large quantities of 
communication data. Similarly, to study cartography and forms of mapping through 
CSS is not simply to study maps as artefacts, but to study mapping practices. To map 
is to practise a method. Furthermore, this practice is not only something that 
happens ‘out there’, on which we can turn our critical gaze. As our chapter on 
mapping shows, mapping is also a method to be practised in CSS. So if we want to 
understand the implications of mapping as a practice, then it makes little analytical 
sense to make a strong distinction between academic methods removed from the 
world and non-academic methods in the world. There is neither a real 
methodological distinction nor a practical one, since there is extensive circulation 
between the practitioners and methodologies of ‘academic’ methods and those of 
‘security’ methods. If we are to study methods as practices, what is important is not 
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the type of actor, their objects of concern or even their political aims, but the 
workings, eff ects and implications of the practices themselves. 

Scholarly habitus and the circulation of methods emphasize the role of regularity, 
reproduction and continuity in the concept of practice. Methods are often taught as 
a set of procedures and operations that need to be followed. Moreover, method 
training is part of creating particular research habitus such as quantitative training that 
reproduces a positivist enactment of knowledge and qualitative discourse analysis 
that instils a post-positivist research disposition. Methods also reproduce particular 
arrangements of political practice. For example, political geographical mapping 
techniques reproduce a fl at world of states or geopolitical renditions of Lebensraum 
– and not a world of exchange relations between mobile people.

Yet practices are also about change. It is the problem of change that captures the 
critical sensibility of CSS. Critical security studies is not about identifying and 
analysing security problems, but rather security problematizations as the ways in which 
things come to be treated as security problems. It does not seek to solve security 
problems, but to understand how they came to be constituted as problems in the 
fi rst place. Indeed, going back to the Frankfurt School and the early days of critical 
international relations, critical theory has always been a critique of ‘problem-
solving theory’ (see also Chapter 8 in this volume). We return to the problem of 
change, criticality of method and politics later in this introductory chapter.

For the moment, suffi  ce to say that our aim is not to solve the problem of 
methods in CSS. It seems that once the question of methodology is resolved and 
validated, the critical scholar can go out to conduct their research into security 
practices. Methods then become solutions to research problems, a form of 
‘problem-solving theory’. We argue that the concern of CSS with practices and 
problematizations should be extended to the practice and problematization of 
method itself. We ask not only what it means to treat security as practice but also 
what it means to treat method as practice. 

This means not solving the problem of method through methodological 
elaboration at the ‘meta’ level or by defi ning methods and templates of research 
design suitable for CSS in advance of conducting research, but by deepening the 
problematization of method throughout the practice of research. Method should be 
questioned as practice; as part of the empirical world of practices that we already 
study in CSS. This means continuing to ask what method does as a practice. For 
example, how does the practice of method aff ect actors in the world? How does 
method constitute worlds by constructing them as intelligible? How does the 
practice of method aff ect its practitioners? How does the practice of method 
constitute us as researchers, when we think about methods, learn methods, discuss 
methods, and most importantly, use methods?

Our conception of methods emerges from this trend of letting research be 
driven more intensely and directly by what actors in security and politics actually 
do, the ways that they do it, and the eff ects of their actions. But as mostly happens 
when positioning or naming something new, this idea that security studies is 
turning from philosophy to practice tout court is exaggerated. Our questions are 
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about the diff erent ways that ideas, theory, methods and empirical objects are 
assembled in the course of the problematization of security and insecurity. Critical 
methods then start from the forms that insecurities take, and from the question of 
how insecurities are constituted as objects of knowledge and action. For instance, 
methods for analysing the role of dangerous objects are entwined with the 
production of an array of objects of insecurity: from bombs to drones and liquids 
(Chapter 3). They are also connected to visual techniques producing iconic images 
of insecurity objects that are diff used in society via news media, advertising, movies, 
and so on (Chapter 4). Understanding method as practice has the eff ect of making 
methodological assemblages visible in concrete sites of (in)security. 

Method as experimentation: Bricolage

If methods are understood as practices, we can adopt a more relaxed attitude 
towards methodological experimentation and bricolage. By treating methodology 
experimentally, we reject the role of methodology as a bridge between theory and 
method that provides justifi cation for the use of particular methods. In social 
science, methodology and method are often diff erentiated in similar terms to 
theory and practice, with ‘methodology’ being meta-theoretical refl ection 
(Ackerly, Stern, and True 2006; Jackson 2011) and ‘method’ standing for the more 
lowly work of putting theory into practice, of selecting the appropriate tools. 
However, we suggest that the two are more closely entangled than is generally 
understood. The analytical move, then, should not always be top-down (from 
theory to methodology to method, or from abstract to concrete) but often a more 
experimental move of to and fro, of improvization and bricolage. In this sense, we 
turn methodology into a way of experimenting with an assemblage of concepts, 
methods and empirical objects. ‘Assemblage’ refers to a mode of bringing together 
that allows for heterogeneity – spatial, logical, temporal, ideational – within 
apparently ordered social realms (Marcus and Saka 2006: 2). It works on the basis 
that possibilities for disruption, innovation and creative change take place in 
experimentation, by relating what is usually kept apart. Assemblage also refers to 
rhizomic knowledge practice, which emphasizes momentary interference in 
various sites, trying things out for a while, moving on to other sites, infl ecting 
other combinations and which contrasts with understanding knowledge practice as 
growing a solid tree from ontological and epistemological roots. Assembling is a 
messy way of knowing that contrasts sharply with the architectural idea of building 
a coherent and stable knowledge mansion. 

Our view of bricolage is thus diff erent from simply combining diff erent methods 
in some kind of new multi-method approach more adequate to the complexity of 
the world. Multi-method approaches combine diff erent methods for the purpose of 
gathering more data that can be added up for a better understanding of the issue as a 
whole. Bricolage, on the other hand, takes complexity not as a challenge to knowledge 
that needs to be overcome by multiplying methods but as the recognition that the 
world consist of things that ‘relate but don’t add up’ (Mol and Law 2002: 1). While 
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multi-method approaches emphasize multiplying data about a phenomenon, bricolage 
focuses on experimenting with combining theories, concepts, methods, and data in 
unfamiliar ways to bring out relations that otherwise remain largely invisible. 
However, bricolage remains a situated interference rather than the formulation of a 
piece of knowledge that aims at completing the jigsaw of universal knowledge about 
the world. In our understanding, methods are thus active and particular rather than 
passive and universally applicable (Kincheloe 2005).

In IR, Hayward Alker’s (1996) critique of the relatively rigid diff erentiation in 
research on international relations between epistemological and ontological choices on 
the one hand and methodological ones on the other, provided an important starting 
point for our approach to method. For Alker, methods are an integral part of the 
analytical, normative and political constitution of knowledge. Methods are not detached 
from meta-theoretical, theoretical and analytical concerns, but neither are they 
necessarily fi xed to certain theoretical positions. The connections between the various 
components of knowledge formation are what matters, constituting an experimental 
site of knowledge production where methods are developed, combined, applied, or 
modifi ed. There is no need to deal with the detail of Alker’s methodological work here 
but his argument for a more relaxed stance towards methodological experimentation 
and bricolage informs our own critique (Alker 1996).

The critique, in fact, can be raised against much of the research in social science 
and in methods training courses, where methods ‘appear to be free-fl oating tools 
unmoored in conceptual space’ (Yanow 2006: 8). Methods are generally taken to 
be of a limited number and transferable from one fi eld to another and, to a certain 
extent, from one theory to another. A recent book on qualitative methods lists the 
following set of methods: in-depth interview, oral history, focus group interview, 
ethnography, content analysis, case study, and mixed methods (Hesse-Biber and 
Leavy 2011). Nonetheless, the authors also set limits to this transferability inasmuch 
as some methods are seen to be more in line with certain approaches. For example, 
critical approaches to security have so far tended to emphasize qualitative forms of 
discourse analysis as particularly suited for engaging with the social construction of 
security (Hansen 2006; Campbell 1992; Weldes 1999; Fierke 2007; Milliken 
1999). Quantitative methods, on the other hand, have often been associated with 
rational choice approaches (e.g., King 1989; King and Zeng 2001; Goldstein 1992). 

These separations are not always strict or discrete, however. Methodological 
pluralism, triangulation, mixing methods and using both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches in the same research are quite common (see e.g., Della Porta and 
Keating 2008). Yet, although not completely dismissing the meaning or usefulness 
of these distinctions, our approach does not follow them, and does more than bring 
them together or mix them. Ann Tickner (2006: 20) has also noted the multiplicity 
of methods that feminists have mobilized in their research, from statistical research 
to ethnography and discourse analysis. However, Tickner places the feminist 
sensibility at the level of methodology rather than methods themselves, challenging 
‘the often unseen androcentric or masculine biases in the way that knowledge has 
traditionally been constructed in all the disciplines’ (2006: 36). Being open towards 
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combining various methods that some deem incompatible does not, however, 
imply a reduction of methods to theory-neutral tools. 

Understanding methodology as experimental, as bricolage, as we are suggesting, 
means rethinking the notion of experiment along the lines off ered by science and 
technology studies (STS). Rather than being associated with hypothesis testing, 
experiments create novelty, produce phenomena and make something invisible 
visible (Latour 1999; Shapin 1988; Shapin and Schaff er 1985). Experimentation is 
also associated with innovative art and other creative work, thus challenging 
boundaries between scientifi c and artistic life. Interestingly, in the nineteenth 
century, experiments in art and science were seen as similar (Basu and Macdonald 
2007). Understanding methodology as experimentation entails a rethinking of 
critical security research. Rather than adjusting methods to critical theoretical 
commitments, critical research becomes a bricolage, experimentally bringing 
together concepts, questions, and controversies distinct to empirical sites. The 
purpose of critical research is not grand theorizing or devising an overarching 
theory of security, but creating innovative and distinct assemblages by experimenting 
with methods, concepts, and empirics. Experiments challenge that which is taken 
for granted and attend to the complexity of the world.

The emphasis on practice and experimentation does not disconnect methods 
from meta-theoretical, theoretical, analytical and case-selection choices. Instead, it 
draws attention, through experimenting and analytical assemblage, to the ways in 
which methods and methodology are interrelated. The principle of experimentation 
draws attention away from the distinction itself by treating method and methodology 
as practices of experimenting, connecting and assembling. 

Conducting research on or in an archive, fi eld, or institutional practice, as the 
chapters here demonstrate, raises the question of how to assemble concepts, 
empirical data, and epistemological and ontological perspectives into an analytical 
story. Here, method does not refer to a tool that will bridge theory and empirical 
processes – representation and reality – sustaining the credibility, scientifi city, 
objectivity, and seriousness of knowledge. Instead it questions how to problematize 
security practices and processes, how to interfere and intervene in security 
knowledge by analysing the processes and conditions through which insecurities 
are made politically signifi cant. An experimental research approach means that 
creativity is manifest through method work as well. Methods can be assembled in 
new ways beyond existing distinctions. Thus, an experimental approach can 
question the distinction between qualitative and quantitative methods. Pierre 
Bourdieu’s work has shown that quantitative and qualitative methods can be 
productively assembled with concepts and empirical sites (Bigo 2011; Chapter 2 in 
this volume). Experiments can also productively assemble authorship collectives 
through collaborative practice (Chapter 8 on the method of collaboration).

While an experimental approach relaxes the strictures of traditional approaches 
to method, it does not mean that it loses any coherence or that it off ers an ‘anything 
goes’ view of methodology. Just as an assemblage holds together while remaining 
heterogeneous (Allen 2011), bricolage presupposes the staging of an analytical story. 
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It also works within fi elds of practice, where the scientifi c habitus creates constraints, 
while being itself amenable to change. Methods of research have gained and lost 
legitimacy over time. Yet, our understanding has implications for methods of 
teaching and training. Although teaching particular techniques – such as content 
analysis, regression analysis, focus groups, life story techniques, and so on – is 
important, it needs to be embedded in training practices of experimenting with the 
assembling of concepts, theories, data, and methods to bring out relations that 
otherwise remain largely invisible. To realize such training, critical security methods 
teaching needs to be organized in terms of ‘methodological problematizations’ of 
insecurity rather than a list of methods. Arranging methods training in this way 
would embed methodological techniques in a wider set of practices, including the 
practice of methods in security fi elds. The notion of problematization also instils an 
understanding that knowledge does not arise from applying a method correctly but 
is a practice of assembling concepts, theories, methods, and data. This book 
proposes a selection of six methodological assemblages, each organized around 
problematizations that are pertinent in contemporary security and scholarly practice 
and through which the teaching of critical security methods could be organized. 

Method as critical: The political life of methods

Our third methodological intervention is to develop the CSS critical sensibility in 
the direction of the politics of method. Understanding method as practice and as 
experimentation is the fi rst step in this critical engagement. As the previous two 
sections have shown, treating method critically means questioning and 
problematizing method in the course of research. It means challenging any rigid 
separation between diff erent methods, the diff erent users of methods, and the 
diff erent uses of methods. 

The ‘security life of methods’ draws attention to how security methods help to 
bring forth worlds of (in)security. They help to fi x the limits of what is to be 
considered secure and what are socially acceptable norms, conduct, knowledge, 
research and political practice in these worlds. In turn, security methods also help 
to fi x what is considered insecure, abnormal, dangerous and to be excluded. 
Security methods help to constitute securitized subjects such as ‘the terrorist’ or 
‘vulnerable humans’ and securitized objects such as ‘dangerous liquids’ or viruses 
against which security practices can be/are mobilized. On the back of the move 
from security as research object to security as practice, CSS has shown that security 
knowledge is not simply knowledge about worlds but also always a particular re-
iteration of these worlds. The production of knowledge is therefore never 
normatively and politically neutral. In the late 1970s Ken Booth (1979), for 
example, unpacked in great detail how strategic studies were inherently 
conservative. The analysis of insecurity implied a preference for re-instating status 
quo. Similarly, but from a diff erent theoretical angle, Bradley Klein (1994) has 
shown how strategic studies reproduced certain political and analytical discursive 
schemas as truths hiding the inherently unstable nature of knowledge claims. 
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Translating these debates to the problem of method implies that methods are not 
just about useful knowledge (Friedrichs and Kratochwil 2009), they are also about 
the reproduction of particular habitus and social fi elds. This helps explain why CSS 
has shied away from using statistical methods for analysing discourse. In so far as 
quantitative methods in IR were a device that strengthened positivist knowledge 
positions and produced a disposition towards the production of order rather than 
disruption, it made sense for CSS to focus on non-quantitative methods. There is 
nothing inherent in statistical techniques that prevents them from being used in 
critical knowledge – with its focus on disruptive practices and the politicality of 
knowledge itself – but there are fi eld eff ects. The way such techniques operated 
and were positioned in the academic fi eld of international relations in the 1980s 
and 1990s made it challenging to draw on quantitative methods for the purpose of 
critical knowledge.

Critical methodology thus does not simply unpack the methods at work in 
securitizing processes, but includes an analytics of the controversies and 
problematizations in which these methods are ‘enacted’ and contested. Methods do 
not come from nowhere. What are the political dynamics, strategic imperatives and 
institutional facilitators that allow methods to be mobilized around security 
problematizations? Is there a political decision, a marketplace for methods and 
technologies, or an ineluctable technologization that potentially builds security into 
everyday life, our architectures, social networks, and tools of work? Methods are 
therefore essentially situated in political life, both in the security fi eld and in the 
academic fi eld. Their circulation and institutionalization take place in fi elds of 
contestation and domination. Methods are a practice of and within power relations; 
they exercise power and are inscribed by power relations. For example, statistical 
methods have been a practice of statecraft through creating populations as a category 
upon which states could act. Ethnographic methods are inscribed with and partake 
in shaping a history of colonization and war. Similarly, methods have been used to 
contest policies, such as research that fi nds statistically signifi cant relations between 
health and economic inequality, which has been used to challenge neoliberal 
economic policies. Critical security methods raise questions about the power 
relations that are simultaneously shaped by and shape methodological practice.

We cannot simply take methods as we fi nd them. We need to understand their 
descent, their formation, and the perceived needs to which they respond. For 
example, how and why were forms of profi ling supplemented by social network 
analysis as a security method? Understanding particular objects of (in)security is 
entwined with understanding the emergence of particular methods that enact 
social worlds. For instance, the research on human traffi  cking has been framed by 
the methodological question of categorization and quantifi cation (see e.g., Tyldum 
and Brunovskis 2005). Gathering data has, however, been imagined as an objective 
way of grasping human traffi  cking at the expense of questions of how ‘sexual 
exploitation’ or ‘slavery’ need to be conceptualized for its analysis. This needs to be 
understood within the market of NGO expertise as well as academic expertise 
relevant for NGOs and international organizations.
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This sensitivity to the political life of methods is not limited to the fi eld of 
security practice. It also extends to the methodological production of knowledge 
in the fi eld of scholarship. The conditions of the production, circulation and 
dominance of methods in the academic fi eld raise questions about the power 
relations at play, struggles over what counts as relevant and what is suffi  ciently 
important to be studied, as well as questions about what research topics may be left 
aside because methods are deemed inadequate or inadaptable for its study. 

One example of this political life of methods in the academic fi eld is the 
‘disciplining’ eff ect of academic disciplines. Critical scholars know well the debate 
in IR about ‘science’ and the demand placed by neopositivist gatekeepers on new 
approaches to forward their claims in the form of testable hypotheses (Jackson 
2011).1 But we also need to consider the political eff ects of the genealogy of 
security studies itself as a subdiscipline of IR. This genealogy has path-dependent 
eff ects on what we are expected to study, where we are expected to locate those 
studies, and where we are to publish (see Chapters 6 and 7 for discussions of these 
limitations). International relations remains one of the advanced forums for the 
discussion of security, but many of its journals police the boundaries of what they 
consider to be ‘international’ and what they do not. Given that many of the early 
scholars of CSS have now risen to positions of power, this raises the question of 
disciplinary path breakers becoming positioned in the fi eld of security studies. Are 
there inevitable disciplinary practices that come with taking a position in this fi eld 
and negotiating the place of critical knowledge and methods within it? Whatever 
the ‘disciplining’ power of disciplines, we consider that, empirically, security 
practices have long since sprung the territorial and disciplinary trap of the 
‘international’ (Shah 2012). This is evidenced when militaries turn to anthropologists 
for help, when security services turn to sociologists to understand problematized 
social phenomena, and when the market for security technologies is global. Critical 
security studies has played a considerable role, though not exclusively of course, in 
reconstructing the security studies fi eld so as to include multiple security practices 
and to limit the hold that national security approaches and a territorialized 
conception of the international have on security studies. The chapters in this book 
work on the back of these developments. They examine methodological issues in 
and for security studies that in important ways has moved beyond the international 
to security practices operating in a great diversity of scales and sites. Among the 
issues looked at are kettling in the UK, resistance in Colombia, international 
negotiations of environmental issues, the global war on terror, biometric 
identifi cation in India and urban crime.

Placing disciplinary habitus, power relations and regimes of knowledge at the 
heart of contemporary demands for a stronger focus on methods in critical security 
studies is central to what we call the ‘political life of methods’.  Critical methods 
require refl exivity and self-interrogation about these elements.2 The chapters in this 
book share a strongly refl exive disposition towards the disciplinary eff ects of security 
studies. For example, Chapter 6 discusses the consequences and limits of using 
security as an analytical lens in two diff erent research projects. Chapter 8 raises 
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questions about the limits of individualized reward systems in research. Chapter 3 
explores the interstices of materiality and discourse as a way of moving beyond the 
stark and disciplining opposition that is currently used within critical approaches. In 
doing so, it challenges the linguistic turn that took up a particular understanding of 
language as performative and constituting reality, which has informed a considerable 
part of critical security approaches in the past three decades.

This refl exive disposition transfi gures into a political act when it supports 
researchers in seeking to produce knowledge that works away from and disrupts 
not only given truths but more specifi cally the methodological regimes that defi ne 
what makes truthful knowledge. Our earlier endorsement of methodological 
experimentation disrupts disciplinary methodological regimes by pushing the limits 
of strong methodological coherence between meta-theory, theory, methods and 
data. Similarly, in an attempt to challenge the emphasis on methods as technique 
and research design, we have organized the chapters in terms of frameworks of 
methodological practices that have become central to both securitizing practices 
and their scholarly analysis, such as visuality, ethnographic proximity, and the 
materiality of security objects.

The ‘political life of methods’ draws attention to the role that methods can play 
in challenging and changing dominant productions of (in)security. Methods do not 
just carry substantive assumptions about the world; they also have eff ects for social 
and political life. This demands that critical security methods consider not only the 
‘situated-ness’ and limits of knowledge and the contestations surrounding methods, 
but also include a sensitivity to potentially subjugated, silenced or marginalized 
practices and knowledges. Unease with scientifi city and the dominance it entails 
upon other forms of knowledge has often surfaced in critical approaches. For 
example, feminist scholars have rightly pointed out that scientifi c knowledge 
entails its own forms of masculine domination (Tickner 2006; Sylvester 1994). 
They have led a call for a methodological privileging of subordinated positions, in 
which knowledge about the world can be formulated from the position of those 
who are politically as well as epistemologically marginalized. As such, feminism has 
been most outspoken about developing knowledge that is grounded in the lifeworld 
of women who are often absent from security knowledge (Enloe 2007; Haraway 
1988). Poststructuralist approaches similarly experimented with methods of 
intertextuality and the breaking down of disciplinary distinctions between genres 
of text and knowledge to demonstrate how worlds are not simply created by 
political and security systems and elites but are also brought into being in mundane 
practices that are often seen as insignifi cant in the security studies fi eld, such as 
sports, travel writing, diaries, popular TV series and so on (see e.g., Lisle 2013; 
Rowley and Weldes 2012; Kiersey and Neumann 2013; Derian and Shapiro 1989). 
Their methods also made visible how instituted scholarly methods tend to 
reproduce dominant power relations and the legitimating frameworks that sustain 
them. Disrupting the latter by introducing genre-crossing methods aimed at 
creating the possibility for subjugated knowledge and practice to gain presence in 
the scholarly fi eld of security knowledge. 
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The political life of methods thus refers to refl exivity about the power relations 
and habitus that methods produce and sustain. This means proactively positioning 
oneself through the development of methods so as to challenge familiar and 
instituted processes of validation of what matters for security practice and studies. 
A key question for critical scholars, in spite of their IR/security studies heritage, is 
what it means to start not here in ‘the international’ but elsewhere. Feminist, 
Marxist, and postcolonial approaches share this mobilizing of a distinct positioning, 
as does the use of popular culture and the recent experimenting with auto-
ethnographic methods to understand international politics. For critical security 
scholars this can mean starting with situated practices of struggle rather than security 
(see Chapter 6). For example, developing critical mapping methods when analysing 
geopolitical security practice or the reifi cation of territoriality through border 
control regimes often work by making visible the victims and injustices produced 
by security practices (Chapter 2). Or, it can require that critical security scholars 
undo security as an object and experiment with methods that analyse security 
practices as more dispersed and possibly not primarily intelligible as ‘security’ (see 
Chapter 6). Another way of taking a critical position through method is to 
experiment with collaboration in order to challenge the limits of individualizing 
forms of knowledge production in scholarly fi elds organized through new 
management practices (Chapter 8). 

Critical security methods are thus also political because of their rupturing eff ects 
(see Aradau and Huysmans 2013). This may not mean ‘changing the world’ in the 
way that Marx (1994) called on philosophers to do (although it might); more often, 
critical methods mean changing worlds in local and immediate terms. When we 
practise methods, we talk to selected people, we go to distinct places, we interact, 
we are hired, we employ assistants, we buy, we consume, we introduce ideas, we 
collaborate, we argue, we produce and we publish. As security researchers, we 
interact with those aff ected by security practices and those responsible for security 
practices, and we interact with other researchers, creating new forms of knowledge 
and new social arrangements. In so doing, these practices can introduce turbulence 
into existing routines, habitus and practices. Sometimes they might resolve issues 
and questions, but they might also make them messier. Sometimes they also create 
entirely new issues and questions. 

In making the political life of methods central to critical methodology, we must 
thus add two elements to our understanding of method as practice and method as 
experimentation. First, we draw attention to methods, including critical security 
methods, as being practices that bear upon and are enmeshed in power relations 
and struggles over strategic imperatives and institutional facilitators of particular 
security and scholarly practices. Methods do not only live in social but also in 
political dynamics about what counts as relevant, valuable and right. The aim of 
incorporating methods of refl ecting on these politics within critical security 
methods is not to declare and transcend ‘biases’ but to recognize the political 
responsibilities and eff ects of methodological practice. Second, critical security 
methods can also be understood as taking position in these dynamics in favour of 
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rupturing not simply existing truths but habitual and institutionalized uses of 
methods that reproduce dominant political practices. This latter understanding of 
the politicality of methods is important for linking the methods discussion to the 
broader critical project that comes with a concern for challenging limits, 
transgressing boundaries and privileging the agency of the marginalized. 

Methods as frameworks of critical security analysis

Before giving an overview of the chapters in the book, let’s go over the main 
elements that make methods frameworks of critical security analysis. The aim of 
this book is to translate the central characteristics of critical security studies into 
critical security methods. It is a reply to calls for developing methods and 
methodological frameworks in critical security studies – and critical IR more 
generally – by proposing a performative and experimental approach to methods. 
Our approach partly emerges from observing parallel developments in methods of 
security practice and methodological interests in critical security studies. For 
example, there is a growing interest in ethnography and anthropology in both 
critical security studies and security operations. The intensifi ed calls for visual 
methods in critical security studies go hand in hand with developments in visual 
securitization, both in the current old and new media practices and the security 
institutions. The outspoken use of network analysis in security practices runs 
parallel with methodological interest in network analysis in critical security studies. 
A research interest in new materialist methods is gaining momentum while forensic 
methods are taking a more outspoken front seat in security practices. At issue here 
is not that these parallel developments in the scholarly fi eld of critical security 
studies and the fi eld of security practice are directly and causally related or that they 
are inherently problematic. Rather, observing these parallel developments draws 
attention to the performative rather than representative nature of methods, and 
thus to the need to include what we call ‘the security life of methods’ in 
methodological frameworks. It translates the performative understanding of 
security as a securitizing practice – rather than as a given object or value – into the 
conception of methods as practice that we propose. Methods are not simply 
instruments of representation that extract data according to fi xed procedures so as 
to bridge a gap between knowledge and reality; they act in and upon security 
worlds. ‘Critical security methods’ imply a performative understanding of methods 
as practice.

Our approach recognizes the uneasy relation between methods and critical 
approaches, not in the sense that the latter do not ‘do’ methods, but rather in the 
sense that a focus on methods often erases the inherently social, normative and 
political content of social scientifi c knowledge. Making the political life of methods 
a central component of frameworks of security analysis allows critical approaches 
to engage with method-focused developments in ways that sustain a refl exive 
disposition. Such a disposition makes it imperative to include in the practising of 
methods an understanding of how methods are inscribed by and bear upon power 
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relations, struggles and habitual dispositions in the fi elds of both security and 
scholarship. Rather than being erased from methodological debate, the normative 
and political work that methods do then becomes a key issue in these debates. One 
of the key interferences made by critical security studies in the study of security has 
been to draw attention to how security practices sustain and create exclusions and 
dominations. Conceptualizing methods as having not only a security but also a 
political life translates this interference into the development of methods.

This understanding of methods has consequences for how we conduct methods 
development, training and debate. Methods are not simply a technical matter of 
proper research design and teaching a set of procedures of data extraction. Methods 
teaching and discussion requires the training of modes of data extraction to be mixed 
with sociologies of their history, presence and struggles in contemporary security 
practice and fi elds of knowledge production. The question is never simply ‘how to 
apply a particular method properly’ but always also ‘what do methods do in and to 
the security and security studies fi elds where they are practised’. At stake in methods 
debates is thus never only the production of scientifi city or useful knowledge 
through proper use of methods, but also the production of political knowledge – 
knowledge that reiterates, questions or disrupts existing power relations. 

In this book we have added to this approach an argument for a more experimental 
understanding of methods. ‘Experimental’ does not mean setting up controlled labs 
where one can do quasi-clinical experiments on objects and subjects. Rather, 
experimental refers to a more freely combinatory approach to methods. Research 
methods are a matter of assembling various concepts, methodological techniques 
and data without being shoehorned into prescribed requirements of coherent 
alignments of methods, meta-theory, theory and research problem. Instead it 
values bricolage and trial and error. In doing so, it prioritizes the creative use of 
methods, concepts and data to deliver new insights above rigour, coherence and 
the suffi  ciency of data. The purpose is to make methods a site of highly creative 
and experimental knowledge construction rather than an almost technological site 
defi ned by the proper application of prescribed sets of analytical techniques.

Given this approach to methods, the chapters in this book and the wider project 
of critical security methods are not organized around lists of particular methods of 
research. Instead, the chapters deploy the analytical framework advanced here to 
develop critical methods in six diff erent methodological assemblages: mapping, 
visuality, materiality and discourse, proximity and distance, genealogy, and 
collaboration. The chapters off er diff erent methodological experimentations that 
combine a set of concepts, orientations, empirical sites and modes of organizing 
methodological practice that carry the critical sensibilities of critical security studies 
into methodological discussion. Taking methodological questions as key drivers in 
this assembling means formulating frameworks of analysis with specifi c attention to 
connecting critical theory and empirical sites of security problems. Yet, forging such 
connections is not a technical issue of the most eff ective and effi  cient way of 
extracting data to link the worlds of empirics to the worlds of theory. New 
frameworks emerge from critical methodological assembling that traverses distinctions 
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between theoretical development, methodological practice in security and scholarly 
fi elds, and concrete problems of insecurity, vulnerability, confl ict and risk. These 
methodological experimentations thus respond to scholarly calls for methods and a 
recognition that methods play a key role in shaping processes of securitizing.

The chapters in this book were developed through a collaborative work of 
several years, and they are not always univocal but often evince tensions and 
diff erent takes on the analytical frameworks or methodological experimentations. 
They also pay heed to the diffi  culties that researchers encounter in developing 
methodological analyses in critical security studies, and in particular, the challenges 
experienced in connecting theoretical development and empirical practices.

Chapter 2 on ‘Mapping’ explores distinct critical methodological mapping tools 
and vocabularies for studying the spatiality of security practices. In the ‘practice turn’ 
in social science, we fi nd a surge in spatial language and metaphors, for example, 
topography, topology, geography, boundaries, mapping and maps, networks, fi elds, 
and lines of sight. The study of mapping forces us to re-think the spatialities of 
security, which in turn translates into an emerging interest in the methodology of 
mapping. The chapter discusses the security and political life of maps by 
contextualizing the renewed fascination with mapping that has developed over the 
last decade in security studies and among security practitioners. It articulates the 
politics inherent in the map as artefact and in mapping as a practice, arguing that 
maps are not simply mirrors of reality, but rather ‘mobile engines’ that distort and 
co-constitute the outside world, assembling it and rendering it mobile. With all this 
in mind, the chapter explores in detail what mapping means as a critical security 
method and security practice by investigating ‘mapping’ in the work of two diff erent 
and increasingly important authors: Bruno Latour and Pierre Bourdieu.

Chapter 3 on ‘Discourse and Materiality’ starts from the proliferation of 
dangerous objects in security discourses – from improvised explosive devices 
(IEDs) to the more mundane liquids at airports, and from viruses to luggage – to 
explore methods of analysis that do not reproduce the separation of discourse and 
materiality or their hierarchy. To this purpose, the chapter proposes to start with 
relationality in analysing discourses and materialities of security. While relationality 
is often referred to in international relations and social sciences more generally, the 
chapter operationalizes relationality in three ways: through dispositifs, performativity 
and agency, in order to experiment with diff erent conceptual-empirical assemblages. 
Drawing on concepts inspired by Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Karen Barad, 
Bruno Latour and Jane Bennett, the chapter deploys them in a series of empirical 
sites in order to devise a framework for critical analysis of discourses and materialities 
of (in)security. From the deployment of biometric technology, the performativity 
of drug classifi cations, to critical infrastructure protection, the chapter recasts the 
relation between discourse and materiality through methodological experimentation. 
Finally, the chapter unpacks the political eff ects of critical method assemblages it 
has explored.

Chapter 4 on ‘Visuality’ develops methodological insights in analysing visuality in 
the form of still or moving images, signs, symbols, charts, and graphs, among others 
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that play a central role in security practice. Whereas we have come to associate 
visuality with various representations of security, the vast majority of works in critical 
approaches to security have focused on the discursive rather than the visual as their 
medium of analysis. Visual aspects of meaning making and discourse have properties 
that discourse analysis of written or spoken artefacts cannot reach. Starting from an 
overview of how images have been dealt with in the critical study of security so far, 
the chapter develops an argument for a broader methodological focus on regimes of 
visuality and the polysemous and ambivalent nature of visual strategies. Although 
visual artefacts remain important, the chapter explores in particular methodological 
implications of studying pictorial power constituting truth, the power of aff ect in 
visuality, and the political signifi cance of banal visual spectacles.

Chapter 5 on ‘Proximity’ and Chapter 6 on ‘Distance’ consider the growing 
interest in ethnographic work and evaluate the strengths and limits of mediating 
proximity and distance in research and practice. These chapters start from the 
observation that security studies are often too far from actual practice and, as such, 
frequently end up understanding security practice through representations rather 
than through experience or engagement. The chapters foreground the importance 
of engaging with situated practices through fi eldwork in order to understand and 
to situate prevailing orders of security. Doing fi eldwork is a way of performing 
research and part of the critical process of constructing research problematics. In 
this vein, Chapter 5 explores the methodology of proximity by drawing particularly 
on pragmatist thinkers John Dewey and Bruno Latour and elaborating on 
participatory observation. The chapter draws on fi eldwork carried out both in 
confl ict and violent situations such as in Israel and in urban Brazil as well as in 
intergovernmental headquarters where problems are framed in terms of security. 

These chapters also bring to our attention that fi eldwork and the knowledge 
practices of the ethnographer can recreate or substantiate existing security orders. 
Chapter 6 thus explores fi eldwork as a means to address the demand for distance in 
research, particularly as it relates to the categories through which researchers frame 
the object of study. The chapter mobilizes the scholarly ethics of Pierre Bourdieu 
and Michel Foucault to refl ect upon the authors’ ethnographic fi eldwork into the 
securitization of the environment in intergovernmental processes of climate change 
knowledge production and peasant and worker struggles against dispossession and 
armed repression in Colombia. The chapter argues that mediating proximity and 
distance is a defi ning issue of critical research.

Chapter 7 on ‘Genealogy’ asks what it means to research ‘security’ through 
historical raw material. The chapter explores genealogy as a method of analysing 
past and present security problematizations, their conditions of emergence, the 
strategic needs they respond to, the political and epistemological struggles they 
involve, and the reorganizations of power relations they entail. It off ers a framework 
for analysing the historical emergence of security problematizations and the 
heterogeneous assemblages of techniques, knowledges, subjectivities and objects 
that get constituted around them. Mirroring the way that security practices link 
disparate things, the chapter presents genealogy as a way to conceptualize, interfere 
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with and further problematize those linkages. The chapter situates genealogy in the 
work of Michel Foucault and explains its relationship with other Foucauldian 
methodological concepts such as archaeology, problematization and dispositif. It 
also contextualizes genealogy in critical international relations theory, and explains 
what a genealogical approach means for security studies.

Chapter 8 on ‘Collaboration’ explores collaboration as a critical method of 
knowledge production for security studies. In opposition to the romantic model of 
the individual researcher, collaboration as method opens diff erent possibilities for 
knowledge creation in CSS and IR. This does not necessarily imply that 
collaboration is a critical method by defi nition, as funders and academic institutions, 
for instance, expect collaboration. Collaboration as a critical method depends on a 
series of ‘felicity conditions’ – the forms of knowledge it aims to produce (critical 
or problem-solving), the aims of knowledge (heuristic or entrepreneurial) and the 
institutional conditions of knowledge production (hierarchical or redistributive). 
The chapter shows how, despite its diffi  culties and enrolment in strategies of 
neoliberal academic management, collaboration can result in a transformative 
process for how knowledge is produced, circulated and valued.

Notes

1 See, for example, Keohane’s defi nition of refl ective approaches in IR and critical 
scholars questioning of it (Keohane 1988), (Ashley and Walker 1990), (George and 
Campbell 1990).

2 For a discussion of the importance of refl exivity for feminist methodology, see J. Ann 
Tickner (2006).
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Introduction

After a decade of developments in discursive approaches to security, critical 
scholarship is increasingly shifting away from security-as-discourse towards 
understanding security practices.2 The starting point of this more recent research is 
to ask how security is practised, by whom, and to what eff ect, starting with a fi xed 
conception of ‘security’ (as a speech act, policy-given or normative, such as ‘human 
security’). With this shift in perspective, the practices themselves, the moving 
bodies, artefacts and technologies come to the foreground of analysis; the researcher 
must leave the comfortable ground consisting of analytical frames of reference and 
enter the empirical muddy waters where discourse, institutions, and materialities 
form complex, dynamic entanglements. 

So how does one study security practices? It is hoped that the chapter will answer 
this question by off ering distinct critical methodological mapping tools and 
vocabularies to those interested in studying the spatiality of politics and security 
practices. The chapter proceeds in two sections. First, it discusses the political life 
of maps. It does so by contextualizing the renewed fascination with mapping that 
has developed over the last decade, both in security studies and among security 
practitioners. We begin with the observation that concomitant with the ‘practice 
turn’, we fi nd a surge in spatial language and metaphors. With topography, 
topology, geography, boundaries, mapping and maps, networks, fi elds, and lines of 
sight all around,3 it is apparent that studying security in practice forces us to re-
think the spatialities of security, which in turn translates into an emerging interest 
in the methodology of mapping. This fi rst section discusses the politics inherent in 
the map as artefact and in mapping as a process. This section also argues that maps 
are not mirrors of reality, but rather ‘mobile engines’ that distort and co-constitute 
the outside world.

2
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The second section explores both the contribution mapping can make to security 
studies as a methodology and mapping as a practice by those we study. It does so by 
off ering an in-depth overview of two specifi c approaches to mapping as methodology. 
The chapter aims at unpacking the mapping methodologies in security studies that 
fi nd inspiration in the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Bruno Latour to articulate how 
they render visible diff erent constituent elements of security practices. 

Yet, while Bourdieuan and Latourian mapping approaches provide an entrance 
point in the topographical extension of security arrangements throughout space 
(‘structure’), in order to grasp the purchase of their respective methodologies for 
critical security studies it is also necessary to engage with how each relates to the 
unfolding over time of mapping practices (‘process’). The chapter engages with 
both Bourdieu and Latour by comparing how mapping, fi rst, relates to the context’ 
with ‘The chapter engages with both Bourdieu and Latour by comparing how 
their approaches to mapping, fi rst, relate to the context of production or the mapping 
process; second, what the relative weight is that they give to inscription or the role 
of the artefact ‘map’; and, fi nally, how their methodology deals with the context of 
appropriation or the subsequent life of the map as it circulates through diff erent 
contexts. Their work has supported the development of two divergent 
understandings of mapping, which this second section will introduce and articulate.

Bourdieu’s approach to mapping is often translated into a topographical 
understanding of the spatiality of security practices. In other words, via this 
approach a relief can be mapped depicting actors, their relative positions, and their 
attributes. This chapter argues that a topological understanding of Bourdieu’s work 
– developed, principally, by Didier Bigo – provides a more nuanced understanding 
of the workings of security, as it engages more thoroughly with the way security 
practices shift across contexts. In order to go beyond the depiction of composite 
parts of security practices, we highlight the relational aspects of these actors and 
their attributes, how they hang together in order to assemble security arrangements. 

The chapter then moves to Latour and inquires how his methodological 
approach, actor-network theory, speaks to security practices. In this increasingly 
popular body of work, the to-be-mapped is diff erent again: rather than topology, 
Latourians aim to map heterogeneous entanglements that constitute security 
assemblages. Latour’s approach, as we will see, abandons the focus on fi xed 
structures altogether in favour of a singular focus on the transformations that a 
concern – whether it be a map, an object or an understanding of, for instance, 
‘security’ – undergoes in processes of (dis)assembling and circulation. Both sections 
of the chapter are illustrated with examples of security scholars that have used the 
respective approaches as a method to map security practices. A fi nal discussion 
gives a critical appraisal of both methodologies.

The fi rst part of this chapter ‘From state maps to mapping security’ contextualizes 
the subsequent in-depth discussion of Bourdieu and Latour’s methodologies, and 
then the general movement of the chapter is one from an ontological understanding 
of political mappings as static artefacts enclosing a frozen representation that 
corresponds to an equally static reality ‘out there’, to an increasingly fl uid and unstable 
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performative understanding of mappings as partially actors, partially circulating 
objects, entangled with equally unstable and heterogeneous notions of security. 

From state maps to mapping security

The immediate post-Cold War period was one of intense criticism towards the 
scientifi c approach to space, security, and mapping that had hitherto dominated in 
international relations (IR). In the early 1990s, critical IR scholarship started to 
challenge these territorial underpinnings of IR, linking its territorial assumptions to 
the reproduction of insecurity (Walker 1993) – leading John Agnew to argue that 
the discipline was caught in a ‘territorial trap’ (1994). Critical geography has 
worked to produce a counterweight to this scientifi c and non-refl exive discourse 
on maps as mirrors. For instance, J.B. Harley, drawing on Foucault and Derrida, 
developed a deconstructivist approach to maps, highlighting what is absent in the 
map, what is silenced and how maps may contradict themselves. He excavates their 
cultural situatedness, their power-knowledge constellations, textuality and 
rhetorical dimensions (Harley 1989). What is represented in a map follows from a 
process of exclusion, prioritizing some and silencing others.

The re-appraisal of the relations between space, politics and security accelerated 
further after 9/11. Facing a host of both tangible and intangible threats, it became a 
core challenge for governments to map risks and insecurities – both in terms of such 
things as the spread of diseases, illegal immigration, and illicit fi nancial fl ows that 
could fund terrorism; and of crime hotspots. Mapping techniques were discovered as 
security technologies to locate insecurity in geographically circumscribed spaces, 
tangible objects, or demonizable subjects (Boin and Ekengren 2009). For instance, 
prefi guring an example that will be explored more in-depth below, private security 
companies in Johannesburg use municipal maps that advertise safe commercial areas 
to tourists to sell security services within those areas and reinforce a racialized 
topography of (in)security. The practice of post-9/11 security governance has led to 
at least a partial abandonment of state borders, couching security instead in terms of 
protecting globalization against its discontents such as ‘terrorist networks’ and ‘pockets 
of insecurity’; through equally respatialized security eff orts such as ‘networked warfare’ 
and ‘nodal governance of crime’ or the protection of ‘critical’ or ‘vital’ infrastructures 
(Hameiri 2011; Collier and Lakoff  2009). Concomitantly, practices of mapping 
insecurity started involving a wide range of mapping technologies to apprehend an 
expanding ‘space of security’ (Foucault 2007) and subjectivities, that is, the spheres of 
life under scrutiny (Amoore and de Goede 2005). Mapping itself became a practice in 
the search for ontological security: it ‘domesticates the unknown and the invisible, 
making them known and visible, making them available for use’ (Pickles 2004: 7).

The political life of maps

Mapping increasingly became a central term and a central technology not just for 
security practitioners but also in critical security studies (CSS). While the increased 
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circulation of ‘mapping’ appears to be a collective scholarly response to the 
increasing perception that state-centric analysis of security would be attempting to 
grasp a bygone reality, no defi nitive new map of security has emerged. Rather, 
with a new abundance of non-territorial mappings of (in)security and the 
proliferation of mapping technologies, the questions become: What in this post-
9/11 world counts as a map? What methods count as mapping methods? This 
chapter proceeds to explore the answers Bourdieuan and Latourian approaches 
would give. We will do so through a tripartite discussion of their methodological 
contribution to security studies composed of an overview of their body of work; a 
discussion of their approach to mapping, with specifi c attention to the distinct 
conceptions of order and power that fl ow from their respective understandings; 
and fi nally, an overview of how their methodology can be applied to security 
practices. First, however, we will point out some commonalities that mapping 
processes involve. As we investigate what work modes of mapping do, three main 
points are of importance. 

First, mapping is a process of inscription, which means the translation of a given 
phenomenon through mediation by technical tools (typically metrics, GIS software, 
or theodolites in surveying), into something else. The inscription tools chosen 
determine, in part, the shape of the representation, which may be an analogue 
output – like a text or drawn map – or a digital one like geocoded data or statistical 
models. The availability of mapping tools and techniques changes the kind of 
(political) representations we can craft (Latour 2011a). It also means mapping 
comes about through a range of methods and does not necessarily entail a specifi c 
research design: mapping can be both quantitative (as social network analysis), 
qualitative (as when a discourse is mapped out), or both, as in Latour’s MACOSPOL, 
which is an eff ort at mapping controversies online.4

Second, the context of production of mappings extends beyond material inscription. 
Understanding mapping entails a broader focus on the processes through which 
security mappings get assembled as, respectively, representing violent borders, 
powerful threats, or security solutions. This assembling process entails not only 
material inscription of ‘outside’ elements ‘onto’ the map, but also, if a mapping is 
to be felicitously performative, the rearrangement of human bodies, border posts, 
infrastructures, and other entities in line with the map. For a map to be 
representative, substantial intervention in the outside world is often required; 
work, that should be considered as part of the context of production of mapping.

Third, and fi nally, the ‘social life of maps’ doesn’t end when the artefact ‘map’ 
has been produced and all elements have been rearranged to correspond to the 
map. The material inscription of maps – as mentioned above – makes that which 
is mapped mobile, travelling via email as attachment, being accessed through a 
website, brought into offi  ces across the globe, or being printed out and handed 
around. The map thus made mobile can be used in practices in disparate settings 
(Czarniawska and Sevón 2005: 8–9). In this way, maps are devices enabling 
navigation, transport, communication – in short rendering possible ‘governance at 
a distance’ (Latour 1987). Maps gain signifi cance in the context of use – a map can, 
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for instance, become politically meaningful when embedded in military security 
practices to conquer contested terrain. However, that mappings can be circulated 
also implies the opening of a space of contestation and confusion: control over 
mappings is destabilized and as other people use mappings for their own, possibly 
divergent, purposes, the map starts to transform. In this context of appropriation, the 
aggregate signifi cance of a mapping can thus undergo substantial shifts. All mapping 
processes involve this other translation, in which distinct gazes of order are imposed 
on the inscribed materials. The questions asked of a map in circulation are important 
to such an extent that its readings are underdetermined by the materialities 
involved. For example, a British geography student might view a territorial map of 
Africa as a nuisance, since she will have to memorize each of its countries and its 
respective capital, while a South Sudanese citizen looking at the same map might 
see an outdated, contested, and highly political expression of a confl icted colonial 
legacy. Beyond inscription and the context of production, the context of 
appropriation then forms the third part of the political life of maps.

In sum, then, the politics of mapping is therefore not just about the practice of 
mapping (the context of production) or inscription, it is also about its circulation 
and how others use the map in their own strategies and alternative interpretations 
(context of appropriation). For this reason we must ask not only ‘what does the 
map show or how it does show something, but what does the map do? What does it 
accomplish?’ (Wood 1993: 56, original emphasis). Looking critically at mapping in 
this way situates it fi rmly within practice.

The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to mapping approaches by, or 
inspired on, Bourdieu and Latour, two contemporary French theorists. Each in 
their own way they engage thoroughly with mapping in practice, conceptualized 
here as comprising context of production, inscription and context of appropriation.

Bourdieu: A theory of fi elds

While mainstream security studies have, since its inception, drawn on the more 
general geographical assumptions of geopolitics and IR theory, it is only by delving 
into the work of Pierre Bourdieu – a French sociologist who elaborated a unique 
approach to power in practice by bringing together elements from Marxian, 
Weberian and Durkeimian sociologies – that the reference to ‘mapping’ has made 
its way into critical approaches to security and the so-called ‘Paris School’. In order 
to understand the ensuing modes of spatialization, it is necessary to clarify a few 
points pertaining to Bourdieu’s theory of fi elds. Field theory can, for practical 
purposes, be brought down to a few very simple principles. The positions of social 
agents, and the relations between these positions, can be represented as forming a 
‘social space’. The positions of the actors in this space cannot be conceived of in 
absolute terms. Every position can only be located in relation to other positions in 
this social space. For example, to say a social agent is powerful - whatever species 
of power one is looking at - only makes sense relative to agents holding less power 
and vice versa. The corollary of this simple fact is that if the level of power-
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resources held by one agent changes considerably, the positions of all the agents 
defi ning themselves in relation to the latter, change as well, even if marginally. Just 
as a variation in electric charge changes the magnetic force fi eld of a charged 
object, dominant agents within a given fi eld ‘deform’ their space of relations each 
time their relative position changes: this spatial deformation is called a ‘fi eld-eff ect’. 

A second corollary of this relational approach to the nature of power – of what 
are called ‘capitals’ in the theory of fi elds, the most important of which are 
economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital – is that the agents defi ning their 
positions relationally within the fi eld are likely to enter into struggles with another 
over their relative positions and, thus, over capitals. The notion of a fi eld can then 
be said to refer to a specifi c social space of objective positions structured by struggles 
between social agents over a specifi c capital, determining part of what is at stake in 
these struggles. The fi eld is a bordered network of relations in which some positions 
are central (and hence dominant) and others are peripheral or marginal. All 
positions, however, are defi nable in relation to one another – that is, they are 
knowable and measurable in objective terms. ‘Society’, a vacuous concept 
according to Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 16), is composed of as 
many fi elds as there are species of power, hierarchies of positions, and stakes over 
which agents struggle.

As it pertains to data selection, data gathering and data analyses, an approach in 
terms of social fi elds implies not looking at individuals but at relations and at 
relative positions. Knowing the economic capital of an agent is, as such, irrelevant. 
What is of interest is its relative level compared to the economic capital of others 
with which this agent enters into struggles. Relevant data for a fi elds approach is 
hence data that allows highlighting distinctive gaps (between, for example, rich/
poor, professionals/amateurs), signifi cant cleavages and unequal distributions of 
diff erent kinds of power. This is very diff erent from methodological individualism. 
Indeed, one can analyse the structure of a fi eld independently from individual 
persons. What is important is not as much the person but the position he or she 
occupies in the relational fi guration constituted by the fi eld. Hence, Bourdieu is a 
staunch opponent to rational choice theories although he uses some of their 
mathematical methods. Indeed, for Bourdieu the practical strategies deployed 
within the fi eld are generally not calculated nor are they rational in the universalistic 
sense of the term. Rather, they are embedded in the socialization of agents, what 
he calls the habitus of the agents. Habitus represents the socialized subjectivity 
through which they develop a ‘feel for the game’ and invest the fi eld with meaning, 
thus preventing them from questioning the arbitrariness of the way in which the 
fi eld operates (Bourdieu 1998). 

The habitus, and the dispositions, practices and bodily attitudes (hexis) that are 
linked to it, are related to the agent’s position in the fi eld, but also to his or her 
‘family-history’ and genealogy, his or her social trajectory and relations. The 
methods of prosopography (the description of collective biography, both synchronic 
and diachronic), interviews and participant observation are some of the methods 
allowing access to the habitus. The interaction between the fi eld and the habitus of 
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its social agents produces and reproduces the structure of the fi eld. Indeed, the 
correspondence between habitus and position in the fi eld is both linked to the fact 
that a particular habitus allows for a social agent to occupy the corresponding 
position and to the fact that the occupation of the latter induces the corresponding 
habitus. However, this interaction also leaves spaces for agency and transformation: 
the habitus of an agent being the eff ect of multiple fi elds and a function of his or her 
social trajectory, there is place for leeway in the interplay between position and 
habitus over time. Bourdieu can therefore not be considered a pure structuralist.

From the fi eld to the map

For Bourdieu, the concepts of social space and of fi elds are both metaphors and 
methodological tools. In his language, power relations are often spatialized (centre/
periphery, upper-class/under-class, central/marginal). One could argue that this is 
in line with the spatial power-metaphors used in everyday language. While 
reproducing this spatial and vertical imaginary of power, Bourdieu’s analyses of 
power are not, however, uni-directional. Through the concept of symbolic 
violence and symbolic power, the violence/power that ‘operates only inasmuch as 
those who undergo it recognize those who wield it’ becomes relational: it is 
exerted upon social agents with the complicity of the latter (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992: 148).

The methodological tools of inscription developed by Bourdieu rely heavily on 
two-dimensional spatial representations such as graphs with ‘clouds of points’ 
(nuages de points) - spaces of positions, spaces of dispositions, spaces of discourses - 
in order to reveal structural homologies, cleavages, distinctive gaps etc. As such, 
there is a certain level of mathematical sophistication to Bourdieu’s research 
methodology, including multiple correspondence analysis (MCA), for example 
(Bourdieu 1984). Indeed, Bourdieu correlates spaces of positions and spaces of 
standpoints. In other words, he tries to show how, in a particular fi eld, the 
discourses and standpoints of diff erent actors are in fact linked to their position in 
the fi eld rather than fl oating freely in a Platonic world of ideas (Bourdieu 1984). 

Bourdieu’s generic view on methodology is simple: it is only worth exploring 
in relation to a research object, in the research-practice and as scientifi c practice. 
Methodological discourse in the abstract is seen as utterly unproductive. The 
way in which methodology has traditionally been approached in mainstream 
political sciences and international relations, as a fi eld of specialization with its 
experts and manuals, as requiring a separate section at the beginning of each 
article, as fl owing from theoretical assumptions and determining research practice 
(rather than being elaborated and refi ned, along with theory, in close interaction 
with one’s concrete research) is contrary to the Bourdieuan understanding 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). 

When considering the spatiality of the fi eld, three elements are of particular 
relevance in Bourdieuan mapping. First, no matter from which perspective one 
looks at the relations between positions in the fi eld, they remain objectively 



30 Loughlan, Olsson and Schouten

defi nable, and thus ‘mappable’. To map a fi eld is therefore not to give one’s own 
perspective, to follow one’s intuition or representation, but to ‘measure’. This is 
probably one of the central tenets that frames the context of production of 
Bourdieuan maps. This social measurement of species of power, and of their 
holders, however, becomes incredibly complex when considering the relation 
between the numerous fi elds structuring social relations: species of power 
accumulated in one fi eld by an agent can be reinvested in another by the same 
social agent and ultimately all fi elds have to be analysed in relation to other 
fi elds. This complexity has only partially been solved by the postulate of an 
overarching fi eld of power, a fi eld of fi elds, that would determine the relative 
value of the diff erent capitals and the ‘exchange-rate’ between them (Bourdieu 
1998). Indeed, it is to some extent the State, or rather the specifi c capital linked 
to state-power and its monopoly on legitimate symbolic violence, that unifi es 
the fi eld of power. It is hence arguably diffi  cult to analyse transnational practices 
independently of the State, independently from ‘national societies’, if one takes 
this postulate of a unifying ‘fi eld of fi elds’ at face value. Revealingly, many of the 
Bourdieuan sociologists interested in transnational practices (Yves Dezalay, 
Bryant Garth, Antoine Vauchez, Antonin Cohen) tend to analyse them as a way 
to ‘boost’ subsequent national careers by reinvesting the capital accumulated 
abroad (the ‘transnational capital’) in the national fi eld of power (Dezalay and 
Garth 2002). Second, the borders of a fi eld can, according to Bourdieu, be seen 
as being drawn by the actors of the fi eld themselves. By setting entry costs and 
maintaining exclusionary practices, fi elds are diff erentiated one from the other. 
To a certain extent, fi elds can then be said to be bordered independently of the 
gaze of the social researcher: the fi eld ends where its fi eld-eff ects subside 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 100–101). Third, in spite of the author’s 
methodological rigidity or rigour, depending on one’s epistemological premises, 
there is some leeway for indeterminacy, agency and ultimately for ‘malleability’ 
of the space, or even ‘distant proximities’ without this necessarily being seen as 
a mere ‘statistical aberration’. For example, Bourdieu never claims that the fi eld 
as a space of positions absolutely ‘determines’ position-taking, dispositions or 
strategies on the part of the agents. The rules of Euclidean geometry, the 
homogeneity of the mapped space, are not absolutely determining. Bourdieu 
here prefers to speak of a ‘structural homology’ (Bourdieu 1984; Coulangeon 
and Lemel 2009). There is ‘homology’ rather than determination. While the 
exact meaning and implication of this claim is subject to debate, it is usually 
compared to what Max Weber called ‘elective affi  nity’ when describing the 
relation between protestant ethics and capitalism (Weber 2002): one does not 
‘determine’ or ‘cause’ the other, but there is a close relation. Homology implies 
both a relation of diff erence and of essential similarity or compatibility. To ‘map’ 
a fi eld can hence also be seen as the activity of producing an artefact, to inscribe 
it into a two-dimensional graph that will be ‘structurally’ homologous to this 
fi eld. Bourdieuan mapping can itself be said to have an elective affi  nity with 
‘generative structuralism’: it is closely related to a structural reading of social 
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reality. However, the structure is neither fi xed nor a given to the author, rather 
it is constantly produced and reproduced and any ‘reproduction’ is always slightly 
diff erent from a previous production (Bigo 2011). The map is hence always, at 
least in principle, historically situated.

One could make the point that for Bourdieu, the spatial notion of fi eld has a 
threefold status: metaphorical, analytical-methodological and ontological. It is a 
metaphor for describing the place where a competitive ‘game’ is being ‘played’ 
(just as ‘the market’ is a common metaphor in economy). It is an analytical-
methodological device for making the world intelligible but is to a certain extent 
also understood to exist independently of the researcher, as a bordered network 
of objective and relational positions. From Bourdieu’s perspective, the fi eld 
could be seen to model a pre-existing reality, a structure that exists independently 
of the agents that just so happen to occupy its diff erent positions. This is the 
ontological dimension of the fi eld. However, drawing on the critical geographic 
literature introduced in the beginning of this chapter, we can ask: what kind of 
new space is brought into being through his methods? In other words, what is 
the purchase? By fi xating positions on maps, by classifying (in the sense of 
ascribing social classes to ‘people’) by and through maps, by showing how 
relations of domination are reproduced by structures even when the dominated 
try to resist to their domination, is Bourdieu not in fact discouraging social 
mobility? This issue of refl exivity in sociology, the necessity to account for the 
performativity of one’s social analyses has, in fact, been dealt with by Bourdieu 
(1999, 2004). Arguably, the (foreseen or expected) context of appropriation of 
Bourdieuan mapping has hence to be a central concern in the very production 
and inscription of these maps.

Order

As noted above, Bourdieu is concerned with the production and reproduction of 
the relations of domination that structure social life. How social structures emerge 
and are reproduced, both through practices of power and of resistance, is the 
governing problem. Bourdieu’s work has therefore been criticized for depicting an 
order that is relatively static (Butler 2008). That being said, for Bourdieu, the 
production and reproduction of social structures are not distinct moments but 
rather simultaneous processes (Bigo 2011). Relations of domination tend to be 
reproduced, but not exactly identical: gradual change is hence possible. Even rapid 
transformations are possible, for example, when fi elds merge, when one fi eld 
incorporates another or when discrepancies appear between social structures and 
the agents’ habituses following a social crisis. By mapping the same fi eld at diff erent 
time periods, one can highlight such change. By highlighting the struggles 
structuring the fi eld and the social trajectories of the players in the fi eld, one can 
identify the mechanisms of change. Nevertheless, at best, one will only have maps 
of diff erent time periods, the process of change being lost by the stasis (referring to 
time) and fi xation (referring to space) entailed by the maps.
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Power

Power and domination linked to other concepts such as ‘inequality’, symbolic 
violence, or ‘social stratifi cation’ are central for a Bourdieuan understanding of 
social reality. For example, while Derrida focuses on the illocutionary act when 
approaching Austinian speech-acts, Bourdieu, on the contrary, emphasizes the role 
of the social position and hence symbolic power of the locutor in producing 
perlocutionary eff ects (Bourdieu 1991; Butler 2008). As a result, he has sometimes 
been accused of having a too vertical and top-down approach to the legitimate 
‘principles of vision and division’ of the social world. In other words, the legitimate 
readings of social reality are to a great extent imposed by the powerful (Bourdieu 
and Fritsch 2000: 19). Still, Bourdieu’s sociology is very diff erent from the so-
called ‘elite theory’ of Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca or Robert Michels. Power 
is not equated with a clear-cut distinction between the dominant/dominated. 
Since one can be engaged in multiple fi elds at the same time, one can be 
simultaneously dominant in one, and dominated in another. The positions in the 
fi eld shape the habitus of the social agents occupying these positions. Thus, the 
marginal or dominated actors will have diff erent strategies and diff erent ‘principles 
of vision and division’ depending on their positions in the fi eld (Bourdieu and 
Fritsch 2000: 63). Power is not a monolith producing homogeneous eff ects 
throughout the fi eld; rather, it is an unequal and yet permanent struggle between 
relational positions. The doxa, the ‘common sense’ of the fi eld, is then never a 
consensus, nor a homogeneous ideology, rather it is an agreement on legitimate 
disagreements within the fi eld. Resistance to the dominant order is both possible 
and desirable (Bourdieu 2003). What remains for Bourdieu, however, is that social 
space, while complicated, is objective and defi nable once the relevant capitals have 
been identifi ed. What is appealing for Bourdieu-inspired research, then, is that 
social relations can, quite literally, be mapped in ways which are comparable to the 
fi xing activity of topographical representations – we can see and record position 
with a degree of certainty that can be tested by others. With regards to the question 
of the (foreseen or expected) context of appropriation of Bourdieuan mapping and 
analyses, the question is, however, to what extent the ‘visual revelation’ (by means 
of maps) of previously unseen power relations can make practices of resistance 
more likely or effi  cient. The answer to this question is in Bourdieu’s own writing 
somewhat complex. On the one hand, the mere knowledge of the mechanisms of 
symbolic power, and the structural inequalities that underpin them, is not likely to 
neutralize them. In this sense, knowledge of the social world is not emancipating 
by itself, automatically. On the other hand, knowledge (both produced and 
conveyed by the mapping of fi elds) of objective power relations, and even more so 
of the margins of manoeuvre they allow for, can potentialize strategies of resistance 
by highlighting the limited yet existing leeway left for dominated agents. Bourdieu 
was however tragically aware that, given its most likely context of appropriation, 
his ‘mapping of social fi elds’ could also be (and is also) put at the service of academic 
(and other) power strategies (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992).
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BOURDIEU-INSPIRED SECURITY-STUDIES AND THE 
ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL NETWORKS AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

The Bourdieuan analysis of security practices raises specifi c methodological 
problems. First, security professionals often do not want to disclose the kind of 
detailed and ‘personal’ data that indicates economic, social and cultural 
capital: salary, wealth, social relations, address, diplomas, profession of parents 
and so on. Second, when assembling fi les on the security professionals one is 
observing, there always is a risk of reproducing the practices the security 
professionals themselves use when analysing ‘terrorist networks’ and 
identifying suspects. The 2006 joint US Army/US Marine Corps Field Manual 
3-24 ‘Counter-insurgency’ even contains a section on the sociology-inspired 
methodology of social network analysis (SNA). It must be admitted that the 
Bourdieuan analysis of social relations (as most sociological approaches), share 
a common vocabulary with SNA: ‘networks’, ‘relations’, ‘relationality’, ‘social 
capital’, the focus on ‘metrics’ and ‘measurements’ as well as on ‘mapping 
social spaces’. Moreover, contrary to a common assumption, SNA is not 
necessarily characterized by methodological individualism, nor can it be 
reduced to the ‘address book’ of the nodal actors of a given network. For SNA, 
the unit of analysis is not necessarily the individual or its attributes. Rather, the 
focus is on the relationality between actors, so called ‘dyad attributes’. In other 
words, there is a risk for researchers to lose their sense of critical distance by 
appropriating the way of thinking of his research object. 

There are, however, signifi cant differences between the standard SNA-
approach and Bourdieu’s approach to the mapping of social relations. First, 
the Bourdieuan research starts with a scientifi c problematization that has to be 
autonomous from preoccupations framed by other fi elds (especially from the 
fi eld of power): scientifi c problems have to be constructed from within the 
fi elds of science and not be imposed or even infl uenced by external concerns 
that would risk submitting truth to power. The relative autonomy of the 
scientifi c fi eld creates an interest on the part of scientists to attempt not to 
submit their truth-claims to any other preoccupations than the ones arising 
from this fi eld. Any pre-constructed objects must accordingly be uncovered 
and submitted to radical doubt. In other words, to start with a category of 
people deemed ‘suspect’ would be totally unacceptable for Bourdieu: instead, 
the relevant questions are: how this category is constructed? Who has the 
power to produce the authorized knowledge on it? What are the capitals that 
confer this power? The question of ‘data-selection’ is hence seen as secondary 
to the one of problematization and of construction of the scientifi c object. 

Second, there are also sharp contrasts regarding ‘data-analysis’ in SNA-
mapping and Bourdieuan fi eld-mapping. For both, analysis of the ‘social 
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capital’ held by social agents requires knowledge of the agents’ durable and 
more or less institutionalized social relations. However, for Bourdieu, unlike 
standard SNA, social capital has to be analysed in a wider structural context 
and in order to account for the latter, one has to identify the other species of 
power held by the agents of the group (Bourdieu 1980). ‘Social capital’ for 
Bourdieu is then slightly more ‘structural’ than for most SNA-inspired 
approaches. It is not about tracing and assessing the links and nodes that tie 
one individual to another in order to assess their proximity or distance. It is 
about group-belonging, collective trajectories and the exchange of different 
forms of capital within the group. 

Third, the respective ontologies of Bourdieu and standard SNA are 
ultimately very dissimilar. While SNA focuses on relations understood as 
interactions, Bourdieu centres the analysis on the underlying structural 
conditions that frame these interactions. Bourdieu focuses on the structural 
relation ‘which operates in a permanent and invisible fashion’ (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992: 113), rather than on the effective interaction or actualized 
exchange. For Bourdieu, ‘the structure of a fi eld understood as a space of 
objective relations between positions defi ned by their rank in the distribution 
of competing powers or species of capital, is different from the more or less 
lasting networks through which it manifests itself’; on the contrary:

in network analysis, the study of these underlying structures has been 
sacrifi ced to the analysis of the particular linkages (between agents or 
institutions) and fl ow (of information, resources, services, etc) through 
which they become visible – no doubt because uncovering the structure 
requires that one put to work a relational mode of thinking that is more 
diffi cult to translate into quantitative and formalized data, save by way 
of correspondence analysis. 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 113–114)

Using fi eld-mapping in IR and CSS

References to Bourdieu seem to be on the rise in IR literature, notably through 
the ‘practice turn’ in IR theory (Pouliot 2008; Mérand and Pouliot 2008; Adler 
and Pouliot 2011; Mérand and Forget 2012; Adler-Nissen 2012; Hopf 2010). 
Some of these authors also use the specifi c fi eld-mapping techniques associated 
with Bourdieu’s work. In CSS, Bourdieu has mainly been used by the ‘Paris 
School’ around Didier Bigo (Bigo 1996; Wæver 2004; C.A.S.E. Collective 
2006), and also by Anna Leander in Copenhagen (Leander 2005 and 2010). 
Here, Bourdieu is used as a way of reframing academic IR and promoting the 
research agenda of an International Political Sociology (Bigo and Walker 2007) 
where his thinking is combined with Foucaultian notions and concepts (Balzacq, 
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Basaran, Bigo, Guittet and Olsson 2010; Bigo 2005a), a move that relativizes 
some of the tenets of Bourdieu’s epistemology and methodology. Indeed, to a 
certain extent, Foucault’s idea of relationality and relational power questions 
Bourdieu’s methodology of localizing power through the measurement of 
capitals ‘held’ by positions/actors (Cronin 1996). Most of the latter literature 
tries to explore, in line with what we have called tracing, how securitization 
occurs and what actors, agencies and bureaucracies are involved in the process 
(Bonelli 2008). Indeed, the underlying assumption is that, as opposed to the 
Copenhagen School, securitization is not foremost a discursive process. 
Rejecting a too narrowly defi ned linguistic constructivism, they consider 
securitization to be fuelled by routinized practices as much as by discourses 
(Bigo 1996; Bigo and Tsoukala 2008). Most of this literature also tends to focus 
on the role of security professionals (police, intelligence services, military, 
customs, insurance and private security companies and so on) sharing a common 
doxa and habitus, rather than on professionals of politics as the Copenhagen 
School would tend to do. This provides a fundamentally diff erent understanding 
and constitution of security. Here it is foremost seen as a fi eld of practice and, 
therefore, a central aim of these scholars is to understand how this fi eld works: 
what kinds of capitals structure the struggles in this fi eld; over what security 
professionals compete; what is at stake in the game played; what practices are 
involved; what are the dominant and marginal actors, how do the fi eld of 
security and the fi eld of politics interact or relate to one another? Didier Bigo 
and his team accordingly have tried to integrate some mapping, in the restrictive 
sense of the word, into their research practice in order to highlight relational 
dynamics between security-agencies as well as correlations between spaces of 
positions and spaces of position-taking.

From topography to topology: abandoning the map, not the space?

A major point in the critical endeavour of Didier Bigo has been the introduction 
of the concept of topology into the cartographic and ‘topographic’ world of 
mainstream security studies and of Bourdieuan sociology (Bigo 2001; Bigo and 
Tsoukala 2008). Topography refers to the study and representation of the shape 
and features of a surface (of a planet, a landscape etc.). The geographical map can 
be one of its potential outcomes. Topology is a branch of mathematics interested 
in the continuous deformation of objects that involves stretching, but not tearing 
or gluing. It draws on geometrical concepts (space, dimension) but focuses on 
transformations and cannot take notions of border, inside/outside or of left/right 
for granted. Frequently, the latter cannot any longer be consistently defi ned. 
Classical examples studied in topology include the Möbius strip or the Klein bottle. 
Positions become not only relative to one another but also relative to the 
positionality of the mapper him- or herself. If you want to see the inside of a 
Möbius strip you can represent it, but it will be a partial view, a contestable view 
and hence ultimately a very unstable and contextual view.
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The advantage of topology as a metaphor in security studies is that it allows 
thinking of practices that not only straddle boundaries, for example, police forces 
of an EU member state working in another country, but also that might also be 
taking place ‘outside’ and ‘inside’, depending on who is talking. For example, if 
these police forces working abroad are in the EU, then is it still abroad? And if they 
claim to provide for domestic security in a third state then is it outside or inside? 
As a heuristic device topology then is far more refl exive than the traditional graph 
with its abscissae and ordinate. It forces the researcher to relativize and to realize 
that in order to locate a point one has to fi rst locate oneself and thus introduce 
perspective. However, it is also about the recognition that things are changing, 
transforming, and complex. It leads the viewer of the ‘map’ to realize how 
problematic it is to think in terms of inside/outside, as usually is done in traditional 
IR and security studies, but that at the same time our inclination to do so is 
permanently there. The topology metaphor deconstructs our cartographic 
imagination based on clear borders, and immutable positioning systems, while still 
allowing for a spatialized, albeit moving, representation of social reality. Ultimately, 
the context of production of topological analyses will be very diff erent from the 
ones of bi-dimensional graphs.

It is then not a coincidence that Bigo’s nuancing of Bourdieuan sociology, and 
his appropriation of the latter’s mapping, has in particular targeted (and nuanced) the 
geographic/topographic assumptions of Bourdieuan fi elds-theory: the question of 
the role of social proximity in the expansion of networks of power (Bigo 1996); the 
idea that homology of positions and ‘topologies of the neighbourhood’ (Bigo 2005b) 
play a central role in structuring alliances of contiguous positions against remote 
ones; the idea that borders between fi elds are foremost ‘fences’ rather than junctures; 
the idea of a fi eld of power that would be centrally linked to a specifi c state-linked 
(and hence a territorially bound) species of power capital (Bigo 2011). On this last 
point, Bigo has argued that the transversality of the fi eld of (in)security professionals 
and the ‘transnationality’ of bureaucratic guilds questions the idea of a ‘fi eld of fi elds’ 
fi xing exchange rates between capitals at ‘national’ or ‘global’ levels. It is not only the 
central role of the State as a bureaucratic fi eld that is here questioned, but with it also 
the idea of a ‘force’ capable of creating an unambiguously mappable meta-fi eld.

However, the question that Bigo’s work inevitably raises is how you can 
possibly have it both ways? The mathematics of topology is not amenable to 
graphic and ‘parsimonious’ representation through abscissae and ordinates. Is one 
not running the risk of inconsistency if one opposes topology to the topographic 
world of security-professionals while simultaneously trying to map the latter’s 
relative positions on a bi-dimensional graph? The central point in Bigo’s work is 
certainly that topology is mainly a metaphor to encourage refl exivity and to 
account for complexity, while the cartography of fi elds is seen as a methodology.5 
The tension between both is, however, seemingly irreducible. Bourdieuan maps 
have to be parsimonious if they are to show anything (Bourdieu and Wacquant 
1992: 218–260). Topology is fundamentally complex and messy and in this sense 
visualizes the limits of visualization.
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Latour: A theory of actor-networks

With a growing interest within IR and security studies to map security practices 
through the prism of ‘security assemblages’, the work of Bruno Latour increasingly 
appears in its bibliographies. Interest in Latour – and other scholars working under 
the broad umbrella of actor-network theory – can be linked to increasing attention 
to materiality in IR.6 

This section argues that if the goal is to methodologically apprehend security 
practices, then actor-network theory (ANT) opens up a whole new terrain to be 
mapped. ANT expands the terrain because of its distinctive ontology that fi rst, pays 
equal attention to the context of production and appropriation of maps/meanings/
artefacts/security arrangements, and second, incorporates the materials assembled 
in security arrangements as equally relevant as ‘social’ constructions. In his classic 
essay ‘Mixing Humans and Nonhumans Together: the Sociology of a Door-
Closer’, Latour playfully but poignantly points out that ‘what defi nes our social 
relations is, for the most part, prescribed back to us by nonhumans. Knowledge, 
morality, craft, force, sociability are not properties of humans but of humans 
accompanied by their retinue of delegated characters’, that is, the nonhuman 
entities that have been pre-inscribed with certain attributes that humans are later 
forced to deal with (1988: 310). Interaction, for Latour, should always be considered 
in the broader context of both the humans and nonhumans that are present and 
forceful. In other words, Latour’s idea of practice concerns ‘the mutual constitution 
of materiality and society in terms of networks of heterogeneous relations in which 
human and non-human combine’ (Bourne 2012: 153). 

This translates into the purchase of Latour’s approach for mapping as a method, 
which can be summarized in the dual imperatives of inclusiveness and symmetry. The 
former relates to the question of how many diverse elements mapping as method 
allows us to assemble – do we really take into account all the discursive, practical, 
and material elements that are relevant in constituting a given actor-network? The 
latter asks whether mapping treats social/discursive and material/natural elements on 
the same ontological footing (Mayer and Schouten 2011: 20). Whereas, for instance, 
European integration is dominantly hailed as evidence for social constructivism 
(how else could European states integrate but by thinking diff erently about themselves 
and each other?), an ANT analysis would place in the foreground the multiple ways 
in which Europe is composed and connected through such things as infrastructure 
and the assembling of a new administrative scenery (Barry 1993; Walters 2002). 
That is, the Latourian world, in its symmetrical socio-materiality, is immensely more 
embodied, rich and heavier than a discursive or social constructivist world. 

Mapping heterogeneity

Latourian mapping classically focuses on the context of production of (arte)facts, 
that is, the process by which a controversy is assembled into a non-controversial 
fact or smoothly functioning artefact (such as a map) which is subsequently used as 
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a building block or relay in the settlement of yet other controversies by others 
(Schouten 2014; Venturini 2010). In short, Latour maps processes of stabilization 
(Kaghan and Bowker 2001: 258). This means that rather than making a normative 
statement about the essence of a given security practice, map, or artefact, the 
research question Latour would pose is: how does an array of unpredictable 
elements become tied together and stabilized (and ultimately produced) as stable 
actor-networks? The parallel with the mapping process is not diffi  cult to articulate. 
Indeed, Latour time and time again returns to the production of maps as an example 
of how realities and ontologies are constantly created anew. Yet, besides mapping 
trajectories of the successful formation of new, strong actor-networks,7 one can 
also study the many cases of the failure to assemble powerful actor-networks (i.e., 
Latour 1996). That is – returning to our cartographic example – a map can easily 
break down into gift-wrapping or a historical curiosity, simply because the elements 
assembled could not be held in place in a stable manner. This additional focus on 
the unmaking of maps, meanings, objects and security arrangements is a fi rst point 
where Latourian mapping diff ers from Bourdieuan network analysis, which 
provides tools predominantly for studying the emergence of new confi gurations of 
relations in fi elds of power.

So how does one arrive at a Latourian mapping? Latour diff ers from Bourdieu by 
insisting more adamantly on having the actors themselves describe the connections, 
passage points, inequalities and imbalances that make up an actor-network. It is also 
the actors’ own objectives that help constitute the measure of success in the 
establishment of a strong network. For Latour, the dictum is then to ‘follow the 
actors’ – whether they are maps, armies, drones, statistics, immigrants, or mentalities 
of rule. In this way, Latourian mapping can best be understood as being close to 
anthropology, with the main diff erence that ANT ‘does’ ethnography of trajectories. 
Latourian mapping diff ers from Bourdieuan mapping of social relations in that the 
trajectories of heterogeneous actors do not move within or between a fi xed pre-given 
‘fi eld’ such as ‘the economy’ or ‘bureaucracy’, but rather concerns the making and 
unmaking of such ontologically stable diff erences. Importantly, this process does not 
end when an (arte)fact like a map is fi nished. Often, its signifi cance derives from the 
context of appropriation – how it is subsequently circulated through other contexts 
and is used by other actors for purposes not foreseen during the process of assembling. 
This emphasizes the general stance of ANT that it is never only about actors, but 
rather about their networked nature: how they are composed and became relevant 
through connections between heterogeneous elements (Schouten 2013b). In order to 
map such actor-networks or assemblages, one has to trace associations by asking:

• How causes and eff ects are attributed,
• What points are linked to which other,
• What size and strength these links have,
• Who the most legitimate spokespersons are,
• And how all these elements are modifi ed during the controversy.

(Latour 1987: 202)
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Luckily, the processes of assembling and closing controversies, leaves traces: 
actors are constantly in the process of indicating who should or should not be 
considered part of their group (Latour 2005: 30ff ). In order to map networks, 
the researcher must attempt to understand what the actors in the network are 
doing and attempting to do. This means that all intricacies of political practice 
must potentially be taken seriously by the researcher. As the phenomena to be 
mapped are assemblages of heterogeneous actants – such as technological tools, 
natural entities, statistical eff ects, discursive constructions and human bodies – 
the mapper him- or herself needs to deploy a variety of mapping tools. As such, 
ANT requires one to deploy a variety of methods in his or her mapping 
toolbox: interviewing is needed to have spokespersons attribute agency and 
causality; participant observation helps relate discursive renderings to the 
circulations of objects and their relations to institutionalized practice. In terms 
of method, ANT places the same burden on researchers as varieties of non-
local ethnography (cf. Feldman 2011): the mapper needs to situate him- or 
herself in media res and deploy the full spectrum of his or her senses to register 
agency. Thus, as with topology, the researcher’s position plays a pivotal role in 
accounting for the mapping produced. Indeed, in our academic mapping 
exercises, we are the most important tool. For Latour, following Merleau-
Ponty, understanding the world is not separate from engaging with it. This 
means that ANT sees the work of the mapper as the same feat as the object of 
study: if an actor-network is assembled by a series of translations, then a 
mapping is to be seen as another such translation. The end product of Latourian 
mapping is a fi nal translation by the social scientist (an inscription such as a 
narrative, image, map or moving thing on a screen)8 displaying a series of 
previous translations. Importantly, this fi nal translation is itself implicated in 
(dis)assembling the social – it acts as a spokesperson that shifts, distorts, and 
contributes to a diff erent rendering of the elements assembled (Ruming 2009; 
also see Chapter 5 in this volume). This also means that Latour sees a great 
responsibility for social scientists as complicit in crafting the world around us: 
as the maps we study, our (no matter how un/critical) mappings of the world 
equally travel and act in the world. As the researcher delves into the life of 
security assemblages, a life that cuts across context of production and 
appropriation, ANT challenges the very distinction between the production of 
ontologically stable objects of inquiry and their circulation. 

Mapping and power

Latour does not localize power in specifi c classes of actors but rather in 
connections and translation processes between humans and nonhumans (Passoth 
and Rowland 2010). As such, power is never held within one individual but 
should rather be conceptualized as relational, held collectively – but never 
symmetrically – within the actor-network. ‘The word “network” indicates that 
resources are concentrated in a few places – the knots and the nodes – which 
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are connected with one another – the links and the mesh: these connections 
transform the scattered resources into a net that may seem to extend everywhere’ 
(Latour 1987: 180). Power in this sense is always fl uid, with strong parallels to 
Foucault’s understanding: for both, power is practised and relational (Deleuze 
1988: 71), it is ‘action upon action’, articulated in eff orts ‘to incite, to seduce, 
to make easy or diffi  cult, to enlarge or limit, to make more or less probable, and 
so on’ (Deleuze 1988: 70). As another ANT scholar, John Law, argues, power 
should be mapped as an eff ect rather than a cause (1992: 387) – we cannot 
assume the a priori presence of power in certain locales or actors, but need to 
show how power is the assembled outcome of translations – thus uncovering at 
the same time how power itself is unstable. This stands in contrast at least to part 
of critical studies whose criticality is defi ned as the a priori assumption that 
power can be stably situated in certain confi gurations – something underpinning 
both neogramscian IPE (International Political Economy) (Cox 1981) and 
certain branches of critical security studies that assume – rather than show – 
certain voices to be structurally marginalized by dominant power arrangements, 
thus in fact contributing to the mystifi cation of the very power structures they 
mean to challenge.

Let’s illustrate this with the example of cartographic map-making. For 
Latourians, mapping is a political process, for two reasons. First, the process is 
essentially a violent struggle of silencing, separating out, and resistance. Second, 
mapping is political because the map, once stabilized, creates a power asymmetry 
in the subsequent settlement of yet other controversies.

The fi rst political aspect of mapping is that it comprises the translation of partial 
interpretations of controversies and matters of concern into authoritative 
representations of matter of fact. Often, this involves the fl attening of confusing 
three-dimensional places and movements into less confusing two-dimensional 
representations (Latour and Woolgar 1986). Actor-network theory sees a map as 
an engine, not as a camera (MacKenzie 2006): it is a dispositif that changes, distorts, 
acts in the world.9 Yet, Latourian mapping, rather than eff acing this process of 
distortion, aims to show how this translation is neither easily achieved nor 
permanent, by eff ectuating the reverse movement, tracing stable fact or power 
arrangement back to when it was still a controversy. This entails uncovering the 
intense process of separating out and assembling, the artefact ‘map’ is made to 
overcome, straighten out, and hold stable the multiplicity, controversy, and 
resistance that were part of the struggle inherent in the mapping process. These 
elements have now become stabilized, cleaned out, and separated.10 And yet, 
pending its circulation, interpretation and use in the world, the seemingly stable 
order is always at risk of breaking down. The map needs always to be reproduced, 
upheld, and enacted. Methodologically, this stance implies that a focus on the 
context of production of a map is not enough to understand – and destabilize – an 
object of inquiry, be it a security arrangement or a map; the ontology of the object 
of inquiry continues to undergo important shifts during its subsequent life as it 
circulates through contexts of appropriation.
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MAPS, POWER, AND COLONIAL EXPANSION

Colonial expansion is a recurring theme in classical ANT studies. John Law, in 
his essay ‘Technology and Heterogeneous Engineering: The Case of the 
Portuguese Expansion’ (1987), delves into the Portuguese struggle to 
overcome the Cape Bojador, a point in the ocean near the African coast 
notoriously diffi cult to navigate by sailing ship due to its strong winds. 
Portuguese expansion, he argues, was not a matter of some immanent 
superiority, but rather an exciting struggle to overcome and enlist the forces 
of nature inside the socio-technical assemblage of the galleass – the large 
merchant galley. Latour equally devotes much attention to explain how 
pivotal maps were in producing the colonial power to govern at a distance. 
For Latour, the reason why the Portuguese, French, and Dutch conquered the 
world in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has less to do with advanced 
weaponry and more to do with the concentration of maps in European 
‘centres of calculation’ that enabled European rulers to take decisions regarding 
far-fl ung places – without ever having been there (Latour 1987: 219).

Commercial interests, capitalist spirit, imperialism, thirst for knowledge, 
are empty terms as long as one does not take into account Mercator’s 
projection, marine clocks and their markers, copper engraving of maps, 
rutters, the keeping of ‘log books’, and the many printed editions of 
Cook’s voyages that La Pé rouse carries with him.

(Latour 2011b: 6)

Related to this, an increasing number of studies have started mapping the 
internal projection of state power in Western history. As an example, Carroll 
shows how mapping created a power asymmetry between the mapper and 
those mapped: maps allowed the British to settle controversies in their 
interest, against those of Irish local communities (Carroll 2006). In the same 
vain, Mitchell (2002) shows how establishing British rule in Egypt was 
essentially a diverse technical process, involving the introduction of 
accounting methods, infrastructure schemes, and the assembling of the 
‘great land map of Egypt’ that renders Egypt as an immense agriculture 
project. One of the main points he drives home is that economics or more 
generally expert knowledge ‘works to format social relations, never simply to 
report or picture them’ (2002: 118). James C. Scott famously argued that 
state-produced, centralized mapping efforts are inevitably political and 
often contested by the mental maps local communities draw of their 
environment; maps that are silenced by imposing a ‘hegemonic’ mapping 
from the centre. Local communities have often violently resisted the mapping 
efforts imposed from capitals, as these mapping efforts distort or rule out 
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their own map, their own understanding of their surroundings (Scott 1998). 
Finally, Harley’s work draws on the impact of colonial maps on the Native 
American peoples, which representationally cleared their presence from 
their traditional lands making it available for the taking (1989). This diverse 
body of work shares a critical focus on the map, and mapping, as a 
(contingent) agent in political struggles of control over territories and 
populations; struggles that are mediated by a heterogeneous ensemble of 
colonial mapping practices.

Power to rule across the globe, then, derives not from some abstract (discursive) 
force of superiority but rather from knowledge devices connecting and travelling 
through fragile technical assemblages (Latour 2005: 70–76). This is exactly what 
Miller and Rose meant when they tried to capture the distinctiveness of modern 
government by combining notions deriving from governmentality with vocabulary 
from ANT. They describe neo-liberal governance as ‘government at a distance’ 
through ‘loose and mobile networks’ (Miller and Rose 1990: 1). Yet, for ANT-
mappers, power does not simply fl oat around. Rather, ANT helps to account for 
the simple fact that the capacity to create a map itself is the outcome of a cumulative 
process of assembling that results in a disparity of power: mapping requires an 
expansive and expensive array of tools, devices, and voyages to assemble the 
elements captured in a map. 

For ANT, by extension, power can always be mapped and localized because it 
is always attributed or translated by, or mediated through, observable phenomena. 
This poses either a heavy methodological burden on those interested in mapping 
power, or can alternatively mean a relief for those with empiricist inclinations. 
ANT, in this way, is at odds with approaches to politics conceiving of power as 
immanent, de-territorialized, or infested in ungraspable social phenomena: if the 
researcher cannot map a relation of domination but needs to read it in a security 
discourse by adding layers of interpretation, it is not an ANT mapping. 

Second, ANT-mappers caution us that the struggle does not stop at the limits 
of the context of production, that is, when a map is produced and the complex 
reality has been nicely tied together in a black box, the political life of technologies 
such as maps continues into the context of appropriation, and is determined by 
what other actors do to it next, how do they enable or limit other actors to pursue 
their agendas? This means that for the mapper, looking at the production of maps 
is only half of the story. After production, maps need to be continuously enacted 
and performed: it is not enough for borders to be drawn on a map to speak of 
country borders (Passoth and Rowland 2010). Whole assemblages of practices, 
discourse, and material elements need to be in place to speak felicitously of a ‘state 
border’. As such, powerful maps of nation-states are entangled, and often become 
political or juridical instruments, with security practices in ‘sociotechnical 
imaginaries’ (Jasanoff  and Kim 2009).
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Mapping security

As Wight noted in 2004, there had hitherto been a marked absence of engagement 
with ANT in international relations (Wight 2004). However, interest in ANT is 
emerging in IR, and two prevalent lines of inquiry can be distinguished. The fi rst 
shows the contingency and political nature of mappings, while the second 
emphasizes the material in the constitution of international order and discord. 

In the fi rst line of inquiry one fi nds, for example, studies mapping how human 
security has arisen out of controversy, to subsequently be adopted by others as 
powerful actants in yet other struggles.11 For example, Büger (2008) interrogates the 
emergent concept of human security as a ‘boundary object’ and its impact on the 
existent landscape of ‘communities of security practice’. As part of understanding the 
emergence of the concept Büger applies Latour’s notion of ‘black boxing’, referring 
to the process involving translation and mediation to produce an unquestioned fact, 
by smoothing out all the disagreement in the fi nal object of human security that is 
made to circulate in epistemic communities concerned. More broadly, Stritzel 
argues that ‘securitization’ should be understood as the circulation of meanings in 
communities (2011a, b), a process greatly facilitated by ‘immutable mobiles’12 such 
as maps. If, as he argues, securitization concerns essentially the localization of a threat, 
then successful securitization is indeed as much about understandings of threat 
engendered by such artefacts as maps, as it is about the fabrication of new maps 
localizing dangers itself. This is illustrated in, for instance, criminology where the 
practice of surveillance has been analysed as an assemblage of technologies and 
practices that are no longer confi ned to state institutions. Rather, risk management 
is contingent upon circulation of ‘immutable mobiles’ in the form of statistics, 
measurements and indicators in ‘security assemblages’ composed of security 
specialists, social workers, and health professionals (Abrahamsen and Williams 2009; 
Deleuze 1992; Haggerty and Ericson 2000). Such security assemblages, while made 
up of dispersed and heterogeneous elements, can also be analysed and studied as 
actants that act upon particular concerns in a specifi c way. They are global but not 
de-territorialized; rather, they converge around specifi c sites or spheres of activities 
(Schouten 2011). A number of studies stand out in this line; they both show how 
migration is mapped, and how the migrant is acted upon by such security assemblages. 
William Walters emphasizes how popular maps of migration frame it as a security 
issue threatening the West. Through a detailed reading of a variety of such maps, he 
shows how these selective representations depoliticize migration by keeping out of 
view the forces that cause migration in the fi rst place (2010). In the same vain, 
Voelkner (2011) shows how human security allowed the Thai government to 
depoliticize migrant health by translating it into a technical matter. Feldman shifts 
the focus from the maps to the process of mapping of illegal migrants, situating it in 
an assemblage made up of GIS systems, treaties, biometric passport data and large-
scale IT-systems that mediate and constrain how disparate migration offi  cials act 
upon the migrant (Feldman 2011). Finally, Bellanova and Fuster (2013) and 
Schouten (2014) map how the emergence of the security scanner at European 
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airports entails the reassembling of heterogeneous elements and, ultimately, the 
disappearance of earlier, less convenient, security solutions. Actor-network theory 
can help to map how such dispersed elements are made to act as one in governance 
processes, and hence can be considered an actant. While studies that focus on the 
production of novel security governance arrangements can have a tendency to 
present us with rather gloomy, totalizing apparatuses, counter-mappings are 
increasingly being drawn out, aimed at using the same method to open up a space 
of contestation in the context of appropriation and circulation of such security 
assemblages (Crampton 2008). One example, introduced by Walters, is the 
‘Geografía crítica del Estrecho de Gibraltar’, a mapping project showing us a critical 
account of the militarization of borders, confl icts, dangers and exclusion mechanisms 
at work to keep migrants out of the EU.13 Thus, ANT mappings challenge a focus 
on either the context of production or appropriation of security arrangements and 
follows the ‘life’ of security assemblages over time (cf. Adey and Anderson 2012). 

The second line of inquiry is represented by studies emphasizing the role of 
material arrangements and technologies in restricting and enabling international 
security politics.14 Bourne challenges CSS to take seriously the roles that weapons 
play in mediating and limiting international politics, while Pouliot (2010) argues 
that NATO and Russia’s diplomatic practices ontologically collapse natural, 
cultural and organizational artefacts into a single level of understanding – something 
inadequately captured by either realism or social constructivism. Methodologically, 
Gusterson (2004) takes it one step further, conducting ethnographic fi eldwork 
inside the contemporary nuclear weapons complex, to probe the global distribution 
of imaginaries of identity and power mediated by the asymmetrical distribution of 
weapons. Finally, Wasinski (2011) argues that coordinating war requires defi ning 
soldiers, which relies on the diff usion of strategic thinking mediated by software 
and military institutions. These examples go to illustrate the affi  nities between the 
topological approach to Bourdieuan mapping developed by Bigo and ANT in the 
sense that they deploy a similar focus on entities-in-relation as the object of 
mapping (cf. Marres 2012); yet one cardinal diff erence is between the ontological 
focus on social power relations in the former and a refusal to decide a priori on an 
ontological focal point in the latter.

EXAMPLE: MAPS PRACTICING SECURITY AND CRIME

The agency of maps in security practices is both very concrete and ambiguous. 
Actor-network theory demands us to show how (in)security is made ‘real’ 
outside of the localized context of production (‘security assemblages’ such as 
government offi ces, insurance companies), a process contingent upon 
popularization, divulging an acceptance by broader audiences. Maps play such 
a role, translating dangerous crime into a ‘real’, tangible, everyday sensation. 
In downtown Johannesburg, Schouten (2012) shows how (in)security is made
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real through an assemblage composed of police, private security companies 
and CCTV upholding the ‘safe’ areas. Yet space in Johannesburg is also 
produced as (in)secure through maps that the municipality freely distributes to 
South Africans and tourists. The map separates out the secure colourful areas 
– where the rules of the market hold – from an insecure sea of grey on the map. 
As such, the map translates a multitude of controversies (Where to navigate? 
What is (in)security?) into a government-endorsed artefact that objectifi es the 
formal economy as secure, and the informal economy as insecure. Visitors to 
downtown Johannesburg are seduced into moving through restricted, 
government-endorsed, and privately secured spaces – a restriction mediated 
pivotally by maps. Rather than a mere discursive move, the political 
securitization of the informal economy in South Africa entails the constant 
assembling of an array of heterogeneous elements, including crime statistics, 
popular news items, private security guards and tourist maps.

Methodologically, mapping the map as an actor in the construction of 
crime and insecurity, involves tracing crime statistics produced in governmental 
‘centres of calculation’ through the security assemblage made up by police 
stations, private security guards, GIS technologies and tourist maps. In 
practice, this entails ‘following the map’ both into the context of production 
– the police units where crime is turned from a question mark into a ‘stable’ 
entity through inscription in statistics and geocoding – and into the context of 
appropriation – where private security companies capitalize on mapped crime 
‘quantifacts’ to sell their services and enact mapped (in)security, thus 
amplifying the racialized spatialization of (in)security along the border between 
the grey and the coloured areas on the map of downtown Johannesburg.

What both lines of research share – those that map the life of security arrangements 
over time, and those that emphasize the role of materiality and technologies in 
security assemblages – is that they force us to rethink that the terrain to be mapped 
logically encompasses not discourse or materiality, but the entanglements of both in 
specifi c instances. These examples show that ANT uncovers vast new terrains, 
cross-cutting any type of foundational dichotomy that typically structures the fi eld 
of enquiry of security studies: binary categories like state/non-state, private/public, 
domestic/foreign, politics/science, or even discursive/material or natural/
technological (Mayer and Schouten 2011). One can say that Latourian mapping 
helps to elucidate and open up entanglements of discourse, practice and artefact that 
are involved in contemporary security governance. The methodological imperative 
of symmetry in ANT and science and technology studies (STS) – not deciding a 
priori whether discourse or practice, humans or technologies matter most – means 
that the researcher needs to apply the same kind of analysis to graphs, accounting, 
and statistics as to securitization, terrorism, and biopower (Schouten 2014). One of 
the biggest points of ANT that yet remains to be translated into IR is the observation 
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that assemblages fall apart when no longer performed (Latour 2005: 25, 76). If 
social and political institutions and insecurities require eff orts to uphold, it means 
that – even more radically than for social constructivism – anarchy, fl ailing fi nancial 
markets, and terrorism are fabrications of our own making (Mitchell 2002: 3). Yet, 
against securitization theory, such risks are not merely discursively constituted, but 
materially as well. Indeed, if studies of nuclear proliferation and security studies 
more generally are to take the material seriously, then the coalitions that become 
the subject of inquiry – entanglements of weapons, soldiers, and alliances of 
regulations, risks, and infrastructures – form terrains far from easy to capture. Yet 
by opening up the academic gaze of critical security studies to the polivalency of 
(in)security, ANT as method has the potential to render criticality empirically 
graspable and to expand the scope of politics into even wider realms. 

In sum, ANT mapping is unique in combining an ethnographic-like sensitivity 
to empirical concerns with a set of theoretical ‘anti’-assumptions that require the 
researcher to refrain from deciding beforehand where to place the focus in entering 
the fi eld, which itself stretches across context of production and appropriation of 
security arrangements. Taken together, these two premises open up an exciting 
matrix of largely unexplored research topics in security studies. 

Comparison and conclusion

Bourdieu and Latour have both been gaining traction in critical security studies 
and discussions on how to apply their respective methodologies to the fi eld are rife. 
Having discussed their two approaches to mapping in security studies in-depth, in 
this fi nal section we take some distance to look at points of encounter and critical 
purchase of both methods. 

Overlaps

First, while there are signifi cant diff erences between Latour- and Bourdieu-inspired 
maps and mapping processes, there are ways that their accounts may overlap. We 
are interested in teasing out how they might relate and indeed speak to each other. 
We regard this as an important fi rst step to be taken before entering the circulating 
debate on their irreconcilable disciplinarity or theoretical diff erences as is sometimes 
assumed (even by the theorists themselves). 

First, both Bourdieuan and Latourian approaches to security would argue that 
there is more to security than discursive approaches would imply. For both, security 
is practised in a myriad of ways beyond speech acts – even if they have diff erent 
ideas on the critical components of security practices to be mapped. Bourdieuans 
warrant a focus on technical expertise and the bureaucratic layers of security 
practitioners that keep the entire system of security governance afl oat; Latourians 
emphasize the entanglements of discourse, practice and materialities in specifi c 
security assemblages. Although they may map diff erent phenomena, they share a 
move away from focusing on discourse or speech acts.
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Second, in rendering fi elds and actor-networks respectively, instability seems to 
be an ontological characteristic. Both Latour and Bourdieu, due to their relational 
ontology, see change and modifi cation of position or network as entirely possible. 
Bourdieu holds the relations (or structure) to be primary in constraining or allowing 
change – gradual change can be uncovered in a repeated mapping of social relations 
– while Latour sees change as the natural state, with actors required to work very 
hard to prevent it – maps being one of the ways in which actors ‘hold’ a particular 
confi guration stable over time. Their work amounts to a signifi cant opening vis-à-
vis extant approaches to security that start from fi xed threats, deep structures, or 
other exogenous analytical points of departure.

Third, both Bourdieu and Latour, albeit to a diff erent extent, allow the actors 
investigated to map out the limits of the fi eld or actor-network respectively. This 
overlap is especially strong between the topological approach to fi eld mapping and 
ANT. What it means is that both approaches require a proclivity for empirical 
research and rely on more or less the same data-gathering techniques, including 
interviewing, participant observation, archival and other documentary research. 
Slight diff erences in methodological preferences might however be highlighted. 
While Latourians tend to conduct semi-structured interviews embedded in 
participant observation, in Bourdieuan mapping bigger groups of individuals are 
usually targeted, meaning that interviewing moves towards social survey methods 
and that participant observation is combined with data, often in statistical form, on 
the relevant attributes of the social agents under consideration. That said, both 
methodologies entail diff erent ways of analysing the collected data as previously seen.

A fi nal overlap in terms of mapping is their stance towards space and time. To 
provide a rough sketch, we might say that Bourdieu’s approach to mapping is a 
single snapshot with an impressive ability to change scale when necessary. On the 
other hand, Latour’s approach is more akin to a slide show of the journey unfolding 
into the present.15 For Bourdieu, relations of power, once mapped, can be seen on 
both large and small scale, in both the instance and the general. In this way, such a 
map is interested in the spaces of power – where it is located and mobilized. It is a 
wonderful tool for pictorializing what might not have been readily apparent from 
inside the relations being described as it might not be easy to see the landscape of 
power while infl uenced by its relations. In contrast, and what is often forgotten by 
ANT practitioners, Latour’s approach and his now classic mappings are often more 
about time than about space. An ANT account of settling a controversy provides a 
vantage point through which the reader is involved in the life of a map by tracing 
diff erent moments in its creation. We see when and how it was established, what 
routes it took on the way to settlement or the category of ‘black box’.16

Criticality

The issue of criticality presents itself in diff erent ways within Latour- and Bourdieu- 
inspired mappings. What makes a map is its ability to fi x space (temporarily) so that 
others may ‘see’ what the mapper has seen. Fixity, then, appears as a key attribute 
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of maps, but it does not guarantee either criticality or ‘uncriticality’. Rather, in 
light of the argument introduced in the beginning of the chapter, that maps do 
bring forth new territories, or rather that maps co-constitute space, refl exivity 
seems crucial for the conduct of critical work.

For Bourdieu, mapping is method, and the map a tool to expose relations of 
power, rather than an object of investigation in itself. The map sets out, in visual 
terms, the structures that uphold social life yet the world outside the map takes 
precedent and is not held in check by the mapper’s representation. This means that 
it is incumbent upon the researcher to ‘add criticality’ by investing meaning and 
purpose in the maps they produce. What is at stake in the addition of ‘topology’ is 
an attempt to add new dimensions to what would have otherwise been the 
tempting trap of the two-dimensional and ‘complete’ map. Refl exivity is only now 
being introduced to the mapping process, a questioning of the researchers’ own 
position in the mapping process, and the frank impossibility of seeing all. 

Much like a Foucaultian genealogy, Latourian mapping seeks to unwind a now 
stable entity back into the past, tracing it back to when it was still a controversy. 
This mapping process, is for Latour, itself a profoundly refl exive struggle, leading 
to a contestable and partial settling of a controversy. The map here, for Latour, is 
explicitly political fi rst because description renders new realities amenable for 
scrutiny, and second since, in tracing back stable entities to when they were still 
controversial, mapping reveals possible alternative pathways that did not ‘win’ the 
‘battle’. Assembling a parsimonious fact, map, or scholarly account needs by 
necessity to exclude more than it includes (Bloomfi eld and Vurdubakis 1999). In 
this, ANT never tires to emphasize the researcher’s active role in assembling his or 
her object of research (Çalişkan and Callon 2009: 371; Chilvers and Evans 2009: 
359; Ruming 2009). For Latour, ‘society’ itself only exists because it has been 
actively assembled – imposed – by researchers upon their research subject (Latour 
2005: 33–34). In the same vein, the ‘economy’ is the admirable product of 
economists (Çalişkan and Callon 2009; MacKenzie 2006; Mitchell 2005). Actor-
network theory forces the researcher to make explicit his or her own responsibility 
as spokesperson for the very assemblage that he or she engages with, and the 
performative eff ect of research output as an ‘actor’ that can be assembled in 
unpredictable ways, for a multiplicity of purposes, by others.

Ultimately, the biggest diff erence between Bourdieuan and Latourian mapping 
may reside in their underlying ambition, which seeps through in every aspect of 
their respective approaches. Bourdieuans, in mapping security practices, have the 
ambition to ‘try to extract the general principles of an economy of symbolic goods’ 
(Bourdieu 1998: 93), that is, the ‘stake at stake’. Sociologists should focus on the 
fi eld, not on individuals. Individual actors and their preferences are ‘exponents of 
a fi eld’ (Schinkel 2007: 710, 720) produced and constrained by the map 
Bourdieuans draw. Latourians, by contrast, see no fi eld but only an on-going 
proliferation and movement of individual entities, connecting, disconnecting, and 
re-assembling. They side with Whitehead’s observation that ‘there are no whole 
truths; all truths are half-truths. It is trying to treat them as whole truths that plays 
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the devil’ (Whitehead 2001: 13). The diff erence between Latour and Bourdieu 
can be put starkly: 

Bourdieu and Latour can be seen as trying to capture the same transformation 
from opposing perspectives: Bourdieu, the director of the leading state-
supported research institute in the social sciences, critiquing the ways the 
state has buckled under external economic pressures; Latour, the resident 
sociologist at a leading benefi ciary of the emerging neoliberal order, denying 
that the state ever had much control in the fi rst place.

(Fuller 2000: 16)

Latour is interested in explaining how out of ‘reality multiple’ ultimately one version of 
a map emerged as dominant. In rigorous ANT, ‘if a description remains in need of an 
explanation, it means that it is a bad description’ (Latour 2005: 137). From this follows 
a lot of critique from post-Marxist social scientists at ANT’s refusal to take a priori a 
critical stance. Because the ethnographic proximity it requires raises issues in contexts 
that are either highly insecure or non-democratic, ANT has been wedded to the 
industrialized, democratic context of unfolding Weberian rationalization and thus, most 
ANT studies are conducted either inside laboratories or large corporations, where all 
aspects of controversies are readily available (cf. Barry 2013). A survey of literature 
conducted for this chapter shows that there are hardly any ANT studies available on 
war, terrorism, and physical violence more generally or in ‘non-Weberian’ areas such 
as Sub-Saharan Africa. Studying (in)security often involves secrecy and violence, 
distorting the actor-network accessible to the researcher, or simply precluding access. 
Perhaps this is why Latour makes a fi ctitious student argue the following in a platonic 
dialogue on ‘doing’ ANT: ‘You might not like Bourdieu very much, but at least he was 
a real scientist, and even better, he was politically relevant. As far as I can tell, your ANT 
is neither.’ (Latour 2005: 155) Yet the same criticism can, to a large extent, be raised 
with Bourdieuan analysis. It would be hard to imagine conducting a large and rigorous 
survey on, say, the ‘subfi eld’ of rebel movements in Eastern Congo. Yet where for 
Latour the map in itself, the mapping of how a map, or another artefact or entity came 
into being, is the self-suffi  cient end-point of analysis, for Bourdieu subsequent scrutiny 
of the power relations now revealed is the real ‘stake at stake’. Bourdieuans see their 
mapping as a martial art, with an explicitly critical agenda, which makes it fi t more 
comfortably into critical security studies. Nevertheless, it might be argued that in 
deciding a priori what is critical, Bourdieu takes the ‘god’s view from nowhere’ and this 
ideological rigour means he loses out on the potential of scientifi c discovery through 
empirical research: ANT is a methodology of surprises that allows the researcher to 
enter the fi eld and emerge with something he or she didn’t know beforehand.

Notes

 1 The authors would like to thank fi rst Christopher Alderson for his elaborate collaboration 
at an early stage of this chapter, and furthermore those attending the series of ICCM 
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meetings and Maximilian Mayer and Christophe Wasinski for their comments on 
previous versions of this chapter. 

 2 See, for instance, Adler and Pouliot (2011), Büger and Villumsen (2007), Huysmans 
(2011), Neumann 2002.

 3 A small selection of abundant examples: Andreas (2003), Cerny (2009), Coward (2009), 
Higate and Henry (2009), Reid-Henry (2011), Der Derian (2001), Dupont (2006), 
Stern and Öjendal (2010).

 4 See http://mappingcontroversies.net. Accessed 3 May 2014.
 5 What we mean here is that the methodologies used in topology, as the mathematical 

study of spaces and shapes, are not followed by the ‘Paris School’, nor are they intended 
to be. When Didier Bigo refers in his work to the Klein bottle or the Möbius strip it is 
foremost to draw attention, by analogy, to some of the concrete limits of our geographical 
understandings of security rather than to imply a concrete methodology derived from 
topological mathematics.

 6 See most notably contributions to the special issue of Millennium (41:3, June 2013) on 
Materialism in International Relations.

 7 Or assemblages, or associations, or black boxes, or dispositifs – Latour, in a typically 
French tradition of fast-thinking philosophers, is not at ease with stable terminology.

 8 See Venturini (2010; 2012) for an elaborate discussion of inscription methods used to 
map controversies.

 9 Note the overlap with Foucaultian thinking. Foucault describes the dispositif (or apparatus) 
as ‘a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural 
forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientifi c statements, philosophical, 
moral and philanthropic propositions – in short, the said as much as the unsaid’ (1980: 194).

10 For more discussion on assembling as exclusion, see Bloomfi eld and Vurdubakis (1999).
11 Büger (2008), Büger and Bethke (2014), Mayer (2012), Stritzel (2011a, b).
12 ‘Immutable mobiles’ refers to assemblages that behave as single artefacts but are at once 

(contingent on) ‘networks’. The notion started gaining its current purchase, however, 
after the introduction of the concept in a diff erent, post-modern meaning by Deleuze 
and Guattari (2005 [1987]). They use the concept to unpack the singularity infested in 
phenomena: a book is an assemblage, because it is – amongst the many other readings 
they give it – an attempt to join and fi x lines and meaning in space, while at the same 
time opening up lines of fl ight and deterritorialization; both a product of nature and 
human artefacts (ibid: 3–4).

13 For maps see http://mcs.hackitectura.net/tiki-browse_gallery.php?galleryId=7&off set=0. 
Accessed 27 March 2014.

14 Bourne (2012), Flanck (1994), Fridlund (2011), Peoples (2010), Pouliot (2010), Ritchie 
(2010), Schouten (2013a), Wasinski (2011). Interestingly, most of this work focuses on 
nuclear proliferation. For the same call for materiality in CSS, inspired by the work of 
Haraway and Barad, see Aradau (2010) and Feigenbaum (2010).

15 Note again the overlap with Foucaultian thinking (‘archeology/history of the present’), 
cf. Deleuze (1992).

16 See fi gure in Mayer (2012: 168).
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Introduction

In August 2006, UK police discovered a plot to destroy aircraft destined for the 
United States using homemade explosive concealed in drinks bottles. In response 
to the plot, airplane passengers’ hand luggage was subject to an outright ban. Only 
the barest essentials (such as travel documents, wallets, baby food and nappies) were 
permitted on board, and such items had to be carried by passengers in a separate 
transparent plastic bag. Although the restrictions on hand luggage have now been 
relaxed, strict rules remain in place limiting the amount of liquid that passengers 
can carry onto a fl ight in hand luggage. By 2009, it was estimated that the fl uids 
ban had cost the British aviation industry £100 million and led to the employment 
of several thousand more security staff  (Webster 2009). The ban also had a 
signifi cant impact on travellers: at Heathrow Airport two tonnes of alcohol were 
confi scated every month along with thousands of bottles containing perfumes and 
toiletries; at Newcastle Airport, 450 litres of material – from sun cream to water 
and jam – were seized every day (Webster 2009). With the development of new 
technological devices able to scrutinize liquids within hand luggage, the EU passed 
regulations requiring airports to lift the liquids ban by 2013. At the time of writing, 
however, a number of actors – among them the Airport Operators Association – 
have refused to comply arguing that the new devices are not suffi  ciently developed 
to handle the volume of passengers and would cause chaos at airports (Massey 
2012). The liquids ban continues.

The liquids ban at airports makes visible the role of the objects as well as the 
subjects of insecurity. The terror threat is not simply about who is (said to be) 
threatened and who is (represented to be) threatening, but equally about material 
objects that are (considered) threatening and risky. Terrorism is made governable 
by both discourses of threat and danger, and arrangements of objects. Both 
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dangerous and protective, objects are integral to the governance of security 
problems. Security might entail the banning of particular things or the designation 
of objects for/of protection, such as infrastructures, architectures or databases. The 
world of security professionals, of citizens and of the media is thus not only crowded 
with representations and constructions of an increasingly global terrorist threat but 
also increasingly inhabited by a wide array of dangerous and endangered objects. 
As Susan Hekman (2010: 1) has remarked, ‘[t]he fi rst years of the twenty-fi rst 
century seem to be characterized by events with overwhelming material 
consequences. Terrorist attacks, tsunamis, hurricanes, tornadoes, and earthquakes 
dominate the news’. Next to discourses of danger, (material) objects have always 
occupied a prominent place on the security agenda: as both threat and referent; 
that which is to be countered and that which is to be secured. 

The proliferation of dangerous and/or protective objects raises the question of 
how this ‘dangerousness’ of matter becomes meaningful, or how dangerous and 
endangered objects are entangled with our existence. It raises the question of the 
role of, and the relation between, discourse and materiality in international relations 
(IR) and critical security studies (CSS). More specifi cally, if one agrees that there is 
a relation between discourse and materiality then the question arises: how can we 
understand and analyse this relation critically? This is a question of both methodology 
and method.

For the purposes of this chapter, we take ‘materiality’ to refer to the matter out 
of which the world is composed: the nonhuman things that make up our everyday 
existence as well as the corporeality of our embodiments. ‘Discourse’ is the 
meaning-making activity that ‘constitutes our social world and the structures that 
defi ne it. It also constitutes the natural world by providing us with concepts that 
structure that world’ (Hekman 2010: 1). Put simply then, our question is about the 
relation between matter and meaning making. As Karen Barad (2003) notes, recent 
social science has tended to disavow matter in favour of a linguistic turn that has 
often reduced discourse to language. Indeed, she goes as far as to contend that 
‘language has been granted too much power’ (Barad 2003: 802) often leading to 
matter being taken to be mere stuff , inert things onto which meaning is inscribed.1 

CSS is not immune to such criticisms even though critical security scholars have 
at times deployed a quite broad understanding of discourse that makes room for 
institutions, knowledge and practice (see e.g., Milliken 1999). However, many 
analyses of the constitution of security have tended to privilege words over things 
and have often had recourse to a mostly linguistic understanding of discourse. More 
recently, feminist scholars have paid attention to the role of the body in security 
practice, while the materiality of everyday objects, technical devices, infrastructure 
or architecture has only recently started to garner attention in CSS and IR.

As the story of the liquids ban with which we started this chapter shows, given 
the ubiquity of materiality in questions of human life, governance, security and 
politics, it is important to include objects and matter in our analyses of (in)security. 
This does not mean privileging materiality over discourse or vice versa, but devising 
a framework to analyse contemporary security practices that both encompasses this 



Discourse/Materiality 59

relationship while embodying a critical sensibility. If critical discussions of what 
‘matters’ have started to be formulated in critical security studies (see e.g., Aradau 
2010; Coward 2006; Lundborg and Vaughan-Williams 2011; Voelkner 2011), 
methodology and method have been largely absent from these discussions.2 In this 
chapter, we examine and rearticulate the way in which discourse and materiality 
can together be given due attention in CSS with the purpose of developing a series 
of methodological implications for critical security research.3

The structure of the chapter is as follows. The fi rst section outlines the main 
ways in which materiality and discourse have been analysed in IR and CSS in 
particular. In the second section, we sketch out a critical methodological approach 
that investigates the relations between materiality and discourse in three ways: 
through dispositifs, performativity, and agency. Diff erent methodological 
implications are developed in each of these cases and briefl y explored in three 
empirical sites: the use of biometrics in India, the securitization of drugs and the 
protection of critical infrastructure. We conclude by outlining the critical potential 
of our approach.

Methodological dilemmas in IR and CSS

How have IR and CSS approached discourse and materiality? What have been the 
methodological debates in the discipline? In this section, we discuss some of the 
debates about materiality and discourse in IR and CSS and suggest that previous 
understandings of the matter–discourse relation have been unsatisfactory insofar as 
they have ultimately privileged one over the other. Moreover, there has been little 
– if any – discussion about the methodological implications of privileging discourse 
or materiality.

For the purposes of our discussion, we follow Sandra Harding’s (1989: x) 
defi nition of methodology as a ‘theory and analysis of how research should 
proceed’. This does not mean that we privilege theorizing at the expense of more 
mundane debates about method. Rather, if methodology can be taken to ‘refer to 
the intellectual process...guiding self-conscious refl ections on epistemological 
assumptions, ontological perspective, ethical responsibilities, and method choices’ 
(Ackerly, Stern, and True 2006: 6), methods are also part of this analytical process. 
While methods are often characterized, as ‘the kind of tool of research or analysis 
that a researcher adopts’ (ibid.: 6), we see methods as performative, constructing 
particular accounts of the way in which the world is composed as well as the 
entities and forces within it (see the Introduction to this book for a fuller discussion). 
Law and Urry (2004: 390) note that methods ‘[help to] make social realities and 
social worlds’. Both method and methodology are instrumental in identifying what 
counts for research. Indeed, the method by which the world is investigated is 
imbricated with the way in which one knows the world and the elements 
constitutive of this world. 

Therefore, we propose to outline some methodological frameworks and show 
how they can be experimented with in relation to concrete questions and problems.4 
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These are not prescriptive, but an attempt to make explicit particular relations 
between ontological assumptions, epistemological stakes, critical analysis, theory 
and empirical problems. We then show how these frameworks can shape critical 
security research.

The methodological problem of what counts for research is evident in the 
constant tension and debate concerning the relative importance of materiality and 
discourse, of subjects and objects, things and language in the study of international 
politics. Three dominant examples of debates in IR – rationalism, constructivism 
and poststructuralism – show clearly that either materiality or discourse is privileged 
over each other.

Rationalist debates such as the neo-neo reformulations of realism and liberalism 
that emerged in the 1980s share an ontological understanding according to which 
the actors of international relations are always already fully constituted rational 
individuals who compete for, and can be measured in terms of, their material 
capabilities (Keohane 1988). These material capabilities are ‘out there’ and, 
according to rationalists, can be measured objectively. Importantly, this privileging 
of the rational actor model does not mean that material ‘things’ cannot impose 
intrinsic constraints upon actors. In a security take on this model that sees materiality 
as resources, scholars such as Michael Klare (2002) have suggested that scarcity of 
natural resources might drive confl ict (a highly disputed assumption within the 
realm of peace and confl ict studies, cf. Warner and Zeitoun 2008, Homer-Dixon 
2001, Gleditsch 1998).

The ‘constructivist turn’ sought to expand the theoretical contours of the 
discipline by arguing that, in addition to material resources, social analysis ought to 
acknowledge that human interaction is shaped by ideational factors. The most 
important of these ideational factors are ‘intersubjective’ beliefs, which are 
irreducible to one or a few individuals. These shared constructs are the primary 
determinants of the interests and identities of actors (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001; 
Ruggie 1998: 3302; Wendt 1999: 2656). Money is an often-used example of such 
intersubjective beliefs since its function is not dependent on any intrinsic properties 
but on the exchange value that society collectively assigns to it (Searle 1995). 
Moreover, by taking the idea of social construction seriously it is possible to 
challenge the notion of a single objective reality, especially given that social 
constructions change across space and time. This has consequences for how 
constructivists think about materiality. Material ‘things’ only acquire their meaning 
and socio-political signifi cance through intersubjective dynamics and discourse 
(Wendt 1995). As Wendt (1994: 389) notes, ‘British nuclear capabilities were a 
very diff erent social fact for the United States from Soviet nuclear capabilities’. 
This does not mean that the material world is insignifi cant for constructivists. 
Indeed, Wendt argues that no matter the ideational factors at work, pigs won’t fl y 
and a bullet in the head has an unavoidable fi nality; states are argued to have 
similarly brute characteristics (Krasner 1999: 51; Wendt 1999: 113). 

Poststructuralism has challenged these assumptions in both IR and security 
studies. David Campbell has suggested that constructivism and rationalism share a 
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common assumption about the set of material entities that make up the world 
(Campbell 2001: 442). Both rationalists and constructivists rely on ‘“epistemic 
realism” whereby the world comprises objects independent of ideas or beliefs 
about them’ (Campbell 1998 [1992]: 221). Thus, what unites both the rationalist 
and constructivist positions is the manner in which for both ‘the world seems to 
be...divided from the beginning into two neatly opposed realms, a material order 
on the one hand and a separate sphere of meaning or culture on the other’ (Mitchell 
1990: 546). 

Poststructuralist work has challenged this dualism by redefi ning discourse as 
material. Securitization, for instance, emphasized the performative force of language 
(Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde 1998). Other poststructuralist work embraced a 
more expansive notion of discourse in which things are taken to be part of the 
production of meaning. However, poststructuralism has generally been castigated 
for its over-reliance on language (Howarth 2000: 5). From its poststructuralist 
foundations, therefore, CSS research does not necessarily have to reproduce the 
separation between discourse and materiality, or to subsume discourse to language 
and materiality to ‘brute reality’. Yet, partly as a consequence of working within 
the ‘linguistic turn’, contemporary CSS research is often at risk of ignoring the 
importance of matter in concrete analyses or of unwittingly reintroducing the 
separation of matter and discourse. Other CSS scholars, such as Ken Booth (2007) 
for instance, also maintain a distinction between ideas and reality. Similarly, 
sociological approaches to (in)security focusing on practice also do not fully move 
beyond the separation of discourse and materiality (Bigo 2002; Huysmans 2006). 

In order to avoid privileging either language or materiality in analyses of 
security, we propose to start with relationality as a methodological principle. 
Relationality allows us to understand the mutual imbrications of matter and 
discourse that will help us analyse critically the contemporary proliferation of 
objects of fear and their role in the constitution of security problems. Our 
subsequent methodological operationalizations of relationality – dispositifs, 
performativity and agency – are inspired by this relational approach to discourse 
and materiality.

Relationality as methodological principle

This brief account of the debates around material and ideational/discursive factors 
shows that conceptualizing the relationship between the discursive and the material 
as discrete entities encourages an unwarranted tension, such that the world appears 
to be neatly divided into separate realms of materiality and discourse. Even where 
materiality is included in understandings of security discourse or practices, it is 
either the materiality of bodies or that of experts, networks and institutions. Objects 
by and large fall out of these analyses.

We consider approaches in which subjects and objects, discourse and materiality 
are co-constitutive and do not pre-exist their relations. We argue that the separation 
of matter and discourse is inattentive to the modes in which the two emerge 
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conjointly. To assume that things and representation are independent is to deprive 
either of force upon the other (i.e., that objects are unscathed by representation 
and vice versa). A ‘material turn’ in IR and CSS has meant that several authors 
have started, in diff erent ways, to engage with the distinction between brute reality 
and human action by regarding the discursive and the material as co-constitutive of 
social order. However, method and methodology have remained underdeveloped 
in the debates about materiality. 

Relationality as a principle allows us to reclaim a series of theoretical approaches 
for methodological purposes and show how they can be operationalized for critical 
security research. Starting with relationality has the potential to avoid entanglement 
in philosophy of social sciences debates as to whether there is a materiality 
independent of human representation or discursive construction. Rather, in order 
to trace how subjects and objects of insecurity are constructed, one needs to 
conceptualize relationality with regard to its role in articulating matter and meaning 
together and at the same time. 

Karen Barad has noted that ‘materialization is not only a matter of how discourse 
comes to matter but how matter comes to matter’ (1998: 108). This implies an 
affi  rmation of ‘the material character of every discursive structure’ (Laclau and 
Mouff e 2001 [1985]: 108). Hence, matter is not inert nor the passive end product 
of discourses but an active factor in the construction of relationships in discursive–
material processes; it actively shapes how subjects and objects of insecurity are 
constructed, regulated and materialized in discourse. For instance, in the case of the 
liquids ban with which we started, liquids up to 100ml are now supposed to be 
screened separately due to the potential danger they pose (identifi ed as a 
consequence of the disruption of the initial bomb plot). In rendering 100ml 
containers as a scanned image the screening device literally brings about the 
constitution of liquids including gels, pastes and baby food as a distinctive object/
entity. This observation is less surprising to scientists or historians of science who 
know that neither scientifi c discourse nor experimentation is possible without 
adequate instrumentation. In our case, the materiality of a ‘liquid’ is the eff ect of 
screening technologies and other instrumentation to detect the dangerous object. 

Yet, the ‘liquid’ that emerges through the screening processes is simultaneously 
constituted through discourses of the threat of terrorism, surveillance and 
precautionary measures. It is thus a particular potentially dangerous object. The 
dangerousness of the ‘liquid’ is a product of the co-constitutive relation between 
materiality and discourse; it is the product of neither one nor the other alone. 
Dangerous liquids emerge through an array of security discourses, political 
economies of production and circulation, and screening instrumentation. 

In light of such co-constitution of matter and discourse, relationality allows for 
an analysis of how both are involved in the construction of insecurity. Barad, for 
instance, translates the relational analysis of meaning and matter through the 
concept of ‘intra-action’, which signifi es ‘the inseparability of “objects” and 
“agencies of observation”’ (Barad 1998: 96), it is the ‘mutual constitution of 
entangled agencies’ (Barad 2007: 33). While interaction presupposes given agencies 
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of matter and meaning which can be neatly separated, intra-action is an ‘open-
ended practice involving dynamic entanglements of humans and nonhumans, 
through which these acquire their specifi c boundaries and properties’ (Aradau 
2010). For instance, the boundaries of critical infrastructure are enacted through 
such entanglements of materials (‘hard technologies’), knowledge (emergency 
planning, civil engineering, architecture and design), security and economic actors, 
and practices of capitalist expansion. 

Crucially, the principle of relationality suggests that the extent to which a given 
discursive or material phenomena is signifi cant in the constitution of political 
events is not understood by its discursive/material, human/nonhuman, or 
objective/subjective qualities but by the extent to which the thing is important as 
a point of reference, as a ‘node’ in Martin Coward’s words, in a particular, 
meaningful set of elements (2006). Relationality conveys an articulation of 
heterogeneous elements – the discursive and the material – bound to each other in 
a particular arrangement constitutive of meaning. As such, rather than trying to 
make general determinations as to the political signifi cance of ‘things’, it is 
important to recognize that the relations between discourses and materialities are 
not universal but undergoing constant rearrangement according to the elements 
gathered together and the circumstances under which this occurs. 

Methodologically, this is a fruitful means to avoid technologically deterministic 
approaches to materiality or assume that security discourses achieve the same results 
everywhere. By grasping relationality as both intra-action and articulation, the 
researcher can then seek to establish where exactly and how elements are located and 
intra-related such that they are rendered meaningful through their relations, 
intersections, entwinement and/or juxtaposition. What is required therefore are 
methods capable of tracing these connections and relations. In what follows, we 
investigate three diff erent – and to some extent overlapping – ways in which the 
principle of relationality can be operationalized as a methodological principle in CSS.

In what follows we deploy the methodological ‘principle’ of relationality to 
analyse the co-constitution of discourse and materiality in security practices and 
operationalize it in three ways: dispositifs, performativity and agency. Drawing on 
Michel Foucault’s work, recent literature has debated the role of the dispositif of 
security in the transformation of security from a geopolitical to a biopolitical 
concept (see e.g., Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero 2008). We argue that the dispositif can 
be operationalized as a methodological device that attends to the heterogeneous 
articulation of discourse and materiality. ‘Performativity’ has been at the heart of 
CSS through its theorization of security speech acts. As a methodological device, 
performativity is particularly apt to capture the co-constitution of discourse and 
materiality through the stabilization of boundaries. Finally, ‘agency’ has increasingly 
entered the security debates, particularly in relation to marginalized categories of 
people who are excluded from the purview of security or rendered abject through 
(in)securitization. However, agency has so far been limited to a particular 
understanding of humans and language rather than inclusive of assemblages of 
humans and nonhumans, discourse and materiality. Methodologically, agency 
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draws attention to how boundaries can shift and transform. We will examine each 
of these operationalizations of relationality in turn.

The three operationalizations we propose are not the only possible ways to 
deploy relationality as a methodological principle. However, as we show in the 
fi nal section of the chapter, for us these three operationalizations carry particular 
critical weight. These operationalizations can also be deployed for other 
methodological purposes: for instance, the dispositif can underpin a genealogical 
analysis (see Chapter 7) and performativity is an assumption in mapping methods 
(see Chapter 2). Moreover, there are, as one might expect, points of overlap, 
contention and comparison between the dispositif, performativity and agency, and 
we make reference to these throughout the chapter.

Dispositifs

The fi rst operationalization we propose is that of dispositifs: a methodological device 
for analysing how strategies of security governance are constituted, often in an 
unintended manner, through changing connections between seemingly 
unconnected elements. Closely associated with Foucault’s work (1979, 1980), the 
dispositif has received little attention as a method in comparison to Foucault’s 
archaeology and genealogy (see Chapter 7 on the connections between genealogy 
and dispositif). The concept of the dispositif appears in Foucault’s work from the 
1970s as a replacement for the earlier concept of episteme. The latter referred to 
discursive structures of knowledge but not to material elements (Revel 2002). 
Other similar concepts include ‘apparatus’ (Agamben 2009; Barad 2007; Deleuze 
1992), ‘assemblage’ (Bennett 2010), and ‘network’ (Latour 2005). These are all 
attempts to think beyond a separation of material/discursive realms, to consider 
approaches in which discourse and materiality – meaning and matter – are co-
constitutive. As there are important diff erences between the meaning and use of 
these similar terms, in this chapter, our use of the term dispositif is inspired primarily 
by Foucault. 

The dispositif can be seen to be characterized by three important features: the 
heterogeneous nature of the ensemble, mobile relations, and a self-sustaining 
dynamic. We will fi rst outline these features, before exploring how the dispositif 
can be put to work in an empirical site: that of digital biometrics in India.

First, the dispositif refers to ‘a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble of discursive 
and non-discursive elements’ (Foucault 1980: 194). It can include ‘virtually 
anything linguistic and nonlinguistic’ (Agamben 2009: 3). The categories of 
discursive and non-discursive are analytically inseparable: ‘this is not to say that 
these are separate domains…that there is, on the one hand, the fi eld of things…and 
on the other, that of signs’ (Foucault 2002: 339, our emphasis). The importance of 
the non-discursive has already been noted in Foucault’s analyses of punishment or 
madness (Foucault 1973, 1991 [1977]). Discourses of crime, responsibility and 
rehabilitation depend upon and are rearticulated in relation to the design and 
operations of the prison.
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Methodologically, the heterogeneity of the dispositif means tracing the multiple 
constituent elements connected to a strategic need of, say, airport security. Actually 
tracing the elements and connections of an ensemble could be achieved in several 
ways: for instance, one could use a genealogical approach to understand how a 
dispositif has been constituted over time (see the discussion in Chapter 7); one could 
follow a subject, that is to say one could trace the experience of an individual 
subject – like a traveller through airport security – in order to understand and 
reveal all the forces and elements at work in the dispositif that constitutes our 
political lives; fi nally, one could look for tensions between the elements of a 
dispositif as exemplifi ed below. The researcher is interested not only in the elements 
that constitute a problem and strategic need – like an airport scanner or a biometric 
identifi cation machine – but other elements that, through accidental means, come 
to infl uence how an apparatus of security performs its role in a wider structure. 

Second, dispositifs are characterized by an inherent mobility and instability due 
to the potentially endless variability of relations between elements which gives rise 
to tension and movements immanent to the dispositif (Foucault 1979; Deleuze 
1992: 159). Consequently, there is instability to the power eff ects produced by a 
dispositif; power eff ects may alter, breakdown or reverse themselves altogether. The 
heterogeneity and mobility of elements produces diff erential eff ects that enter ‘into 
resonance or contradiction’ with each other, perpetually calling for a ‘re-adjustment 
[...] of the heterogeneous elements’, producing new, and for the human element 
potentially unintended and undesirable, eff ects (Foucault 1980: 195–6). As a 
consequence of continual variation – the dispositif is constantly undergoing 
rearrangement. In Deleuze’s words, the dispositif is a tangle of lines ‘of splitting, 
breakage, fracture all of which criss-cross and mingle together, some lines 
reproducing or giving rise to others, by means of variations or even changes in the 
way they are grouped’ (Deleuze 1992: 162). Utilizing the dispositif as a method 
requires that one seeks out these shifting power relations, the ‘patterns of 
modifi cations’ that change depending on the confi guration of elements in the 
dispositif (Foucault 1979). 

For instance, security actors might design a programme of security governance 
to work in a particular way, but when the intended programme is put to work in 
local, concrete situations there may be unintended consequences brought about by 
the connections established between new and unexpected elements in the 
ensemble. As Rabinow suggests ‘[t]here were feedback loops and counter eff ects 
that escaped from all the planning, programmes, and paranoia these rational actors 
had produced and so proudly deployed’ (2003: 53). In Foucault’s oft-cited example, 
the prison system ‘failed’ in that it produced a delinquent milieu as an unintended 
eff ect, yet this milieu became re-utilized for economic and political ends (Foucault 
1980: 194–5). The side eff ect of delinquency did not destroy the dispositif of 
punishment but, in the end, was used to reinforce it. We explore another example 
of unintended eff ects in the example below. 

Third, whilst a dispositif is inherently unstable and mobile, it has a self-sustaining 
strategy of power. This reiterative dynamic is an important characteristic of the 
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dispositif. Heterogeneous, ‘local’ (Foucault 1979) practices are mobilized into a 
larger ensemble. A dispositif is constituted by, and constitutive of, relations of power 
that reinforce its particular confi guration of elements giving it durability. The 
dispositif has a ‘dominant strategic function...for example, the assimilation of a 
fl oating population found to be burdensome for an essentially mercantilist 
economy’ (Foucault 1980: 195). Analysing this strategic function requires attention 
to local practices and as broader social, political and economic considerations.

Using the dispositif as a methodological device implies analysing relations 
between discursive and material elements, identifying places where a heterogeneous 
set of elements has been disturbed and reformed and attending to the overall 
‘strategic eff ect’ that stabilizes the dispositif spatially and temporally. We off er a brief 
illustration below of how the dispositif can be deployed as a methodological device. 

DIGITAL BIOMETRICS AND ‘ANONYMOUS EXCLUSIONS’ 
IN THE INDIAN SECURITY DISPOSITIF

In 2009, the Indian government began a project to provide its 1.2 billion-
strong population with unique identifi cation numbers (UID) based on digital 
biometrics. The project designers responded to a need for reliable identity 
verifi cation, the lack of which often excludes Indian residents (particular 
members of the rural poor and tribal communities) from welfare programmes 
and private fi nance opportunities such as bank accounts and microcredit. By 
contrast, UIDs are expected to improve border security, reduce waste and 
fraud in welfare programmes, and increase the proportion of the population 
that can access welfare subsidies and contribute to economic prosperity by 
investing capital and consuming credit (UIDAI 2010).

Critical security studies scholars have argued that biometric technologies 
simultaneously quicken the fl ows of global capital and the management of 
society and protect populations from threats of terrorism, crime, and illegal 
immigration (Amoore 2006; Muller 2009; Vaughan-Williams 2010). Using the 
dispositif as a methodological device can add further depth to these analyses by 
highlighting the heterogeneity, mobility and fallibility of the strategies of power 
anchored by biometric technology in different times and places. This requires 
thinking beyond biometric technologies, and the bodies that they operate on as 
‘black boxes’, and considering their operation and the possibilities of governance 
they afford as a particular set of interrelated heterogeneous elements. 

The advancements of governance afforded by UIDs are possible, advocates 
argue, because digital biometric technology allows the body to be treated as 
an indisputable anchor of identity (see also Aas 2006). The technology works 
by scanning a biometric attribute like a fi ngerprint or iris) and converting that 
scanned attribute into a digital template – a string of alphanumeric characters 
stored in a database and linked to the subject’s demographic identity (like
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subject’s name, address and perhaps government records). When a subject 
wants to use this identity (e.g., when passing through a security checkpoint or 
opening a bank account) they are scanned again and the new biometric 
template is compared against the one held on the database. The excitement 
for advocates of UID hinges on the methodological and epistemological 
assumption that biometric technology can produce a ‘brute’ material image of 
the subject based on measurements of intrinsic human physiology. Under this 
‘epistemological hubris’ (Dillon and Reid 2009: 144), the identifi cation of a 
person seems beyond question.

Yet attaining a valid biometric template is not a given. The technologies of 
measurement are deployed in relation to bodies, forms of expertise, institutions, 
legal and political norms. How do all these elements hold together? In order 
to provide a UID by converting an attribute to a template, the biometric sensor 
requires strong ridges in fi ngerprints and clear iris textures. Yet in India, 
millions of UID applicants do not have these machine-readable attributes. A 
manual labourer who undertakes physically exerting labour in hot humid 
conditions without access to regular care is less likely to possess the strong 
fi ngerprint ridges and an unclouded iris texture prescribed by the biometric 
assemblage. The identities of these subjects cannot be authenticated. A 
biometric template, in India or elsewhere, is never a perfect reproduction of 
the attribute; templates are not brought into being independently of the 
context – the ensemble in which the subject is constituted and the scanner is 
constructed – in which they are captured (see also Magnet 2011). 

The heterogeneous elements in this dispositif include those that constitute 
the emergence of identity as a historical problem and strategic need in India, 
those that constitute the UID programme – including computers and scanners 
– but also rituals and tools of labour, social divisions and even environmental 
conditions. The life of the subject bears upon their body, and the body bears 
upon the life of the subject. The UIDAI’s most optimistic estimate is that the 
percentage of individuals without usable biometric data is 0.14% (UIDAI 
2012). However, in a population of 1.2 billion, this equals 1.68 million people. 

Many from the demographic that the project aims to help the most – those 
who struggle to prove their identity within the current bureaucratic system – are 
those most likely to be rejected. The ‘strategic effect’ of the dispositif is that of 
reproducing exclusions through the technology that requires certain characteristics 
in order to function. In a programme of governance in which UID is quickly 
becoming the preferred form of identity proof, the UIDAI not only denies access 
to those who simply cannot be recognized by the existing biometric technology, 
and thus intensifi es their exclusion. As new relations between elements form, the 
subjectivities at the centre of this security regime alter too; what it means to be a 
citizen-subject in contemporary India is changing to include certain physical 
characteristics that themselves tend to proscribe certain lifestyles. 
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This exclusion is an intensifi cation, rather than a failure, of an overarching 
strategy to encourage the population to adopt new productive behaviours. 
When analysed in conjunction with the fact that inclusion in the biometric 
database does not secure any right to welfare, housing or health (Jacobsen 2012), 
it becomes clear that a strategy from the ensemble emerges to govern poor and 
vulnerable populations rather than put an end to poverty. The exclusions effected 
by this dispositif appear durable and yet willed by no one in particular.5

Deploying the dispositif as a methodological device entails studying the fragile and 
perhaps unique sets of relations established between discursive and material elements 
that are brought together in response to an ‘urgent need’. Taking the example of the 
biometric security dispositif above, biometric identifi ers are meaningful in contingent 
relation with dust, tools, water, aging processes, as well as discourses about poverty, 
security, and citizenship. It is the relations between all of them, a web of connections 
ruptured in some places, but ultimately identifi able as a set possessing its own specifi c 
logic, from which new and shifting strategies of power emerge. 

The operationalization of the dispositif requires a way into the connections that 
constitute it – starting with connections that are set in place in response to a 
problem. An analysis of the dispositif follows the connections that must exist for the 
strategy to emerge as a meaningful practice. The analysis thus starts with a practice 
or thing and traces the contingent connections that bind it to both discursive tropes 
and things to delineate the strategy these connections comprise. Enough of these 
relations need to be analysed to understand how a strategy emerges from local and 
multiple practices. Moreover, for Foucault, a strategy could be discerned through 
the comparison of diff erent dispositifs: e.g., a dispositif of sovereignty in relation to a 
dispositif of security (Foucault 2007). Alongside this historical analysis, an analysis of 
the situation in which a dispositif is deployed – for instance, in our case, economic 
and social relations in India – allows for an understanding of how a strategy can 
emerge from multiple and disparate relations. 

Performativity

The second methodological operationalization of relationality that we focus on is 
performativity. While the dispositif helps us analyse how unintended but productive 
strategies are constituted through heterogeneous ‘constellations’, performativity 
helps us analyse more concretely how shifting discursive and material relations 
seemingly give rise to fi xed objects. Performativity attends to the constitution of 
particular objects rather than to the heterogeneity of relations out of which a 
strategy emerged. Methodologically, performativity entails studying the relationality 
between discourse and materiality by focusing on how repetition and iteration of 
particular discursive/material relations stabilize and destabilize boundaries, i.e., 
how objects and subjects (and their relations) are produced and embodied, fi xed 
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and categorized. Performativity and the dispositif are not mutually exclusive 
concepts. Indeed, the dispositif could be said to be performative insofar as its 
relations only acquire a semblance of fi xity through reiteration. 

Performativity is often associated with Judith Butler’s work on gender (Butler 
1993) in which she attempts to capture ‘the ways in which gender and sexual 
identifi cations are continually remade through repetition...of dominant discourses’ 
(Nelson 1999: 331). Butler’s analysis of performativity has been used in critical 
security studies generally and in securitization approaches in particular. Securitization 
approaches ask how something comes to be considered an existential threat (i.e., is 
securitized), thus allowing specifi c actors to request extraordinary measures in 
response (Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde 1998: 23–6; Huysmans 1998; Stritzel 2007 
for criticism). Securitization shares with poststructuralist IR an interest in the eff ects 
of language, the constitution of identity, self/other relations and the (re)production 
of the state (Campbell 1998 [1992]; Weber 1998).6

Although critical security scholars have at times adopted a more encompassing 
concept of discourse inspired by the poststructuralist literature, material objects have 
not played a pronounced role in concrete analyses. For instance, in a discussion of 
performativity, Bialasiewicz et al. (2007: 406) note that ‘states are made possible by 
a wide range of discursive practices that includes immigration policies, military 
deployment and strategies, cultural debates about normal social behaviour, political 
speeches and economic investments’. Materiality is, however, not incorporated in 
this rendering of performativity that Bialasiewicz et al. off er; what about the passport 
as a technique of making states, for instance (see Torpey 2000; Salter 2003)?

In contrast to this neglect of the material, performativity can be a very apt 
device to capture the enactment of corporeality as well as other nonhuman things. 
Particularly in feminist analyses of insecurity and violence, the materiality enacted 
is that of gendered vulnerable bodies (see e.g., Shepherd 2009). Bodies, subjects 
and identities are what matters in analyses of performativity. In acting in particular 
ways, performance ‘enacts or produces that which it names’ (Butler 1993: 23). In 
the case of the body, for Butler, the body’s boundaries are maintained by reiterations 
of particular corporeal practices (Butler 1990: 133). Repetition or reiteration is key 
to Butler’s notion of performativity: indeed, bodies, identities, and objects require 
‘the stylized repetition of acts through time’, ‘a regulated process of repetition’ 
(Butler 1990: 145) if they are to persist over time. 

Although Butler has been criticized for focusing on corporeality and emphasizing 
the power of language, what is interesting for us is how performativity has been 
taken up in a wide range of research exactly to render the co-constitutive relation 
between discourse and materiality. Performativity is now widely used in science and 
technology studies, actor-network theory (ANT) or material feminist studies. For 
Law and Singleton (2000: 771), performativity implies that ‘humans and nonhumans 
perform together to produce eff ects’, for instance, in the use of technology. For 
Barad (2003: 808), posthumanist performativity entails attention to processes of 
materialization and ‘calls into question the givenness of the diff erential categories of 
“human” and “nonhuman”, examining the practices through which these diff erential 
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boundaries are stabilized and destabilized’ (see the following section on agency). 
The uses of performativity to understand markets is perhaps most interesting for our 
purposes. Sociologists have deployed performativity to analyse how economic 
models, equations and theory performatively constitute markets (Callon 2006; 
MacKenzie, Muniesa, and Siu 2007). For Callon (2006: 24), performativity ‘refuses 
the distance between the object and the discourse about it’. These analyses are 
particularly relevant for our understanding of how security is performed as well.

Methodologically, performativity entails particular attention to repetitive and 
iterative practices through which boundaries are established and fi xed. An analysis 
of security as performative investigates the repetitions and reiterations through 
which particular threats, objects and subjects are given a seemingly fi xed character. 
Performativity as our second operationalization of relationality thus reveals that 
discourses are material. Performativity in such understanding places emphasis on 
the materiality of ‘life in its doing’ (Dewsbury 2000: 473) but also on how material 
objects are durable in concrete settings. What matters both methodologically and 
critically is how objects/subjects are enacted in order to fi x their identities. 
Methodologically speaking, this performative relation can be successfully analysed 
by unpacking reiterations, i.e., the repeated acts necessary to stabilize their 
boundaries. Overall, performativity prompts us to think more concretely about 
how power is performed through reiteration in materializing and categorizing 
discursive and material environments. In comparison to the dispositif, which focuses 
on the manner in which heterogeneous elements are connected, performativity 
focuses on the manner in which such connections can acquire seeming fi xity. As 
we will show, the regime of global drug prohibition provides an illustration of the 
importance of performativity as a methodological device.

PERFORMING ‘DANGEROUS DRUGS’ 

A quick glance at the history of drugs shows that drugs have been consumed 
in various societies for hundreds, if not thousands of years. Their consumption 
has played an important socio-cultural role for medicinal, ritual or recreational 
purposes (Weil 1986: 1). Around the eve of the twentieth century, the 
interpretation of a great number of drugs like opium or morphine as illicit and 
the subsequent problematization of their global trade gained ground. 
Ultimately, from 1961 to 1988, three United Nations conventions established 
a global drug prohibition regime that not only cemented the interpretation of 
drugs as evil and their trade as illegal but also constructed their consumption 
as deviant behaviour (Bewley-Taylor 2002). The importance of the securitization 
of drugs for the performance of national identity and self/other relations has 
been well established in international relations (Grayson 2008; Herschinger 
2011). At the same time, performativity can be deployed as a device to 
understand how drugs are also enacted as dangerous.



Discourse/Materiality 71

How do drugs become dangerous? According to the global drug prohibition 
regime, ‘drug means any of the substances in Schedules I and II, whether natural 
or synthetic’.7 The Schedules are long lists of incriminated substances, including 
well-known substances like morphine or coca leaves but also preparations of 
drugs and so-called precursor chemicals that can be transformed into a drug. 
Schedules I and II encompass substances liable to abuse and productive ill effects 
or convertible into a drug. The Schedules enumerate the chemical agents 
responsible for the psychoactive or mind-altering effect of the respective drug. In 
these Schedules a materiality emerges on which the ‘concept’ drugs draw: under 
the name ‘drug’ fi gures a ‘thing’, a ‘plant’, a ‘root’ or a ‘substance’ (Derrida 
1989: 197) that is considered to be able to continuously transform its aggregate 
state as it pleases, to form an apparently endless number of combinations and 
derivatives. In order to solve the ‘confl ict’ between protecting humans from 
harm whilst benefi ting from drugs to remedy pain and cure illnesses, the 
schedules juxtapose the licit to the illicit use of drugs, with the former being the 
medicinal, the good use, and the latter being the illegal, the bad use. 

One way to analyse the performativity of dangerous drugs here is to take 
into account the way boundaries of dangerous drugs are enacted via the 
repetition of such juxtapositions. The Schedules grapple with the instability of 
drugs, i.e., with the inherent mobility of their materiality. Hence, the Schedules, 
which are regularly updated, are an attempt to fi x something that constantly 
transforms. Through reiteration, the Schedules attempt to stabilize the 
distinction between licit and illicit drugs and form the boundaries of dangerous 
substances. However, drugs materialize as a highly mobile matter that is able to 
form an infi nite number of different combinations and derivates; indeed, it is 
‘impossible to predict future developments’ (United Nations 1964: 190), even 
any development in drugs. By enumerating a substance under a specifi c heading 
in the Schedules – like ‘Acetylmethadol’ – and then highlighting its materiality 
by displaying the molecules – in the case of ‘Acetylmethadol’ it is ‘3-acetoxy-6-
dimethylamino-4,4-diphenylheptane’, the Schedules stabilize materiality by 
establishing an explicit chain of molecules, singling out the unambiguous 
chemical properties of ‘Acetylmethadol’, i.e., giving the matter a clear profi le by 
drawing seemingly clear boundaries in the form of chained molecules. 

Essentially, this is how drugs come to matter: the Schedules bring to light 
the know-how humans have acquired about the respective substances and the 
constant need to keep the drugs’ exuberant materiality at bay. The Schedules 
perform dangerous drugs at a moment in time and simultaneously make 
visible that drugs cannot be fully controlled. Dangerous drugs are performed 
through a series of repetitions of the distinction between licit and illicit: the 
global prohibition discourse articulates drugs as an object of (in)security that 
needs to be controlled internationally to hinder any ‘bad’ use, and fuel a 
‘good’ use (Herschinger 2011, Chapter 3).



72 Aradau, Coward, Herschinger, Thomas and Voelkner

However, such juxtapositions of ‘good’ vs. ‘bad’ drug use are quickly 
undermined when new combinations and derivates of drugs are discovered. 
These new combinations cannot be considered separate from the material 
chemistry that allows these combinations to occur, but neither from structures 
of knowledge and historically situated practices from which the need to enact 
a combination takes place. The need to relate such new derivates to either 
‘legal’ or ‘illegal’ regulations is sparked by the ambivalent materiality of drugs. 
Since the discourse cannot decisively specify the nature of drugs due to their 
ambivalent chemistry it generates a performative process juxtaposing good 
and evil uses in an attempt to provide some fi xity of boundaries. As such, 
drugs are an object of insecurity around which there is a continual performance 
of a juxtaposition of control to medicinal benefi ts.

Agency

In this section, we turn to a third operationalization of relationality: agency. The 
dispositif allows us to analyse the way strategies of governance emerge from shifting 
heterogeneity; performativity helps to trace how durable objects arise from iterative 
actions; agency helps us to understand the eff ects of discursive and material relations 
in particular micro-environments. 

Agency has only recently entered the agenda of CSS, particularly in debates 
about the political eff ects that security practices have for marginalized people (for a 
discussion, see Aradau and van Munster 2009). The previous discussion of 
performativity as a methodological framework to analyse ‘dangerous’ drugs 
indicates that drugs might always exceed attempts to ‘perform’ them in particular 
ways. This opens up a question that has gained traction for CSS given the encounter 
with science and technology studies (STS), ‘new materialism’, and feminist 
materialism in particular. Following Bennett’s work on agency, Latour’s analysis of 
actants and Barad’s work on posthumanist performativity, CSS scholars have begun 
to attend to the many materialities of (in)security: from critical infrastructure to the 
health card and from the e-passport to the built environment or biometric 
technologies (Coward 2009a; Aradau 2010; Voelkner 2011; Lundborg and 
Vaughan-Williams 2011). How is the agency of things mobilized for security 
purposes and how can we analyse these forms of agency in CSS? 

Many authors outside CSS argue against an understanding of materiality in 
which things appear either as inert ‘given’ constraints on social relations or as 
empty receptacles that are rendered meaningful only by discursive acts. Latour 
(2005) encourages thinking about social interaction in terms of an ontology of 
‘networked’ human and nonhuman ‘actants’. The mutability and ‘recalcitrance’ of 
objects constitutes a form of material agency in the capacity of ‘anthropomorphic 
objects’ (such as a door-closer) to shape human action in a manner not fully 
anticipated by those that engineered the object – by prescribing what sort of people 
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(or ‘ideal users’) should interact with the object successfully (Latour 1992). Similarly 
Jane Bennett (2004) evokes the notion of things as ‘spirited actants’ in a way that 
exceeds the social activity of humans. For example, Bennett shows the manner in 
which electricity can exceed the expectations of the grid built to channel it around 
the eastern seaboard resulting in a cascading failure beyond the full control of 
systems engineers (Bennett 2005). This does not mean, however, that the notion 
of agency is fairy-tale-like. After all, Latour has cautioned that ‘[t]he lab coats are 
not so deranged as to believe that particles, fossils, economies, or black holes speak 
on their own, without intermediaries, without any investigation, and without 
instruments, in short, without a fabulously complex and extremely fragile speech 
prosthesis’ (Latour 2004: 67). 

Agency is closely connected with performativity. However, if performativity 
has been extended to include, for instance, technology (Law and Singleton 2000), 
economic models (Callon 2006) or apparatuses of measurement (Barad 2007), 
agency has been the concept most often associated with individual and collective 
humans. Agency added an element of freedom in debates about performativity. 
Methodologically, starting with agency allows us to attend not just to iteration but 
also to the unexpected, to change that does not happen through repetition. Butler’s 
subordination of agency to reiterative practices has been criticized for being too 
residual and leaving little space for a more varied account of agency and change 
(McNay 2003). In this section, we develop two ways of analysing agency, drawing 
on the work of Jane Bennett and Karen Barad respectively: distributive and composite 
agency and entangled agency. We also off er a series of suggestions for the methods 
implied and their uses for CSS.

Distributed and composite agency

Jane Bennett (2010) is perhaps the most often quoted representative of this 
perspective whose work has started to inspire research in CSS. Bennett has 
deconstructed the notion of human agency in political theory by highlighting three 
interrelated notions: effi  cacy, directionality, and causality. Wherever it looks, 
Bennett (2005: 455) cautions, ‘social science tends to see only the social activity of 
humans’. Instead, the mutability and ‘recalcitrance’ of objects constitutes a form of 
material agency. For instance, Bennett defi nes the electrical power grid as an 
assemblage of humans and nonhumans. The elements of the assemblage, she argues, 
‘while they include humans and their constructions, also include some very active 
and powerful nonhumans: electrons, trees, wind, electromagnetic fi elds’ (Bennett 
2005: 446). Bennett thus emphasizes ‘the distributive and composite nature of 
agency’ (Bennett 2005: 446). 

What does distributive agency entail methodologically? It implies taking into 
account how diff erent forms of agency are mobilized and how they relate to other 
institutions, actors, discourses and so on. This means that agency cannot be reduced 
to particular institutions, experts, dominant practices or hegemonic discourses. 
Starting with distributed agency rather than the dispositif would imply that the 



74 Aradau, Coward, Herschinger, Thomas and Voelkner

analysis is focused on sites where distributions of agency become manifest rather 
than in tracing the heterogeneous and disperse complexities of the dispositif. Where 
an analysis of the dispositif focuses on the connections between elements, an analysis 
of agency focuses on those moments or locations in the dispositif where a set of 
connections has the eff ect of generating a particular action, of becoming an agent 
engaged in a particular form of activity. 

Methodologically, distributed agency asks how states of aff airs are constituted by 
the capacities and potentialities of various humans and nonhumans. In particular, 
distributed agency is best observed where the matter–discourse relation generates 
unexpected outcomes (commonly regarded as failures). For example, what does 
the failure of the facial recognition algorithm or the body scanner as a consequence 
of the inability of electronic circuits to match scanned body contours to data sets 
imply for the dispositif of security at the airport? Bennett highlights this well in her 
discussion of the 2003 North American blackout:

The electrical grid, by blacking out, lit up quite a lot: the shabby condition of 
the public utilities infrastructure, the law-abidingness of New York City 
residents during the blackout, the disproportionate and accelerating 
consumption of energy by North Americans, and the element of unpredictability 
marking assemblages composed of intersecting and resonating elements. Thus 
spoke the grid. 

(Bennett 2005: 462)

Distributed agency draws attention to failures of performativity in these sites by 
showing the precariousness of connections between heterogeneous elements. Failure 
represents an interruption of the repetitions that gave the impression of durability. 
However, successful durability also entails an analysis of distributed agency: how is 
airport security related to the smooth functioning of distributed capacities – electrons, 
circuits, and chips as well as embodied data such as algorithms? It also asks questions 
about how agency is distributed in a dispositif of security and in concrete space and 
at particular times. Distributed agency asks us to focus on particular ‘things’ and 
establish their relations in a sort of micro-environment (the scanning process at the 
airport) to then understand wider reverberations for security practices. 
Methodologically, analysing distributed agency attends to the emergence of capacities 
for action among the human/nonhuman elements of particular dispositifs.

Entangled agency

Entangled agency, like distributive agency, extends the realm of agency. The 
terminology of ‘entangled agency’ has been coined by Karen Barad (2007). 
Methodologically, we would argue, it implies attention to the constitution of 
boundaries between what counts as human and nonhuman, between discourse and 
materiality. This attention to the constitution of boundaries entails a methodological 
interest in events. Methodologically, entangled agency starts with an event rather 
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than iteration. This implies that rather than gathering information about the make-
up of the dispositif, or following the circulation of an object, entangled agencies are 
followed through an analysis of events or what Barad has called ‘phenomena’. The 
diff erence between a methodology of distributed (and composite) agency and an 
entangled agency could be captured through the diff erence between: ‘follow the 
object’ and ‘follow the event’. For the former approach, it is a matter of tracing the 
way in which connections are formed or disrupted by particular elements; while 
for the latter it is a question of examining how a particular event illuminates the 
manner in which a specifi c set of elements have coalesced into an ensemble.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, for Barad (2007), subject and object, matter 
and meaning are both formed and transformed through intra-action. Intra-action 
is one of the most important terms in Barad’s reconceptualization of performativity 
and agency. It signifi es the ‘mutual constitution of entangled agencies’ (Barad 2007: 33, 
original emphasis) and is opposed to interaction, which assumes pre-existing 
agencies. Rather than interaction, entangled agency is the eff ect of intra-action – 
an open-ended practice involving dynamic entanglements of humans and 
nonhumans, through which these acquire their specifi c boundaries and properties. 
In this approach, agency is ‘a matter of intra-acting; it is an enactment, not 
something that someone or something has’ (Barad 2007: 178). 

In an important corrective to the focus of CSS on high profi le instances of 
(in)security, Barad notes that events need not be spectacular (Barad 2007: 227). An 
analysis of entangled agency can set out from regular number of everyday events. 
Indeed, it would be premature to assume that entangled agency can be analysed in 
situations of breakdown only. Rather, a methodology of entangled agency starts 
with events, and traces out the way in which an event reveals a complex intra-
action between elements through which the specifi c agencies of those elements 
that are productive of that event are constituted. It is important to note that for 
Barad the phenomena illuminated by events are diff erent from objects-in-
themselves; they are ‘specifi c intra-actions’ (Barad 2007: 128). Barad is concerned 
with intra-actions of humans and nonhumans and emergence of phenomena and 
related materializations as a consequence of this dynamic interplay of agencies. This 
can be illustrated through Barad’s account of the sonogram. The imaging of the 
foetus is an event that materializes the existence of the unborn as an entity. This 
event illuminates a complex interplay of discourse and things: scientifi c 
understandings of sound and imaging as well as the capacities of the piezoelectric 
crystal. These elements intra-act with one another elements of a whole whose 
eff ect on each other generates a particular event: the image (Barad 2007: 148).

What methodological implications does entangled agency have for the analysis 
of insecurity? The method implied by an entangled agency approach is not only 
about making visible the materialities of the world, but about locating events and 
phenomena and paying attention to the manner in which things are related in a 
particular way insofar as they are elements of these events. It is not relationality 
itself that defi nes the gathering together of things (as it is with distributed agency), 
but the way an event infl ects things together in a particular manner and creates 
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boundaries of subjects and objects. In this regard, ‘small details’, argued Barad, ‘can 
make profound diff erences’ (Barad 2007: 92). The so-called ‘liquids ban’ mentioned 
in the introduction is useful to think about Barad’s point on small details. Through 
the ‘liquids ban’, the questions of what is a liquid, and particularly, what is a 
dangerous liquid cannot be taken for granted – it is the eff ect of an event through 
which gels and toothpastes appear to harbour risks and dangers. Dangerous liquids 
emerge out of intra-actions in which diff erent apparatuses are entangled. The 
liquid is thus not neutral, an object to be located, screened and destroyed as a way 
to prevent terrorism. Rather it emerges out of the details of what apparatuses can 
measure and what not. At the same time, entangled agency also asks the researcher 
to analyse what new boundaries are enacted and what exclusions of what ‘matters’ 
happen in this process. 

CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE PROTECTION AND 
DISTRIBUTED AGENCY

In August 2005, the massive category 5 Hurricane Katrina hit the gulf coast 
of America and devastated the city of New Orleans. The destruction wrought 
by the hurricane immediately brought to the forefront the materiality of 
disaster and the role of infrastructure: from the collapse of the levees to the 
differential materialities that allowed for the mobility of particular categories 
of the population (for instance, those without cars could not evacuate). The 
problem of the destruction of infrastructure that the event of the disaster 
made clear was immediately placed in a continuum with the problem of 
‘terrorist attacks’. After all, critical infrastructure protection had gained 
increased prominence with the New York and London attacks. In a report 
published by the RAND corporation in 2007, the continuum natural disaster–
terrorist attack is again reinforced: Hurricane Katrina was a catastrophic 
domestic emergency that, in its deaths and destruction, had many of the 
possible characteristics of future terrorist attacks, especially those that could 
occur simultaneously in different parts of the United States or involve the use 
of weapons of mass destruction (RAND 2007). The literature engaging 
critically with the responses to the disaster has pointed out the ‘unnaturalness’ 
of the ‘natural’ disaster, challenged the continuum of terrorism–homeland 
security–environmental disasters; it has also pointed out the differential 
performative effects of the disaster in terms of gender, race and class and 
questioned the dispositif of risk management and emergency response 
deployed in response to the disaster. For instance, Stephen Graham has 
noted that ‘[m]uch of the funding for Bush’s homeland security drive has 
been achieved through the cuts in broad-scale urban, social, and welfare 
funding that have been a prime feature of Bush’s fi scal reengineering of the 
U.S. state along neoconservative lines’ (Graham 2006: 64).
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One of the many ways to explore how agency could be deployed 
methodologically in the analysis of Hurricane Katrina, is to ask how agency was 
distributed across human/nonhuman relations. In order to grasp the complex 
distribution of agency in Katrina’s effect on New Orleans we have to look to the 
levees, their construction and maintenance (or lack thereof). These levees are 
both material ramparts against water as well as discursive entities constituted in 
federal and municipal strategy and legal documents. One cannot be understood 
without the other. However, one cannot stop with the levees. Graham, for 
example, suggests that it is necessary to understand Katrina in the context of 
American oil dependence. If we heed Graham, we would have to look not only 
at the coastal oil exploitation around New Orleans, but also the oil dependencies 
of automobility in the US and their link to climate change and the rising sea 
levels it will bring (to which low-lying New Orleans will have to respond and 
which Katrina is a forewarning of). We could also look to the materialities of 
federal response and its entanglement with discourses of race that produced a 
conceptualization of a crippled city as a zone appropriate for fi rst quarantine, 
then militarized intervention. At no stage in these analyses can we say anything 
‘caused’ the disaster that followed Katrina, however, we can analyse the 
distribution and composition of agency that led to violence and death. 

If Graham ‘follows the money’ and the institutional changes in the 
governance of security, analysing distributed and composite agency can also 
be done by ‘following the object’ of infrastructure in the dispositif of security. 
Post-9/11, critical infrastructures have become a security concern as objects of 
disruption, interruption and failure. The all-hazards approach to critical 
infrastructure protection is concerned with unpredictable and unexpected 
failure (see also Aradau 2010). Yet, the agency of infrastructure becomes 
manifest in a different form of unpredictability: corrosion, erosion and decay. 
Following the object of infrastructure also sheds light on a different dimension 
of distributed and composite agency. All experts in critical infrastructure 
protection acknowledge the interconnectedness of infrastructures, their mutual 
dependency and the spiralling effects that the destruction of one element has 
upon others. However, agency is also differentially distributed in infrastructures. 
‘The connective technologies of critical infrastructure’, argues Coward (2009b: 
412), ‘can thus arrange point-to-point interconnections that connect across 
vast distances and yet at the same time pass over entire areas and populations’.

The criticality and politics of method

A reconceptualization of the relationship between discourse and materiality in the 
way discussed begs a number of political questions intertwined with methodological 
ones. With regard to the former, one might ask how political responses to public 
problems would change if we take the materiality of things seriously (cf. Bennett 
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2010: viii). One way to do this, taking into account that systems of relations like the 
dispositif entail exclusions, could be to inquire how boundary-practices, so prominent 
in security practices, are altered when we pay attention to materiality. For example, 
crossing the boundary between safe and dangerous – between the object that is 
mundane object and the object that is threatening – arises from the performative 
iteration of a particular material–discursive relation. Crossing a boundary can be 
recast as redrawing the limits of inclusion and exclusion. (In)security is precisely 
about the manner in which the rearticulation of relations redraws the limits according 
to which the safe is to be included and the dangerous is to be excluded. Ultimately, 
the performance of dangerous objects establishes the boundary of the safe and thus 
establishes who or what might be excluded as dangerous. At the same time, the 
materialization of dangerous objects appears more ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’ than the 
materialization of dangerous people. Deploying relationality as a methodological 
principle allows us, as researchers, to dispel these dominant understandings.

A second, even more crucial political question, is who or what is responsible or 
accountable for the consequences of (in)security practices? The methods and 
methodologies discussed here are above all intimately connected with political 
questions about accountability and responsibility. What happens to accountability 
in a heterogenous dispositif for instance? In relation to the extension of agency, 
Bennett (2005: 463) asks, ‘Does the acknowledgment of nonhuman actants relieve 
individual humans of the burden of being held responsible for their actions?’ 
Indeed, in drawing out the relations of human and nonhuman elements in 
engendering (in)security, can the human element ever be held entirely responsible? 
Considering the constitutive role of nonhuman elements in security dispositifs, the 
human element is never entirely in control. This is because the interrelation 
between human and nonhuman elements gives rise to diff erent eff ects that, 
following Foucault, enter ‘into resonance or contradiction’ with each other, 
perpetually calling for a ‘re-adjustment...of the heterogeneous elements’, producing 
new – and, for the human element, potentially unintended and undesirable – 
security eff ects (Foucault 1980: 195–6). 

Analyses of security have relied on the intentionality of human action in the 
production of insecurity (e.g., the intentional use of particular objects to cause 
destruction by a suspected terrorist), and, in response, security strategies rely on 
intentional action to secure infrastructure – as in the case of the liquids ban. Yet, 
methodologies that deploy dispositifs, performativity or agency challenge the 
capacity of supposedly rational human agents to have full control over the outcomes 
they seek in any dispositif. This implies that questions of accountability and 
responsibility can also not be equated with a subject or object. Barad’s discussion 
of accountability in the wake of the hyper-responsibilization of mothers towards 
the unborn foetus contains a series of helpful suggestions: 

The real questions of accountability include accountability for the 
consequences of the construction of foetal subjectivity, which emerges out 
of particular material-discursive practices; accountability for the consequences 
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of inadequate health care and nutrition apparatuses in their diff erential eff ects 
on particular pregnant women; accountability for the consequences of global 
neo-colonialism, including the uneven distribution of wealth and poverty; 
and many other factors. 

(Barad 2007: 218)

In a similar manner we might also note that questions of the destruction of the built 
urban environment framed only in terms of the human agency of aggressors 
displace questions about the ‘sharing of built environment with others that the 
public nature of building entails’ (Coward 2006: 430). That is, framing the 
discussion only in terms of what those that fi re weapons seek to achieve fails to 
understand the agency of the built environment itself in constituting precisely that 
which is targeted: shared, public space and the being-with-others it supports.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored the role of, and the relation between, discourse 
and materiality. We have argued that the methodological principle of relationality 
can be deployed to develop new frameworks for a critical analysis of security 
practices. The chapter has outlined a methodological approach that operationalizes 
the relations between materiality and discourse in three ways: through dispositifs, 
performativity, and (distributed and entangled) agency. 

We used the dispositif as a heuristic device and showed that it can work as a 
methodological framework for the identifi cation of seemingly unconnected 
elements. The dispositif entails inquiring into the heterogeneous and fragile relations 
established between discursive and non-discursive elements. In a second 
operationalization, we have shown how performativity enables us to analyse 
apparently durable objects by considering the way in which repetition fi xes and 
categorizes the relationship between discursive and material elements. In these 
connections, the agency of subjects and objects is mobilized diff erently, movements 
we aimed to capture by a more varied understanding agency as distributed (agency 
as distributed in relations between humans and nonhumans) and entangled (agency 
as emerging through particular intra-actions which become visible through events). 
Methodologically speaking, distributed agency implied to ‘follow the object’, 
whereas entangled agency is about ‘following the event’. 

Ultimately, proposing relationality as a methodological principle to research the 
relation between materiality and discourse in CSS has provoked a number of 
political questions. What are the consequences of the methodological work we have 
undertaken here? We have argued that the methodological approach to discourse 
and materiality we have outlined incorporates a critical ethos. An understanding of 
the mutually constitutive relation of materiality and discourse which gives due 
priority to both terms is critical for three reasons: fi rst, it requires us to think about 
what counts and thus disrupts naturalized notions of separability of matter and ideas; 
second, it will recognize the inherent instability of discursive–material relations; and 
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third, it will value agency and focus on the various ways in which heterogeneous 
ensembles are performed. It is precisely this critical ethos that generates a questioning 
of the boundaries of political analysis noted above.

Implicit in our discussions of the three critical operationalizations in this chapter 
is the trope of contingency. Relationality, dispositifs, performativity and agency are 
possible because of the contingency of the social and political realm. Contingency 
is the basis for the recombinant potentiality of the relations between material and 
discursive elements. It is the condition of possibility of the shifting and reforming 
relationality that characterize the everyday world. And it is that which makes 
possible acts of agency that would otherwise be determined by the structures that 
seek to bind them. Overall, the methodological principles we have outlined 
disclose the critical potential of contingency and seek to understand the complex 
heterogeneous relationality that characterizes the various events of (in)security that 
mark both international politics and our everyday lives. 

Notes

1 For a critique of this understanding of objects in social sciences, see Bruno Latour (1999).
2 For a recent example that includes materiality in discussions of methodology in CSS, see 

Mark Salter and Can Mutlu (2012).
3 It is a matter of debate whether Security Studies is a discipline in its own right. For the 

purposes of our initial survey of the problematic we will assume that questions of 
international security arise in the broad fi eld of IR as well as the narrower confi nes of 
Security Studies. A number of authors/writings can be located at the intersection of IR 
and Security Studies, speaking to both fi elds/disciplines. In addition, materiality has 
been discussed in various philosophical, political and theoretical strands (like, for 
instance, Marxism) which we will not be able to discuss here as we aim to address the 
specifi c relation between materiality and discourse in the fi eld of security.

4 On experimentation and method, see the Introduction to this book.
5 For a more detailed account of this case see Owen D. Thomas (forthcoming).
6 See Mark Laff ey (2000) for a criticism of the uses of performativity in IR as too focused 

on culture and regimes of signifi cation at the expense of an analysis of capital.
7 See Article 1 of the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, 1961 (as amended by the 

1972 Protocol amending the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, 1961). The fi nal 
text of the 1961 convention is available at: www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/single-
convention.html. Accessed 5 October 2012.
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Introduction

Visuals matter to socio-political analysis, and they do so in a categorically diff erent 
way than words. Sight, or the act of seeing, is one of the key human senses and 
thereby ‘visuality’, either in the form of rendering visible, invisible, or visible in 
particular ways, is a vital part of most forms of representation.1 Visuality – both as 
‘ways of seeing’, and in the form of the artefacts produced through them (such as 
still or moving images, signs, symbols, charts, graphs, sculptures and so on) – plays 
a central role in numerous manifestations of security practices. Yet, the vast 
majority of works in critical approaches to security have focused on the verbal and 
the written rather than the visual as the modality through which security can be 
analysed. In other words, critical refl ection on visuality and the uses of visuals is still 
relatively limited within the critical security studies literature. This is understandable, 
in that the study of visual objects and signs eventually encounters the limits of 
language (Barthes 1973: 9). Visual aspects of meaning making and discourse have 
properties that discourse analysis of written or spoken artefacts cannot reach. 
Indeed, to get a comprehensive grasp of meaning on the one hand and practice on 
the other, critical scholars of security need to engage visual modalities in addition 
to verbal or written ones (cf. Williams 2003; McDonald 2008).

The importance of visual analyses that focus on images2 and other forms of 
visual representations for critical security studies can be seen in several articles, 
special issues, and books that have examined the role of visual artefacts in security 
studies in the last two decades.3 In this growing body of literature, relatively little 
emphasis has been placed on image/language refl exivity and/or the methodological 
aspects of examining visual artefacts as ambiguous objects of study, however. A 
majority of these contributions have focused on the cultural and political role of 
images rather than refl ecting on methodological questions that surround the study 
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of visuality, and how these interact with security practices. In this chapter, we 
address the methodological implications and opportunities for future developments 
of visual analysis in critical security studies.

We argue for a broader focus on ‘visuality’ rather than on stand-alone ‘images’ 
or visual artefacts. In particular, we champion the notion of visuality as a 
methodology or an analytical sensibility that can enrich the critical study of security. 
We argue for the relevance of thinking about visuality in studies of security, no 
matter what the particular area of security under study happens to be – and in 
doing so argue that probing the ways security is made to look in diff erent areas, or 
thinking about how it would be if it looked diff erent, can yield critical insights. It 
is important to note that images are always polysemous – they have the possibility 
of diff erent meanings – and therefore one can never be sure that one has ‘seen it 
all’. For the same reason, diff erent theoretical or methodological approaches to 
visuality and visual artefacts can produce diff erent outcomes, and may be used to 
supplement one another. 

The added value of our contribution is that we move away from existing trends 
in critical approaches to security that tend to treat visuals as objects (e.g., an image, 
a cartoon, a video), and use forms of discourse analysis of these objects modelled on 
the study of text. By doing so, we also seek to move away from the inherent 
assumption that ‘the visual’ could be studied uniformly as ‘visual security’ and 
integrated as such in security studies. Instead, we start from the ‘polysemy’ and 
ambiguity of the visual (Mitchell 1994, 2011; Mirzoeff  2009). Polysemy is the 
capacity of signs to have multiple meanings, or a large semantic fi eld. This means 
that the visual does not form a distinct fi eld of human practice, it cannot be studied 
with a single method, and it is not fi xed to objects or artefacts. All of these facets of 
visuality have methodological implications for the critical study of security, and as 
such they inform the structure of the present chapter. First, we review how visuals 
and visuality have been present in critical studies on security, and set out how 
acknowledging polysemy can contribute to this literature and expand the ways in 
which security and the visual are seen as connected. Second, we discuss how 
visuality can be analysed as a mode of constituting truths, as aff ect, and as banal 
spectacles. Finally, we conclude the chapter with a discussion of the methodological 
implications of incorporating visuality in the critical study of security.

From visual security to visuality in security

The question of visuality and security has been somewhat haunted by a tendency 
to assume that the visual, as a fi eld of objects, could be studied uniformly and 
integrated in security studies as ‘visual security’. The clearest expression of this, and 
the most elaborate attempt to provide a framework for how to study images like 
this, is Lene Hansen’s article ‘Theorizing the image for security studies’ (2011a). 
Visual security, in this case, refers to the idea that images should be studied as a 
distinct sphere of security practice: since visual artefacts have political implications, 
they should be taken seriously as an object of security analysis.
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Visual objects and media can take many forms as is also apparent from previous 
studies in the fi eld: ‘the visual’ has been approached via the examination of public 
broadcasts of missile launch videos supplied by the military (Baudrillard 1995), 
links between the military and visual entertainment industries (Der Derian 2001), 
private photographs of prisoner abuse that has escaped their creators (Laustsen 
2008; Shepherd 2008), artworks conceived to question the spectator’s relationship 
to death (Möller 2009), icons designed to reinforce organizational messages (Vuori 
2010), satiric cartoons designed to provoke and intervene in a debate (Hansen 
2011a, b), and the justifi catory acts of magazine-cover photography (Schlag and 
Heck 2012) to name a few examples. Such diversity in terms of objects, modalities, 
and mediums suggests that there should be diversity if not in methodology, at least 
in methods that we use to study the visual. Similarly, it may be diffi  cult, or even 
counterproductive, to produce a single ‘question’ or a unidirectional ‘research 
programme’ of the visual in critical studies of security. Indeed, whether specifi c 
visualities situated in relation to particular security practices call for diff erent 
treatment or analysis should be explored in more depth.

VARIETY IN STUDIES OF VISUAL SECURITIZATION

Visuals have been useful for studies guided by securitization theory. Yet even in 
this theoretical community, there has been variety in how the visual has been 
approached. For example, Lene Hansen (2011a, b) has discussed the Danish 
‘Muhammad cartoon crisis’ through the prism of visual securitization. A series 
of polemic cartoons on Danish–Muslim relations published in a Danish 
newspaper became the focal point of a major international crisis for Denmark 
with boycotts and even attacks on Danish embassies. Although the cartoons 
entered an already strained political context, the image received an iconic 
status for the political issue on both sides of the crisis. This example shows how 
iconic images narrow down the number of interpretations available for an 
audience, and the securitizing capacity of images is expressed by them.

As other studies have shown, the function of images in securitization 
processes need not be restricted to the use of narratives such as cartoons. 
Schlag and Heck (2012) have examined a cover of TIME magazine that 
displayed the photograph of Aisha, an Afghan woman whose face had been 
mutilated to restore her husband’s family’s honour. The picture–text relation of 
the cover and the iconic act of the image perform a securitizing move to 
legitimate the war effort in Afghanistan as the female body constitutes a 
threatened referent object; the protection of which is the viewer’s responsibility. 
This is suggested by the ‘anchor’ (Barthes 1977: 38), or preferred reading of 
the cover image: the title caption reads ‘What happens if we leave Afghanistan?’. 
This combination suggests that leaving Afghanistan would result in continuation 
of gendered violence.
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Another example of how visual images are part and parcel of securitization 
processes is the Doomsday Clock of the Atomic Scientists. Vuori (2010) views 
the image of the symbolic clock as a visual aspect of the securitization of 
nuclear weapons as a threat to human civilization. The Doomsday Clock 
demonstrates how symbols can be intertwined with security discourse. The 
symbol of the clock evokes, and thereby facilitates, all of the crucial ingredients 
involved in a securitization grammar: the lateness of the hour (urgency), 
impending doom (existential threat), as well as the possibility to reverse course 
by moving the hands of time far away from midnight (way out). At the same 
time, the clock has become a ‘visual master signifi er’ of the anti-nuclear 
securitization: to display the clock is enough to evoke the security argument 
about the danger of nuclear weapons for humanity.

There are numerous entry points into an epistemological spectrum of visual 
analysis. In this chapter, we envision a spectrum that ranges from ‘visual security’ 
to ‘visualities of security’. At the ‘visual security’ end of the spectrum, we have 
those studies that treat visuals as politically meaningful artefacts. In critical IR and 
(critical) security studies, this approach to studying visuals manifests itself in 
explorations of visual artefacts in terms of how they enact the international 
(Campbell 2007), question security practices (Möller 2007), or take part in 
securitizing (as in the examples in the textbox on page 00). At the other end of the 
spectrum, ‘visualities of security’ focus on the role of the visual in the development 
of techniques of knowledge, and thereby on the responses to or uses of polysemy 
– the ability of visual signifi cation to contain multiple meanings. Such investigations 
can, for example, examine how vision and (in)visibility is an integral part of 
practices and modulations of the social and the political, and of security (Haggerty 
and Ericson 2006), and is central to cultural governance of war (Campbell 2003). 
This type of conceptualization presents visualities as implicated in ways of knowing, 
and treats them as spheres to be known. Examples here include how the colouring 
of uniforms worn by security offi  cials (Guillaume et al. 2012), or how the 
prohibitions on photography in an expanding range of public places (Simon 2012) 
contribute to security practices, not by securitizing and pointing to threats, but by 
attempting to direct the understanding of security through manipulating what the 
security apparatus looks like, and by controlling representations of it.

Visual analysis

‘Visual security’
Politically meaningful artefacts

‘Visualities of security’
Techniques of knowledge

FIGURE 4.1 The epistemological spectrum of visual analysis
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The epistemological spectrum shown in Figure 4.1 implies that visuality and the 
visual can be approached from a multitude of angles. To begin with, we can 
approach visuals from the fi elds of Arts and Aesthetics. These fi elds mostly work 
with or produce visuals as objects and artefacts, and thus come closer to the ‘visual 
security’ end of the spectrum described above. In security studies, Möller (2007) 
has used both professional and non-professional photography to investigate how 
memory and security play together after 9/11, and Campbell (2004) uses 
juxtapositions of old and new images to question how atrocities are imagined. Lisle 
(2004, 2010) has drawn on artworks and theories to analyse visual objects and 
incorporated them into discussions of identity and nationalism, and investigated 
how art can trigger refl exive engagements with insecurity (2011), while Van 
Veeren (2010) has investigated how photographs of the detainee camp at 
Guantanamo imagine the place and the bodies and institutions there. These kinds 
of studies examine how security plays out in a set of material objects that show 
something or someone, for example a painting, a map, or a photograph.

Second, there are also important studies that treat visuality as implicated in 
broader questions of subjectivity and knowledge. Rose (2007: 2) defi nes visuality 
as ‘the way in which vision is constructed’, a question that pertains both to a 
specifi c object and to a set of practices. Visuality, thus, refers to ‘how we see, how 
we are able, allowed, or made to see, and how we see this seeing and the unseeing 
therein’ (Foster 1988: ix). In asking such questions, these approaches work with 
the polysemy at play in seeing – i.e., that the same things can be seen very 
diff erently. Within the broader social sciences, the variety of approaches that 
focus on visuals span a range of aspects of visuality and techniques of knowledge. 
For example, there has been an interest in the gendered aspects of the ‘gaze’ and 
the anxious state of being that comes with knowing that one is being watched. Of 
key interest here are the intersubjective relations between those that can watch, 
and those who are (in)visible (Mulvey 1977, 1990). In particular, the viewer’s 
position can be one of power, whereas the watched person’s position is one of 
subjugation. Yet, displaying something that would have been otherwise hidden 
can also be a source of empowerment. The examination of power relations 
between the viewer and the displayed has drawn attention to interpretations (and 
performativity) of specifi c objects. At the same time, it has become apparent how 
the structures that surround production, mediation, and interpretation play a 
signifi cant role in making some bodies or themes visible and others invisible 
(Butler 2009; Chouliaraki 2006).

Third, broader conceptions of visuality have also been used to study how 
systems of signifi cation operate visually, constraining and enabling thought. Indeed, 
for Rancière (2011: 99), ‘[a]n image never stands alone. It belongs to a system of 
visibility’. Such systems of visibility are a part of aesthetic regimes that modulate 
what is seen and said. As such, these systems play a role in co-producing the limits 
and boundaries for what is done and what can be done. They do so by producing 
an a priori distribution of the sensible within fi elds of life, i.e., the modes of 
articulation between forms of action, production, perception and thought 
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(Rancière 2008). Such regimes form a prior aesthetic division of the visible and the 
invisible, the audible and the inaudible, the ‘sayable’ and the ‘unsayable’ (ibid.), and 
work to form a common sense of the visual (Rancière 2011).

To view images from the vantage-point of common sense and regimes of the 
sensible will take us a step further in evaluating ‘what images are, what they do 
and the eff ects they create’ (Rancière 2011: 95) in regard to security and related 
practices. Images and visibility are important aspects of both systems of 
signifi cation, and systems of the sensible. Images are then not only about 
justifi cation or about political communication. They are about the ‘secondary 
architecture’ (Kiefer 1970) around us: various signs and signals, in for example 
traffi  c and urban spaces, tell us what to do and how to behave. Not only the 
physical manipulation of an environment, but signs and signals that guide its use 
can be viewed as layers of architecture, and both can have semiotic aspects to 
them. Indeed, images work together with other symbolic, discursive, and material 
elements in the production of power relations and grids of operation. They are 
not only of immense value for practitioners of security, but for the operation of 
security in general.

Indeed, visuality and making visible have been major concerns for both 
military and security practitioners (cameras, scanners, thermal imaging, and so 
on), and consequently the examination of the economies of ‘making (in)visible’ 
has been of major interest in critical surveillance studies (Lyon 1994, 2006; 
Koskela 2000) and in work on the networks involved in the visual production of 
foreign politics in the broadest sense (Der Derian 2000, 2009; Campbell 2003). 
Artworks have been used to question the representative codes that make security 
infrastructure (in)visible in particular ways (Andersen and Möller 2013). These 
kinds of studies come closer to dealing with ‘the visuality of [a topic]’ rather than 
with images as a topic in themselves, even if studies such as Campbell (2003) and 
Andersen and Möller (2013) use specifi c images to investigate broader questions 
about the imagination of war and security. They do so, though, within a rather 
conventional sphere of ‘security’: militaries, war, and atrocities. An important 
area of future research would be to apply similar analytic strategies to less 
conventional aspects of (in)security such as private security companies, ‘kettling’ 
techniques of crowd control by police forces (see Chapter 7 in this volume) or 
climate security.

Visuals have also been viewed as a subgroup (or subgroups) of signs in more 
general terms. In semiotic terms, signs have multiple modalities (e.g., auditory and 
tactile signs), of which visuality is only one. Visuals have most prominently been 
viewed as a subgroup of signs in studies that draw on semiotics (Shapiro 1988; 
Vuori 2011; Vuori et al. forthcoming), but also in studies that depart from notions 
of intertextuality drawn from discourse analysis (Campbell 2004; Hansen 2011a). 
Visuality is also central to the ways in which social scientists imagine and present 
complex systems or notions (e.g., human geography; Chapter 2 in this volume). 

The following table summarizes the three approaches to visual security 
introduced in this section.
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TABLE 4.1 Approaches to visual security

Visuality can be studied as... Which means... Examples of this include...

An object Engaging with how 
specifi c images enact or 
represent.

The Doomsday Clock 
(Vuori 2010) and
Images of Guantanamo 
(Van Veeren 2010).

A modality Viewing visuality as 
related to seeing, rather 
than to specifi c visual 
artefacts.

Guillaume et al. (forthcoming) 
on how colour-use shapes 
meanings of security.

A category of signs Studying how visual signs 
diff er from and relate to 
verbal or other categories 
of signs/texts.

Shapiro (1988) on images in 
foreign policy and
Hansen’s (2011a) 
theoretization of images.

Such a brief presentation of how questions that touch upon visuality and security 
have been approached (as an object, a modality, a category of signs), already shows 
that a single article or introductory chapter cannot engage with every possible aspect, 
let alone with the (implicit) details of the methods used to study them. However, 
visuality is a vital aspect of most practices and processes of meaning making that 
pertain to security. The question is then how to enter this polysemous terrain of 
visuality. We propose to start from taking visuality as an analytical sensibility to 
representational practices or regimes of sight and display, inclusive of the structuration 
of public and private spaces, as well as cognitive and material images.

Visualities, genres, and critical potential 

The proposed shift from the ‘visual object’ to visuality can help us disentangle a 
diffi  culty that seems to have proven problematic for the critical literature on images 
and security: how to account for the repressive and emancipative potentialities of 
images without making diff erent genres of images placeholders for diff erent 
potentialities. In other words, how can we examine how images operate in 
repressive and emancipatory ways without a prior attribution of the images as 
either one or the other based on their genre or their medium?

The dilemma of reproducing genre-biases is perhaps due to images and visual 
analysis being ‘latecomers’, both in their own right, and in their introduction into 
the fi eld of IR. They entered the fi eld mainly through poststructuralism’s concern 
with countering domination, simulacra, and spectacle. Concomitantly, images 
have mainly been analysed in view of a critical stance towards security. This 
combination has had the rather unfortunate eff ect of often leading to characterizations 
of certain genres as inherently this or that: either as tools maintaining spectacular 
domination or as vehicles of critique and demystifi cation. For example, ‘mainstream’ 
fi lm and news images have often been portrayed as complicit in dominant and 
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repressive security practices. This is the case in Der Derian’s (2001) outline of the 
visual integration of the theatre of war in home theatre entertainment, or in 
Campbell’s (2003) investigation of what he terms ‘cultural governance’. Such a 
view is also present in Mirzoeff ’s (2005) account of imagery of the 2003 Iraq War, 
and – albeit less unambiguously – in Shapiro’s exposure of the stereotyping practices 
of representation found in the production of foreign policy (1988).

Artistic images and relatively ‘slow’ photojournalistic work, on the other hand, 
have been brought to critical security studies as vehicles with which to resist 
domination by security practices and spectacular representations of security practice 
in mainstream news and fi lms. In Möller’s (2007) analysis of how artistic 
photography can perform desecuritization, images are seen to possess an ever-
present surplus of meaning which always off ers some space for resistance. Yet, such 
spaces are only explored in relation to artistic images. Similarly, Campbell’s (2003) 
work on cultural governance and pictorial resistance locates resistance with ‘slow’ 
genres of photography, following Sontag’s (2004) emphasis of the ‘slowness’ of 
some genres in comparison to other more speedy genres. The speedy nature of the 
ever-faster news cycle makes it more diffi  cult for mass media to resist familiar 
framings and representations of issues. Despite the favouring of resistance, 
Campbell’s (2003: 73) fi nal conclusion is to note the failure of such ‘resistance to 
be timelier, more in tune with the speed of contemporary war’. Yet, this cannot 
be blamed on the world alone: the slowness of the resistance he fi nds is at least 
partly engendered by his analysis, which looks for and locates resistance with ‘slow’ 
genres, and which does not explore quicker forms of resistance that can be found, 
for example, in internet memes – i.e., concepts, images, jokes, and so on which 
pass from person to person via the internet.

In view of previous work on imagery in critical studies of security, we take the 
visual to have implications beyond genres of representation or spheres of aesthetics. 
Because images are polysemous and ambiguous, we cannot close off  their operation 
by theoretical fi at. The genre of images on its own does not preordain whether or 
not an image can work towards critique and emancipation. Such questions are to 
be examined empirically, with, for example, reception studies.

Furthermore, to move away from the study of images as ‘visual security’ is to 
move away from the notion of images as part of a pre-defi ned realm of security. 
Visual security cannot be contained as an isolated realm of its own, such as images 
of war and military operations, or images that are used in justifying security politics. 
Instead, visuality is part and parcel of many practices that may or may not be 
viewed as partial to security and thereby, of the politics of security. Such a move 
away from ‘visual security’ as a realm of its own is towards engagement of the 
visuality of whichever security-related practice one is dealing with. This move 
works to break down the rather crude stereotyping of genres of images, which 
often tends to follow a quite predictable and problematic division between ‘mass’ 
and ‘fi ne’ or ‘high’ culture.

Important steps in this direction already exist, notably Shapiro’s (2009) book on 
how mainstream fi lm both participates in engendering and resists the ‘violent 
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cartographies’ that surround issues such as immigration and war. And even if 
Hansen’s (2011a, b) work on the image is very much attuned towards the image as 
an object lodged in existing political discourse, categories such as immediacy and 
circulability, and the situation of the image in an elaborate (and, in her account 
somewhat dominating) intertextual environment, can also be employed to think 
about the visuality of a set of security practices.

Furthermore, to shift attention towards visuality as a part of everyday sociality, 
and as a methodology for studying security practices that are not exclusively visual, 
will hopefully enable critical studies of security to heed Williams’s (2003: 512) call 
to ‘confront the fact that contemporary political communication is increasingly 
embedded within televisual images’. Indeed, ‘a consideration of the role of 
contemporary communications media in the representation and conduct of security 
relations is almost inescapable’ (Williams 2003: 522). Thereby, visuality as an 
analytic sensibility or methodology should not be the exotic business of those who 
study ‘visual security’, and be confi ned to its own circles. Rather, it should 
constitute an integral part of the analytical sensibilities that inform critical 
examinations of security practices.

Likewise, the specifi c methods of analysing image production, circulation, and 
reception should be brought into contact with the visuality of security, and not 
restricted to analyses of research objects already constituted as (only) a visual 
artefact. The visual practices employed in the detainee camp at Guantanamo Bay, 
for example, can tell us a lot about how the ‘War on Terror’ is imagined (Van 
Veeren 2010); the colour-use of emergency vehicles, or how neon vests have 
become ubiquitous in the everyday can allow entry into how the logics of 
prevention and risk are enacted in contemporary societies (Guillaume et al. 
forthcoming). This integration of visuality into examinations of security practice 
would, to an extent, mirror the development of gender studies. Indeed, gender has 
evolved from a separate sphere of inquiry absorbed largely in its own debates and 
viewed by outsiders as a separate fi eld, to a methodological concern seen as leaving 
a mark on most studies of security practices, including visual ones (e.g., Shepherd 
2008; Weber 2007; Campbell 2003).

To make the integration of visuals as a concern in the critical examination of 
security practices fruitful, scholars should be able to use productive methods of 
studying visuality, developed in other disciplines. In return, these approaches 
should be combined with analytic strategies and theoretical approaches that focus 
on security. Such a rigorous engagement is crucial to open up hitherto unnoticed 
visual aspects of security (Vuori and Andersen, forthcoming) for critical scrutiny. 
Building on this point, in the next section, we expand on a few of such approaches, 
and discuss how they have proven relevant for critical studies of security.

Methodologies of the visual/imaginations of the image

The way we have approached visuality in methodological terms has been to 
emphasize what Rancière (2011) terms ‘aesthetic regimes’, i.e., the rules and 
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systematics that govern visuality, seeing, and displaying, as well as the practices by 
which they are enacted. Pertinent here is how visuality understood in this manner 
gets transformative capacity, and how it is that visualizations and the visual side of 
objects and practices become powerful. We examine these questions through three 
approaches to visuality, each of which has its own methodological implications: 
how do visual objects and visualizations operate in 1) the constitution of truths, 2) 
aff ection and emotional processes, and 3) the displacement of mythical with banal 
power and doing with seeing.

Pictorial power in the constitution of truths

Since Shapiro’s (1988) intervention for the signifi cance of visuality in the politics of 
representation, research projects on the role of images and visuality in critical studies 
of security have tended to see images as powerful in contemporary politics. Such 
studies have often followed Shapiro’s analysis in looking at the role of images in 
constituting some representations of politics as natural and true. This kind of visual 
production of truth can work through diff erent mediums and practices, as the analysis 
of maps in Shapiro (1988) shows, yet most studies to date have dealt with photographs. 

Both in accounts that depict images as potentially liberating and in accounts that 
render them complicit in practices of domination and hegemony, the view that 
visual power permeates politics is taken as a background observation, rather than 
the main object of investigation. Yet these studies demonstrate that visuality can 
reveal aspects of politics that are hardly graspable without attention to the visual. 
As befi ts the inherent ambiguity and polysemy of images, the power of pictures is 
looked upon both with scepticism and optimism. Hansen’s work (2011a) forms a 
kind of middle-position here, as she notes that the question of whether visual 
ambiguity facilitates or hinders securitization cannot be decided by theoretical fi at, 
but depends on empirical investigation. Irrespective of whether the power of 
images is confi gured as visual resistance (Möller 2007; Campbell 2003) or as 
partaking in domination (Der Derian 2001), the immanent power of images is the 
premise that studies of images are grounded in.

FOREGROUNDING THE BACKGROUND: 
MICHAEL SHAPIRO’S EARLY WORK ON THE POLITICAL 
POWER OF PHOTOGRAPHY

One of the fi rst and most thorough attempts to understand images as intensely 
political is Michael Shapiro’s chapter on the political rhetoric of photography 
in The Politics of Representation. Drawing on theoretizations of photography 
such as that of Walter Benjamin, Victor Burgin, Allan Sekula and Roland 
Barthes, his text departs from a concern with photography as problematic, 
capable of engendering ‘a pacifi cation, a reinforcement of the kinds of



Visuality 95

interpretive codes that lend an aura of naturalness and permanence to the 
existing structures’ (1988: 126). It calls for ’a politicized reading practice, one 
which situates the images in order to discern their complicities with prevailing 
power and authority as well as their challenges’ (1988: 131). This, importantly, 
is achieved by bringing in the Barthesian notion of ‘code’ as a set of common 
understandings by which the viewer and the visual artefact interact, the codes 
themselves ‘performing a kind of captioning’ of the image by telling the 
viewer what to see and how to see (1988: 150).

An excellent illustration of this captioning, that also points further than the 
images themselves and extends the role of such captioning to everyday seeing, 
is Shapiro’s analysis of photography and ‘the criminal’ (1988: 141ff). By 
analysing the advent of photography in the late nineteenth century in 
conjunction with ideas about the scientifi c determination of people’s character 
from, for example, the shape of their skull, Shapiro is able to show how the 
idea that criminality can be attributed to certain types of people and seen in 
mugshots. As the codes that guide this seeing are sedimented, and mugshots 
become how criminals are perceived, they further guide seeing in the everyday, 
and create, for example, unease around immigrants and low-income men, 
and confi dence around people of wealth. Shapiro’s analysis uses the discursive 
structures derived from studying photographs of the criminal to interrogate 
how society views criminality as linked to ‘types’ of persons (profi ling), 
tentatively venturing into what we term here the ‘visuality of security’.

Most often, the assumptions of special powers inherent in images are not taken 
autonomously by analysts. They refl ect views of how society relates to the images that 
are part of it, i.e., the prevalent discourses about images. As such, pictorial power is not 
something that is pre-given; visual power remains something seen as culturally 
constituted in most accounts. As most analysts of visuality come out of traditions 
affi  liated with poststructuralist and linguistic lines of thought, they are well aware of the 
constructedness of such pictorial power. Yet, they frequently appear more interested in 
asserting that pictorial power abounds in contemporary visual culture than in trying to 
investigate its constructedness. Therefore, paradoxically, while the processes through 
which images make the cultural and contingent look natural are frequently studied, the 
wider societal discourse about images as powerful is rarely assessed.

When critical security studies has engaged with the construction of visual 
power, a key element of theorizing this construction has been the assumption of a 
powerful intertextuality around the image. These analyses draw heavily on 
discourse analysis and thus on linguistic frameworks. Such theorization has led to 
claims that images, in themselves, are not very politically powerful. Hansen (2011a: 
54), to take a recent example, goes as far as to insist that ‘the image does not enter 
the political without being the subject of debate or engaging with the discourses 
already in place’. This position leads her to a framework in which the image itself 
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is largely powerless. The methodological implication of this is a focus on text and 
discursive acts performed on the image, rather than on the visual work that the 
image itself does. For example, Hansen concludes her analysis of the ‘Muhammad 
cartoon crisis’ with the statement that her framework is able to ‘examine situations 
where visuals are constituted as “speaking security”’ (Hansen 2011a: 70, emphasis 
added). This conclusion constitutes the image as an object rather than subject, 
acted upon rather than acting. Paraphrasing John Berger’s comment on the role of 
men and women in classical painting (in Ways of Seeing 2008 [1972]), we might say 
that in such a framework ‘discourses act, and images appear’. 

Despite emphasizing the discursive aspects, Hansen at least takes the question of 
whether images can be political without being subject to debate as a starting point 
for elaborating a rigorous analytical framework, for studying the attribution of 
political meaning. Likewise, in Campbell’s (2004: 71) conclusion that ‘the dominant 
social understandings existing at the moment of production and reception are more 
important than the specifi c form or content of the image for the creation of 
meaning’ the image is in danger of vanishing as a placeholder for its context. While 
it is surely important how images are talked about, and the context in which they 
are produced and interpreted, we hold that images and visuality can and do indeed 
give us insights that are neither in their context, nor in how they are talked about. 
This entails that we need means to engage visuality beyond the analysis of discourse, 
speech acts, and communication.

There are also approaches that put a larger emphasis on the content of the 
image, and how it enters into a dialogue with its context. Schlag and Heck (2012: 
8) deploy the work of Bredekamp (2010) and Kjørup (1978) to argue that while 
images are not analogous to words in the functional terms of speech acts, images 
take the metaphorical position of the speaker and are thereby able to ‘speak’. Such 
a viewpoint suggests that images possess ‘Eigenaktivität’, or auto-activity by being 
able to speak in a metaphorical sense. This equates pictures with speaking in a 
conceptual sense, where the continuum of speaking is more relevant than individual 
words (Schlag and Heck 2012: 8). In contrast to Hansen’s approach, not only 
discourses, but also the images can act, and thereby they should be examined not 
only as sites of the negotiation or actualization of existing discourse, but in terms 
of what images do too (see text box on page 00). For Schlag and Heck (2012: 2), 
images can work as iconic acts of showing and seeing: images are analysed as images.

As the above examples also show, in a move similar to constructivism’s focus on 
how the socio-political world is shaped by human interaction (Hacking 1999), 
students of visuality have frequently directed their attention to the visual production 
of socially accepted knowledge. The main point of such discussion is that the 
power of images is a construct, and is not naturally emerging. A thorough and 
infl uential take on this is Shapiro’s (1988) discussion of how the ‘real’ emerges in 
visual discourse. As described in the example of visual profi ling of criminality (see 
textbox page 00), the ‘real’ emerges in an intertextual dialogue within and partially 
as a product of the genre of the visual object or practice. This happens through ‘the 
social, administrative, political and other processes through which various 
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interpretive practices become canonical, customary, and so thoroughly entangled 
with the very act of viewing [that] they cease to be recognized as practices’ (Shapiro 
1988: 135). For example, the very name given to the security technology profi ling 
stems from the now infamous eff orts to see criminal tendencies in physical 
characteristics, such as the shape of people’s ears or the colour of their hair. 

Socially accepted knowledge that stems from visuality, thus, is constituted by 
how the dominant practices interpret images and visual phenomena. Such practices 
are in turn always re-shaped by the images they serve to interpret. Visual power, 
therefore, is at once socially constituted by the practices of production and 
interpretation in society, and at the same time participates in the re-shaping of 
these practices. Indeed, visual production of truth works through diff erent mediums 
and practices. For example, medieval cathedrals as visual objects have constructed 
visual truths in quite a diff erent manner than the multi-media environments of 
today. Practices, and taken-for-granted beliefs, are tied to the visuality they 
interpret; diff erent visual genres are seen to produce diff erent practices.

Yet, the connections between practices and genres of visuality should not be 
taken for granted. When we study the politics of visuality, materials such as fi lms, 
comic books, fi ne art, and other artefacts of visual culture are crucially important. 
Genres, stereotypes, and archetypes are maintained and reproduced through such 
works of ‘fi ction’ (see for example Kangas 2007 on the political imagery of comics). 
Similarly important are the visual aspects of news and other genres of mass 
communication, whether in print, on the airwaves, or online. 

Here the intentionality of visual production is very visible: there are editors and 
directors who modulate what is shown and in which context. Various tropes and 
frames are key aspects of not only the reading of imagery, but also their production: 
visual professionals also have certain conventions and (media) frames that infl uence 
how they produce their images. These create not one power of visuality, but many 
powers of diff erent kinds of visuals, in diff erent societies. Visuality is thus neither 
inherently repressive nor emancipating; it is confi gurable – constantly, though slowly 
confi gured and reconfi gured. The codes that guide the visual production of truth – 
the socially acceptable knowledge – thus are always changing and vary between 
diff erent societies. Indeed, even the powerful discourse which links photographic 
representation with knowledge in both science and everyday life might change. In 
any analysis, one therefore needs to substantiate and point out how certain ways of 
seeing lend strength to (or discredit) an image in question (e.g., Andersen 2012).

In this way, clusters of social practices that surround visual production, 
mediation, and viewing are seen to create ‘an implicit epistemological code 
hovering around’ the visual object (Shapiro 1988: 124). As a special case, and the 
most thoroughly studied genre of visuality, the photograph is an interesting starting 
point that can serve as a guide to how ‘Western’ visual practices confi gure and 
slowly reconfi gure the meaning of visuality and thus reconfi gure the social truth 
that will emerge from society’s reading of a photograph.

Present in many studies of visuality, and also built upon by Shapiro, is the seminal 
idea of Barthesian semiotics that the photograph is casually read as a ‘message 
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without a code’ – even though images do contain codes, ‘myths’, or even ‘ideologies’ 
(Barthes 1977: 44). Although history is full of examples of manipulated images, 
Barthes argues that the ‘code’ of the image – the basic ‘grammar’ that is required to 
understand the meaning of the images – is one of resemblance, of ‘looking like’. 
Because the basic code seems in this way transparent, we tend to read the image as 
pure denotation, as a representation of ‘something that was really there’.

This tendency provides images a tremendous naturalizing force in the political 
constitution of the ‘truth’ of situations, referent objects, and so on. This means that 
images can be very powerful in conjuring or hiding the objects and subjects that 
make up ‘security’. First, images can provide easily depicted referent objects (e.g., 
missiles as a threat), but also less straightforward ones (e.g., climatic changes). Such 
eff ects are amplifi ed with the repetition of certain images, which gain an iconic 
status and come to represent truths in regard to certain events. The repetition of 
planes crashing into skyscrapers as an iconic truth about 9/11 and its political 
implications is a good example here.

The ability to naturalize the cultural as incontestable truth, i.e., to naturalize its 
own representation of the world, is one of the key common traits of studies in 
visuality. The naturalizing force of photography is the base of its powerful demand 
to be taken as factual. Looking at the photograph thus easily dissimulates itself as 
looking at the world – in Shapiro’s words ‘of all modes of representation, it is the 
one most easily assimilated into the discourses of knowledge and truth, for it is 
thought to be an unmediated simulacrum, a copy of what we consider the “real”’ 
(Shapiro 1988: 124). 

SYSTEMS OF SIGNIFICATION

Roland Barthes (1973) has observed that visual signs form ‘systems of 
signifi cation’ rather than languages. The fi eld of semiotics examines any such 
system of signs. The realm of security is replete with systems of signifi cation. 
For example, national fl ags (Vuori et al. forthcoming), military uniforms 
(Guillaume et al. 2012), and the signs and signals of urban spaces (Jackson 
2014) can all be examined as systems of signifi cation.

Systems of signifi cation differ in how strong they are: some systems are 
very formalized and limited while others can allow for very rich and varied 
forms of expression. Strong systems make for poor syntagms,4 or units, and 
exact meaning (i.e., strong systems make for simple elements with fewer 
syntactic variables and thereby stronger rules of meaning making – e.g., traffi c 
signs) while weaker systems with greater syntagmatic complexes make for 
ambiguous meaning (and weaker rules of meaning making). Units with only a 
few semiotic elements in them (e.g., pictograms or traffi c signs) allow for 
quick and easy deciphering whereas semiotic complexity requires more effort 
and provides for multiplicity in meaning (e.g., visual art).
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Systems of signifi cation set limits to their ‘fi eld of dispersal’, which is formed 
by the possibilities of variation of a unit as long as these variations do not result 
in a variation of meaning. Visual art then is more open in this sense than visual 
advertising for example. This may explain why critical scholars of security have 
identifi ed possibilities for resistance precisely in artistic (Möller 2007) and 
slower photojournalistic images (Campbell 2003), rather than in the more 
tightly codifi ed practices of television news for example.

For Barthes (2000: 128–131, 142–143), the goal of examining systems of signifi cation 
(as described on page 00) is to denaturalize the depoliticized language of myth. 
Myths are for him narratives or stories that replace cultural–ideological structures of 
power and turn the particular into the universal and natural. Myths appear in both 
written and pictoral texts; mythical ‘speech’ can be supported by not only written 
discourse, but by photography, cinema, shows, and so on. Of special interest to 
Barthes are second-order semiological systems. He (Barthes 2000: 114–115) views 
myths as global signs that go beyond the details of linguistic schema or ‘language 
objects’. Such an approach allows the analyst to go beyond the individual fi rst order 
sign, or the signifi er and signifi ed, to examine the myth within the second order 
meaning that the specifi c sign participates in. In this sense, claims of social truth 
were not in the individual signs, but in the second order mythologies their meaning 
drew from. For example, in fi rst order terms, we can analyse the semiotic features 
that make up a particular national fl ag. While this can be quite relevant for those 
with an interest in vexillology, of importance for students of politics is the second 
order of the international system of national fl ags, and the naturalizations therein. 
Similarly, through the analysis of a particular photograph, of Osama bin Laden for 
example, Barthes’s approach suggests that we can gain entry into more general 
systems of meaning and power, for example those that make up the myths about 
Islamist terrorism as the contemporary Other of the ‘West’, and thereby naturalize 
and reify both.

Following this understanding of the constructedness of pictorial power leads 
critical studies of security and visuality to analyse the naturalizing eff ects and eff ects 
of domination of images and their visuality, in the manner of Barthes. However, 
given that images and visuality are polysemous, it remains important to also analyse 
instances of images articulating resistance and alternative spaces of meaning and 
practice. Analogous to how labelling has been studied in Security Studies, visuality 
has a strong infl uence on the production of ‘truths’. Once an issue or referent object 
or situation is visible, it becomes hard to further question its ‘reality’, even by a 
central policymaker. The visuality of issues, processes, referent objects, or situations 
has to do both with its intrinsic merits – its visualizability – and with the networks 
and other resources of power of interested parties that wish to visualize it in this or 
that form – or conceal it. Studying the many visualities involved in security thus 
requires attention to regimes of production and circulation of images, the 
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phenomenon itself (e.g., climate change security; kettling or war crimes) and the 
codes involved in visualizing it. Once we have a visual icon of something, we get 
the notion that there is this defi nite kind of thing, be that climate change, uprisings 
in distant countries or methods of repressing urban protests. Visual aspects or 
representations of an issue may also bring in aff ective responses that might otherwise 
not be there. Images can reach people’s sensibilities with less resistance than in the 
case of words (we turn to this question more explicitly in the next section).

Finally, visual studies that stem from critical approaches to security often urge 
that we should change the way images are looked at. Visuality, of course, is not a 
magic wand but works in close intertextual connection to the surrounding culture 
and socio-political context. Indeed, visuals receive marks of the culture in which it 
is produced, circulated and interpreted. 

[T]o the extent that a given image accords with the familiar and already 
known, it is naturalized and read as an unproblematic representation, and 
insofar as the preponderance of images accord with the pertinent codes in a 
social formation, the codes themselves, which perform a kind of captioning 
without leaving a mark on or near the image, do the ideational work.

(Shapiro 1988: 150)

The way in which these codes are challenged and evolve can be driven by both 
socio-cultural and material factors. As digitization has enveloped the photographic 
genres, it has contributed to tensions in the interpretative codes that surround it. 
Digital processing disrupts the mechanical processes of photographic fi lm, which has 
led to an expectation that the strong code which equates photography with something 
real would be disrupted (see e.g., Möller 2012). As intertextuality is inescapable in 
the step from sheer visuality to meaning, ‘there are no visual media’:5 visual media 
does not work in strict isolation from other discursive modalities such as speech or 
writing which may accompany the image in the media in which it circulates.6 

To conclude, focusing on the constitution of truth leads scholars to engage with 
how specifi c or generic images operate on, and within discourses and wider practices. 
This strand of analysis can be useful to uncover the epistemological code as well as 
the productive and interpretative practices that govern the confi guration of visuality 
in a specifi c setting (Andersen 2012). Thus it can be used to analyse specifi c visual 
artefacts but also to move from these to the regimes of visuality constituting truths 
through governing ‘ways of seeing’ that operate in and around them.

Affect and visuals

As we have already noted above, images can reach people’s sensibilities with less 
resistance than in the case of words. Indeed, aff ective intensities inform the 
seemingly rational decisions in everyday life. Aff ects are not pre-, post-, or beyond 
rationality; they form an integral part of rationality, which in return is considered 
to inform practices of power and politics. With ‘aff ect’ we refer to the psychosomatic 



Visuality 101

intensities that can be both pre- and post-sociolinguistic (Massumi 2002). Visuals 
and visualities represent media that come highly charged with aff ect and emotions; 
visuals move people and they do so in diff erent ways than words do. As such, 
aff ective intensities are important to the study of (the power of) visuals and as forces 
in regimes of visuality. Whereas in the previous section we looked at the 
construction of ‘truth-claims’ and production of (visual) realities through 
representational theories, in this section we focus on the aff ective power of visuals 
by looking at non-representational theories. Indeed, the analytics presented in this 
section are inspired by the non-representational theory originally articulated by 
Thrift (2007). Non-representational theory focuses on the emergence, enactment, 
and performance of human and nonhuman practices.

According to Massumi (2002), aff ect and emotions are interlinked concepts, in 
that emotions constitute a subset of aff ect. On the one hand, aff ect is pre-emotion 
and is indescribable as it is a priori to the socio-linguistic; on the other, emotion is, 
‘a subjective content, the socio-linguistic fi xing [of aff ect]’ (Massumi 2002: 28). In 
other words, emotion is aff ect fi ltered through the bounds of the socio-linguistic 
domain and embedded within the social imaginary that shapes collective memory. 
Aff ect is experienced through bodily intensities that can be measured through 
corporeal experiences (such as increase/decrease in heart rate and blood pressure, 
changes in facial expressions or various other ‘gut reactions’) which have a 
signifi cant eff ect on the ‘half-second responses’ that shape human behaviour. In 
contrast, emotions are ‘more permanent feelings of the type normally labelled 
aff ect or sentiment […] positive responses to symbols of various kinds; and negative 
versions of each of these’ (Jasper 1998: 401–402).

Visuals in particular, as objects of analysis, are imbued with aff ect and emotions. 
Some visuals make us cry, while others make us laugh or ponder about memories. 
Visuals allow us to feel a connection to others; establish empathy. If seeing is, in 
fact, believing, then seeing is also feeling. Through visuals, we feel empathy for 
those who are less fortunate or who are suff ering through hardships. Similarly, we 
share the joy of others when looking at pictures of celebration and happiness. 
Within these aff ective economies or atmospheres of everyday life, visualities play 
an important role.

Within the context of the visuals, emotions as socio-linguistically fi xed and 
shared intensities can be studied through discursive methods. The production and 
circulation of emotions as discursively expressed feelings lend themselves to the 
representational theories that we focused on in the previous section. Visuals as 
objects, and emotions attributed to such objects, can be identifi ed more easily than 
aff ective intensities. Saurette’s (2006) analysis of post-9/11 US foreign policy and 
the impact of the humiliation associated with the 9/11 attacks on those policies is 
a good example of such a methodological approach to studying emotions as 
discursive entities. Compared to emotions, aff ective intensities are much harder to 
study from a methodological point of view, because they are much harder to 
identify. Aff ects cannot be fully captured by representational theories; studying 
them requires non-representational theories that focus on phenomenological 
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registers that experience aff ects. Such registers are inevitably personal. Attempts to 
generalize these registers usually depend on generalizing concepts such as 
discussions of aff ective ‘atmospheres’ (Anderson 2009) or ‘economies’ (Ahmed 
2004). These concepts provide the basis for making intersubjective claims that 
pertain to aff ective intensities.

The main point we make in this section is twofold. First, aff ective dimensions 
of visuality matter to forms of political communication practices. Second, these 
aff ective intensities require non-representational theories for studying them 
methodologically. Aff ective intensities of visuals serves as an important force that 
shapes the political power of discourses of truth and securitization. Yet, they 
require a diff erent approach from the ones outlined above; they demand a method 
to study intensities that cannot be easily represented discursively.

Whereas the philosophical tradition that studies the role of aff ect in political 
practices goes back to Spinoza, the revived interest in contemporary political theory 
can be traced back to Deleuze and Guattari (1987). In recent years, starting with 
geography, but also in social and political theory, there has been an ‘aff ective turn’ 
(Clough 2007). This literature has introduced aff ect and emotion-attuned approaches 
that move beyond the representational theories that became prominent in social 
sciences during the mid 1980s (Gregg and Seigworth 2010; Mutlu 2013). Aff ect-
attuned approaches to political theory underline the role of aff ect in self-interested, 
or rational actions, with a particular focus on the role of aff ects as catalysts.

For the fi eld of critical IR, Damasio (1994, 2003), Connolly (2002), and 
Massumi (1995, 2002, 2005) have been particularly infl uential. Here, we can see a 
focus on the role of aff ect and emotions in everyday international practices 
(Crawford 2000; Mattern 2011; Mercer 2006, 2010). From the viewpoint of 
security studies, Edkins’s (2002) discussion of the traumatic eff ects in relation to the 
American responses to 9/11 is a useful example.

In addition to the viewpoint of everyday practice, two concepts of aff ect are 
particularly useful in the study of visuals: aff ective atmospheres (Anderson 2009) and 
aff ective economies (Ahmed 2004). Both concepts allow for bringing non-
representational theories to the study of visualities. The concept of aff ective economies 
looks at ways in which aff ects acquire intersubjective meaning that circulates between 
bodies; the concept depicts the processes through which we collectively construct 
shared understandings for our individual aff ect intensities. Ahmed criticizes the 
description of ‘feelings via an analogy with “commodity fetishism”: feelings appear 
in objects, or indeed as objects with a life of their own, only by the concealment of 
how they are shaped by histories, including histories of production (labour and 
labour time), as well as circulation or exchange’ (Ahmed 2004: 120–121). Meanings 
of emotions are not fi xed; they fl uctuate across time and space. Indeed, some 
emotions do not translate into other languages (e.g., the meaning of the Turkish 
word hü zü n is lost in translation when translated as ‘melancholia’ or ‘blues’ [Isin 
2010]) while others change meaning as they translate and transverse. Yet, it is 
important to note here that ‘while emotions do not positively reside in a subject or 
figure, they still work to bind subjects together’ (Ahmed 2004: 119).
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The concept of aff ective atmospheres refers to ‘a class of experiences that occur 
before and alongside the formation of subjectivity, across human and nonhuman 
materialities, and in-between subject/object distinctions’ (Anderson 2009: 78). 
Both of these concepts are useful in developing non-representational concepts to 
study aff ect-attuned methodologies. As Anderson (2009: 77) suggests, it is ‘the very 
ambiguity of aff ective atmospheres – between presence and absence, between 
subject and object, and between the defi nite and indefi nite – that enable us to 
refl ect on aff ective experience as occurring beyond, around, and alongside the 
formation of subjectivity’. While aff ective economies present a methodological 
opening to pursue studies on the intersubjective understandings of the aff ective 
impact of visuals, the concept of aff ective atmospheres allows us to look at aff ects’ 
impact on the (ab)uses of visuals.

The connection between aff ect and visuals is one that is becoming relevant for 
political scientists in general, but also for critical scholars of security in particular, due 
to the increased access to and use of visuals in the framing of security discourses and 
practices. Visuals, and in particular, aff ective visuals are carefully selected to manage 
and govern aff ective atmospheres and economies. As Massumi argues, ‘[a]ff ect is 
central to an understanding of our information-and-image-based late capitalist 
culture’ (quoted in Anderson 2006: 734).

While the connection between aff ect, emotions and visualities is generally 
accepted in arts, communications, and psychology (Döveling et al. 2010; Fahmy et al. 
2006; Kember 1996; Parisi and Terranova 2001; Sutton 1992), the relationship is not 
as well-developed in social sciences in general and IR in particular. There are, 
however, a few exceptions. Perhaps the best example here is a collection of essays 
from Butler (2009), in which she refl ects on the role of images in relation to the 
emotional economies of grief (see the text box, Aff ective frames of war). 

AFFECTIVE FRAMES OF WAR

In her 2010 collection of essays ‘Frames of War’ Butler looks at the role of 
photography in the way in which suffering and torture is presented and the 
kinds of affective economies those (re)presentations interact with. In particular 
she argues that ‘whether and how we respond to the suffering of others, how 
we formulate more criticisms, how we articulate political analyses depends 
upon a certain fi eld of perceptible reality having already been established’ 
(Butler 2009: 64). In particular, she focuses on the question of framing and 
what is being left out. 

Visuals serve as a condition of possibility for practices of establishing authenticity 
and truth, which we have already discussed in the previous section. The audience 
needs to have an aff ective connection to the visuals used in these constructs. 
Politics of aff ect, when it comes to visualities, rests with managing, or having the 
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ability to control, this connection. Visuals are edited or re-framed to correspond 
with pre-mediated aff ective intensities and related discourses. Because of this, 
methodologically, visuals as objects, has the potential to function as nodes that 
connect representational and non-representational theories. Visuals often exist in 
relation to discursive constructs; images are often accompanied with texts that 
provide meaning and/or context that explain what is to be seen. In this sense, 
visuals function as artefacts within representational theories. Approaching 
visualities from an aff ective registry, however, we cannot solely rely on 
representational theories. This dual purchase of visuals and visualities as objects of 
both representational and non-representational theories allows for them to act as 
a bridge between the two approaches. 

To give an example, we can look at images from the 9/11 attacks from two 
perspectives. From the fi rst perspective, we can consider them to be a part of the 
aff ective (pre)mediation of post-9/11 securitization moves. In this sense, the 
emotional purchase of visuals serves a purpose within the context of the broader 
discourses of post-9/11 securitization. From the second perspective, we can look 
at visuals and visualities from the 9/11 attacks to acquire a better understanding of 
the aff ective atmospheres or economies that shaped the ensuing developments by 
shaping intersubjective public discourses. These approaches diff er in the way they 
treat visuals and visualities. They also diff er in the way they conceptualize and 
utilize aff ect and emotions. The fi rst one looks at aff ect and emotions within 
discursive constructs, while the second approach views the role of aff ective 
intensities in shaping the conditions of possibility for discursive constructs.

Visuals, as aff ective ‘spark plugs’, have the potential to move us socially, and 
politically. Looking at editorial, institutional and technical limitations of 
photographs as visual mediums that shape aff ective economies is one way to 
measure the power of visuals and visualities. Methodologically, the implications of 
this observation are twofold. 

First, visuals as objects of study are useful for understanding social and political 
mobilization necessary for securitization moves (Hansen 2011a; Vuori 2010; 
Williams 2003). Whether we are looking at Danish cartoons of the prophet 
Muhammad, the symbolism of the Doomsday Clock, or pictures of NATO 
bombings in Libya, visuals have the capacity to move or mobilize people. Second, 
the kinds of aff ective intensities provoked by visualities, and subsequent (ab)uses of 
these visualities provide a valuable insight into understanding the role of aff ective 
registers in the politics of everyday security practices. 

These two methodological points are undoubtedly related. They present two 
sides of the same coin. Whereas one side looks at the role of visuals and 
representational theories, the other side focuses on the aff ective power of seeing 
through non-representational theories. As mentioned before, studying the role of 
aff ective intensities not only generates a bridge between representational and non-
representational theories, but also depends on that bridge to provide a more 
complete picture of the aff ective intensities embedded in visual mediums. Studying 
the signifi cance of visuality need not be limited to analysis of cultural production, 
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circulation, and coding. Also the roles of aff ect and emotions and aff ective 
intensities evoked by visuals are in need of analysis.

From mythical power to banal spectacles in the digital age

As we have shown in the previous two sections, photographic images have been 
imbued with a strong naturalizing power, irrespective of whether we view them as 
constitutors of truths or causes for aff ective responses. This naturalizing force has 
largely been due to the way photographic images have been produced: what the 
aperture of a camera captures is what leaves a mark on the fi lm. Yet, setting up the 
situations captured, framing the picture, determining the focal length, and forms of 
image manipulation have been part of photography since its inception. The spread 
of the capacity to take photographs, and later, the digital revolution in image 
manipulation have produced challenges for the dominant naturalistic understanding 
of photographs, which has played an important role in visual truth production.

Digital images, especially digital photographs, have served as a lever to overcome 
the schism between acknowledging visuality’s socially constituted power to 
establish ‘the real’ and its revocability; rather than to be taken as some human 
independent truth, widespread knowledge of the processes of image creation will 
reinforce the understanding that images indeed are manmade, and this is precisely 
what gives them their power (compare Latour 2010). The easy manipulability of 
digital images, in this view, ought to fi nally do away with much of the ‘grammar 
of quasi-identity’ that has protected visuals to a considerable degree from critical 
interrogation of the truths they represent. By drawing attention to the 
constructedness of visual mimesis – an imitation of something perceptible that is 
not actually there or is something else altogether – the manipulating eff ect of 
images are made very explicitly present. Experience with digital image manipulation, 
thus, would intervene to ‘end the interlude of “false innocence” in which the 
referential veracity of the photographic image was too often unquestioned’ 
(Mitchell 1992, here from Campbell 2003, similar ideas found in Möller 2012), 
and bring forth the latent constructionist criticality of the viewing subject. The 
change of genre characteristics, thus, is anticipated to change the viewer’s 
relationship to the viewed, highlighting the transformative aspect of visuality.

The transformative potentialities of digital images and their circulation beyond 
the mass media have put into question many of the premises that drove much of 
twentieth century philosophy on the politics of visuality. In the twentieth century, 
as photography became more prevalent and artworks became mechanically mass-
produced, philosophers and sociologists who drew from the Marxist tradition of 
the critique of appearances presented dystopic views of a loss of authenticity as well 
as posited fears of the power of images (Benjamin 1999; Horkheimer and Adorno 
2002; Debord 1992). As we have already noted, with such premises, many have 
worked to decrease the ‘power’ of images. For example, Barthes’s project was, as 
shown above, to decode or uncover the hidden myths and codes that are part of 
photographic images. The task of Barthes’s semiology was to demystify images, and 
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many current strands of semiotics still seek to have the same function as 
denaturalization (Chandler 2007).

Yet, Rancière (2008) has a diff erent view to the projects that aim for the 
demystifi cation of images. He (ibid.: 21–22) notes how such projects are no longer 
sensible since because rather than masking some secret to be uncovered, the problem 
now is that there is nothing for pictures to hide. Reality is not transformed into 
images by some hidden secret of cultural production (Rancière 2011: 48). For 
Rancière, many philosophers of the visual are nostalgic for the eras when images were 
powerful, and could still move people’s souls. Yet, while images and visuality are still 
important, they have become banal rather than mystical. As with other approaches 
that have been inspired by poststructuralism, the main ‘point’ of the critical 
examination of images within security studies has been to uncover workings of power 
and to destabilize them. A possible drawback with visual analysis that draws on this 
tradition is its ‘left-wing melancholy’ of the image, as Rancière (2011: 33) puts it.

The melancholy is apparent in that the critical tradition that draws on these 
methods often laments the loss of real experience and its replacement with the 
spectacle. What is at issue here is the relation of the ‘real’ and representations of the 
‘real’. For Debord, famed critic of societies of the ‘spectacle’, we lose the pipe with 
the spectacle of the image of a pipe (cf. Magritte’s painting La Trahison des Images); 
similarly, for Baudrillard (2010), the fear is that spectacles or simulations become 
more important and relevant than lived experience. For example, media images of 
war become more real and relevant for societies of the spectacle than the life-world 
experiences of those being bombed or doing the bombing. For Debord, truth is 
non-separation (Rancière 2011: 6–7). He becomes an iconoclast for fear that seeing 
replaced doing. For Debord (1992: 23), the more a person contemplates, the less he 
or she lives. From this viewpoint, mass spectacles like cinema and television have 
separated people from their life-world realities. The world of representations is in this 
view therefore not something that adds to reality or creates a new reality, but rather 
something that stands in the way of individuals grasping their true reality, which for 
Debord is that of the hierarchical society. Contemplation separates appearance from 
its truth. Such fears can be traceable at least back to Benjamin’s (1999) concern for 
how the mass-production of artworks could render art no more than a sign.

Many of the studies that have focused on the production side of images were for 
a long time inspired by the Dialectic of the Enlightenment of Horkheimer and Adorno 
(2002). In their treatise of philosophical fragments, they viewed the ‘masses’ as 
‘victims of the cultural industry’. Perhaps due to the success of propaganda in Nazi 
Germany, they gave no possibilities for the consumers or readers of mass-cultural 
artefacts to interpret them beyond the intended messages of the propagandist (while 
they themselves seemed capable of this). Like many iconoclasts before them, they 
naïvely believed (Latour 2010) in mass-cultural products on behalf of mass-audiences.

For Horkheimer and Adorno (2002), false propaganda obscured the reality of 
social relations. Subsequent generations of scholars have produced new approaches 
to the study of images, but they seem to be repeating the same wistful description 
of how the ‘machine’ of cultural domination operates. This sense of cultural 
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domination is combined with a sense of loss with reality and lived experiences 
vanishing into representations and the spectacles of the cultural industry (e.g., 
Debord 1992; Baudrillard 2010). As people view spectacles rather than do things, 
they are thought to be robbed of their own essence; images and spectacles are 
illusions. A viewer loses his or her agency in this line of thought, as appearances 
continually hide real states of aff airs and relations of power. 

Such premises lead to a perpetual melancholy and impotence. Critical agency 
has gone. Moreover, in cultural industries emancipation becomes free play with 
identities and appearances and takes place in immaterial forms of production. For 
critics of the society of spectacle this has resulted in nostalgia for set social positions, 
equivalent to the working class as the site for true progressiveness. The classical 
critique of the illusory aspect of images turned into a critique of the illusion of 
reality. In this operation, the original emancipatory deconstruction of illusionary 
images sends the viewer deeper into the prison of the ‘machine’: ‘to know the logic 
of the spectacle is to know how it endlessly reproduces the falsifi cation that is 
identical to its reality’ (Rancière 2011: 37–45). Similarly, for Bruno Latour (2010: 
11), an inversion (images are empty) of the inversion (images dominate) leads to an 
unstable world, where it is no longer clear who acts and who is alienated.

Horkheimer and Adorno’s (2002) views on cultural production followed 
Benjamin’s (1999) thoughts on images in the era of mechanical reproduction. The 
‘massness’ of mass culture seemed to be abhorrent for Horkheimer and Adorno 
(2002). For them, there could be no culture in a capitalist cultural industry. Yet, in 
the digital age, the logic of cultural production prevalent in the era of mechanical 
reproduction seems to be, if not undermined, at least in crisis. With the worldwide 
spread of digital technologies, the reproduction of cultural artefacts no longer 
requires the types of capital and other capacities that mechanical reproduction 
required. Digital copies can be made quickly and without need for mass storage in 
terms of physical space (server farms are still tiny in comparison to the space 
required by paper books, painted canvases and fi lms for example). The digital 
revolution is also undermining Horkheimer and Adorno’s (2002) dread of the 
masses as victims of cultural industries. 

Yet, popular cultural artefacts can be disseminated worldwide without recourse 
to cultural industries (but, such dissemination seems to be dependent on the 
industry of commercial digital platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube, and so on). 
The digital revolution has enabled new forms of resistance against the institutions 
of cultural industry. Celebrities are dimmed or even deconstructed through edited 
online videos relishing in their quirks and bad manners. Online memes reappropriate 
and pervert many forms of authority. For example, copyright violations can be 
seen as forms of resistance against the industrial aspects of cultural industry. In the 
digital age, those once incapacitated by the cultural industries in Horkheimer and 
Adorno’s time are now capable. There is no hidden secret of cultural production, 
no hidden mechanism that transforms reality into image (cf. Rancière 2011: 48). 
The capacities and incapacities of digital production/reproduction are diff erent to 
those of mechanical production/reproduction. In methodological terms, the quick 
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appearance, dissemination, and disappearance of, for example, internet-memes is a 
challenge for scholars investigating the sociological or historical aspects of image 
production and reception.

One of the core issues in the question of the ‘real’ and separation from it, is the 
link between the represented and its representation. What Debord and Benjamin 
left under-articulated is that a representation is merely an equivalent, not a duplicate. 
A photograph does not steal the soul of the one photographed, but merely produces 
an equivalent which resembles the target of the lens. Indeed, as Mitchell (2011, 
xvii) notes, all metaphors and images are ‘errors’ in the sense that they are 
simulations, imitations, and not the thing they purport to be. Magritte’s investigation 
of resemblance and similitude in La Trahison des Images are relevant here. For 
Magritte an image of a pipe is not a pipe, and we do not lose the real pipe with an 
image of it (nor do we gain one). As Magritte noted to Foucault (1983 [1973]), 
things have similitude and thoughts have resemblance. Similar objects have 
between them relations of similitude, or perceptible likeness, in both visible (e.g., 
colour, form, size) and invisible (e.g., weight, taste, smell) terms. Objects do not 
have relations of resemblance, only thoughts do. It is important to make this 
distinction because resemblance is often thought to provide ontological superiority 
to the reality claimed to be represented. With similitude, such privilege is not 
there: it is thought and the arbitrary signs that produce privilege.

For Magritte (ibid.), thought becomes what the world off ers it. In these terms, 
a painted image as a representation hides nothing, while a tangible visual object can 
hide other objects. In terms of visual production, similitude, then, serves repetition 
and replication while resemblance serves representation. This entails that appearance 
and the thing itself have to be separate in the examination of representations and 
ideas, and that to study the representation of a thing is not to study the thing itself. 

Magritte worked visually to destroy the notion that a representation would be 
necessarily connected to that which is represented; as in the signs of language, 
painting as representation is arbitrary.7 

Of consequence here is how images play with the relations of the sayable and the 
visible (Rancière 2008; 2011). Indeed, one of the functions of art, such as in the case 
of Magritte’s studies, is to make the familiar strange (Chandler 2007). For Rancière 
(2007: 116), entities of representation are fi ctional entities, and thereby exempt from 
judgments of existence or ontological consistency. Yet, this has nothing to do with 
the reality – or unreality – of things. Political, scholarly and even fi ctional statements 
can still shape reality. State ments on the real, or of pure fi ction, can have a modulating 
eff ect on ‘the seeable, the doable, and the sayable’ (ibid.). Here, the confusion 
between similitude and resemblance can be politically useful, both as an instrument 
of power and of resistance. Indeed, irrespective of the unreality of images, they have 
operative reality (Mitchell 2011; see ‘The Phantom Truck’ below). This applies to 
admittedly fi ctional images too: for example, the re-enactments and portrayal of 
relative truths in Errol Morris’s (1988) documentary ‘The Thin Blue Line’ resulted 
in the release of a prisoner on death row. Methodologically, this leads us to the study 
of performativity of images and visuality rather than representation.
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THE PHANTOM TRUCK

The operative power of unreal images, and their subversive potential, is 
apparent in the example of the ‘phantom truck’. The phantom truck refers to 
the computerized image of mobile biological weapons labs contained in trucks 
that Colin Powell used as partial evidence of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction 
in his infamous presentation to the United Nations Security Council on 5 
February 2003. No such claimed labs within trucks were recovered during the 
occupation of Iraq. Instead, a truck of similar design was used to launch 
weather balloons (Mitchell 2011: 86).

What is of relevance here is not whether the image of a mobile plant for 
making biological weapons referred to an actual plant. What is of import is 
that such an image was a perfect visual match for the narratives about Saddam 
Hussein and for the necessity to invade Iraq, a point driven home by Inigo 
Manglano-Ovalle’s installation Phantom Truck (Mitchell 2011: 86, 137). 
Images like those used by Powell in his presentation, albeit manufactured and 
deceptive, work to produce visual evidence for the verbal justifi cations of 
certain policies; they are ‘imaginary casus belli’ (ibid.: 138).

While these kinds of images can operate to produce legitimacy for political 
action, they may at the same time open up space for resisting precisely those 
policies. If an authority fi gure claims some image to represent a true matter of 
affairs, this image can bind the authority, and may thereby become a means 
of contestation or even of resistance. This is precisely what happened to the 
PowerPoint images shown by Colin Powell as evidence of Iraqi weapons of 
mass destruction, including the ‘phantom truck’. 

FIGURE 4.2 Mobile production facilities for biological agents. Source: Slide used 
in Remarks to the United Nations Security Council, Secretary Colin L. Powell.
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Technological development together with the dissemination of information and 
computing capacities allow the production and circulation of still and moving 
images on an unprecedented scale. While images can be used politically to justify 
certain courses of action, the example of internet-memes, or visual references that 
spread from person to person over the internet, reinforces the need to focus on 
performative analysis, and reveals the subversive potential of imagery in 
contemporary societies. For example, although the phantom truck was initially 
used as a source of plausibility for ‘Iraqi weapons of mass destruction’, the images 
transpired to become ones of ridicule and jest.

The example of the truck displays the way out of the melancholy of the image. 
Rancière’s (2011: 13) remedy for the melancholic tendency is to emancipate the 
viewer by emphasizing that viewing is an act in itself. This move repeats what has 
happened in the fi eld of literature studies and the role of the reader. For de Certeau 
(1988), reading is not passive, for the reader enters the text, moves back and forth 
along it, and ‘lives’ within it. Rancière (2011) has emancipated the spectator in a 
similar sense. Indeed, reading a text or viewing a play/fi lm creates an intertextual 
situation, where every instance of ‘reading/viewing’, even of the same ‘text’ by the 
same person, has the potential to be unique, as the reader/spectator will connect the 
text with diff erent connotations, texts and experiences. Those that support the theory 
of intertextuality often view such reading as ‘writing’. Methodologically, this entails 
that while readings of such texts by scholars may be interesting, to get at the actual 
political implications of such texts also requires reception studies because what the 
auditory (or audience) takes from the text varies from individual to individual.

Furthermore, seeing something does not necessarily entail domination, even if 
that is why the image was produced. The viewer too ‘observes, selects, compares, 
interprets’ (Rancière 2011: 13). Indeed, it is important to understand what the 
perceiver, or consumer, of the images does with them. Images intended to facilitate 
an argument may actually, contrarily, end up impeding it. The consumer or 
receiver of an image can also resist the general fl ow of signs (Tarasti 2006). In 
methodological terms, this too entails a shift away from the study of visual 
representations to the study of visual performativity.

Another remedy to the melancholy of the image is off ered by Latour (2010), 
who suggests that the way out of the conundrum of iconoclasm is to detoxify from 
the urge of emancipation: to smash an idol is only to replace it with another. To 
claim the discovery of a pure truth, a world devoid of human-made intermediaries 
is to obscure the process of how such claims themselves are human-made. We 
should not try to hide the human hand’s involvement either in the production of 
facts or of images; we should relish it. The more that images are explicitly and 
publicly shown as constructed and fabricated, the more we will have respect for 
their power (Latour 2010: 71–72). Mediation is a necessity (ibid.: 82), and rather 
than ‘freezing’ images, they should be allowed to fl ow and elongate the cascades of 
mediations further (ibid.: 123).

The digital revolution provides opportunities to achieve such liberation of the 
spectator from the melancholy of the image. New information technologies and 
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the wide availability of cameras and forums for distributing images has produced 
whole subcultures of internet-memes that jeopardize the authority of many images. 
Indeed, the digital revolution works against the pessimism that has characterized 
much of the literature in the era of the mechanized reproduction of art since 
Walter Benjamin’s (1999 [1936]) seminal essay on the topic. Yet, the potential for 
resistance often remains just a potentiality: the possibility of resistance and 
dissemination of it does not mean that all spectators resist and disseminate their 
own re-appropriations of images or produce their own stories and mash-ups. 

The key point is that the boundaries between ‘those who act and those who look’ 
are being blurred (Rancière 2011: 19), which raises questions about the methodologies 
for studying visuality. In particular it demands a move from methods that focus on 
representation and/or spectacle to the performativity of visuals and the eff ects of 
visual actions by various actors. Indeed, the spectator has to agree to a degree with 
what is presented for a political eff ect to take place: mimesis, or the imitative eff ect 
of visual art and political communication is a negotiation and cannot be forced on 
the spectator. Here, both the pessimism of structuralist views on consumers as victims 
and over-optimistic views of the capacities of ‘spectators’ have to be avoided. How 
the performativity of visuality works out depends on the situation and is thus an 
empirical question that cannot be resolved by philosophical fi at.

This means that we should not only view images diff erently, we should also 
view the spectator diff erently. This will allow us to examine what images do and 
eff ectuate in practices and processes that pertain to security. An image is not an idol 
without human creation, and a spectator is not a victim. Yet, spectators are also not 
super individuals with vast resources for criticism and refl ection. Even if second-
generation internet media builds upon individuals distributing and redistributing 
their thoughts, most individuals remain far from a distributive capacity that can 
meaningfully counteract, say, carefully doctored image releases from a distant 
battlefi eld that are redistributed by the 24-hour news cycle.

In this way, the digital image’s anticipated erosion of ‘false innocence’, and the 
thereby implied victimized ‘false consciousness’ of the interpreting community, is 
maybe a special case of a more general tendency. The assumption often is that 
power and possibilities are confi gured diff erently in diff erent genres of images 
according to their potential to deceive, rather than power being confi gurable in 
single images. Empirical studies have shown how ‘interpretive communities’ can 
share not only denotative but also connotative readings (Fish 1980). A shared 
background, culture, tendency to view things, or ‘common sense’ of the sensible 
may even be a pre-requisite for understanding in certain situations. This means that 
after we have realized the potential openness of interpretation, we should investigate 
such ‘interpretive communities’ empirically in our studies of visuality in relation to 
security. This could be done with reception studies. Instead of reliance on the 
sophisticated readings of images, we also need to get more general impressions of 
how certain images under investigation are read. Surveys and media-laboratory 
tests can be used to ascertain whether certain communities interpret images the 
same way. The production of internet-memes too could be a new approach to 
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these communities: memes are about quick circulation and shared interpretations. 
It would seem that memes rely on interpretive communities for their ironic and 
humorous eff ects.

Conclusions: Visuality as methodology and criticality of 
visual analysis

In this chapter we have argued that analysing visuals requires a broader focus on 
visuality rather than studying images as such. Visualization is powerful in the sense 
of reproduction, fi xation of meanings, construction of truths, and channelling 
aff ects. Such an approach has two important implications for the understanding of 
visuals in CSS. First, visuals have retained a transformative capacity which means 
that they can be used to disrupt established meanings, emotions, and other habits 
in political processes. Second, the power of visuality cannot be closed off  by 
theoretical fi at, but has to be examined in empirical terms and operationalized for 
the purposes of individual studies.

Methodologically, we have made three arguments. First, for analysing the 
constitution of truths by visual means, we propose a strong empirical orientation. 
Pictoral power is constructed and polysemous, which implies that it varies from 
situation to situation. Of major importance here is that visual productions of truth 
can work through multiple and variable mediums and practices. Indeed, there are 
many powers of visuality and these are not repressive or emancipatory by default. 
This means that we need to understand on each occasion what makes a particular 
image or sight, i.e., the practices of production and interpretation of visuals that 
govern the confi guration of visuality in its specifi c settings.

Second, in terms of aff ect and visuality, we have put forth the view that the study 
of visual artefacts is vital for investigating the social and political mobilization that is 
necessary for successful securitization moves. Rather than just investigating meanings, 
studies of the visual need to take into account the emotive power of images, as well 
as the economies and atmospheres of aff ect. Understanding the aff ective work of 
visuals is useful for comprehending the everyday politics of security. 

Third, in terms of spectacles and banal visuality, we have argued that it is 
necessary to make the move from the perpetual deconstruction of myths to the 
emancipation of the spectator and the erasure of assumptions of naïvety of 
spectators. To achieve this, we should study visual performativity, fl ows of images, 
and interpretative communities. This means that we should not just look at images 
diff erently, but view the spectator in a diff erent manner too. We should no longer 
just iconoclastically smash images, but rather see what they do, and what their 
viewers do with them.

The above methodological points are vital for students of security, as visuality is 
not only important for the justifi cation of political actions and values, but for the 
practices and practitioners of security as well. The multiplicity and ubiquity of 
visuals should sharpen critical scholars of security to incorporate them in their 
studies overall, and not merely in a specifi c realm of visual security studies. 
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Concerns about how visuality relates to the social constitution of truths, how it 
mobilizes and directs aff ective responses, or how it can be used by engaged citizens 
to resist the truths images are used to constitute are concerns that relate to general 
and widespread phenomena that take place in one form or another in any 
securitizing process. Visual analysis should therefore not be limited to those with a 
special interest in visual artefacts.

Social interaction has an important visual dimension, and working with this 
visual dimension can be used both for progressive and repressive purposes. Engaging 
this dimension opens up space for a range of critical interrogations of security. We 
have argued in favour of beginning such an engagement by moving from a too 
exclusive focus on visual security – the study of visual artefacts in relation to security 
– to the study of visuality of security – the study of how seeing and visuality is 
important to the objects, feelings and practices we associate with security.

Notes

1 Obviously excluding audible and tactile modalities of representation, though even these 
can produce mental images.

2 For Mitchell (2011: 70) images are to pictures as species are to specimens. Building on 
this, he (Mitchell 1986) provides a semiotic typology of images. These are: 1) graphic 
images (e.g., pictures, statues, designs); 2) optical images (e.g., mirrors, projections); 3) 
perceptual images (e.g., sense data); 4) mental images (e.g., memories, ideas); and 5) 
verbal images (e.g., metaphors).

3 Among others: Shapiro 1990; Campbell 2003; Williams 2003; Möller 2005; Weber 
2006’ 2007; Campbell and Shapiro 2007; Chouliaraki 2008; Shepherd 2008; Vuori 
2010, 2013; Lisle 2011; Hansen 2011a, b; Schlag and Heck 2012; Moore and Farrands 
2013; Andersen and Möller 2013; Special issue of Security Dialogue 2007; Special Section 
of Review of International Studies 2009.

4 A ‘syntagm’ is a construct of elements in a syntactic relation to each other which abides 
to particular rules of meaning making.

5 The apt title of W.J.T. Mitchell’s (2005) piece about intertextuality and the image.
6 For an analysis of how video as a medium infl uences the reading of its content, see 

Andersen (2015).
7 Although he worked with fi ne art, he worked against the naturalistic tendencies of 

photography too.
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Proximity and practice in security studies

Critical security studies are frequently considered as a project of gaining distance to 
the discourses of policy and its practitioners. Such a mode of (dis)engagement 
underlying much of critical security studies arguably can be traced back to early 
disciplinary formulations in international relations of what it means to do critical 
research. Rob ert Cox introduced an infl uential understanding of ‘critical’ by 
suggesting a classifi cation of two types of theory: critical theory and problem-
solving theory. In Cox’s formulation problem-solving theory ‘takes the world as it 
fi nds it’ (Cox 1981: 130), while critical theory ‘is critical in the sense that it stands 
apart from the prevailing order of the world’ (Cox 1981: 130). Cox’s delineation 
of two types of theories became remarkably infl uential in international relations as 
well as in security studies not the least since the distinction was immediately 
apprehended by scholars such as Kenneth Waltz (1986). Waltz regarded the 
distinction to be a ‘nice’ one, and laconically responded that ‘Cox would transcend 
the world as it is, meanwhile we have to live in it’ (Waltz 1986: 338). In his 
understanding, ‘Critical theory seeks to interpret the world historically and 
philosophically. Problem-solving theory seeks to understand and explain it’ (Waltz 
1986: 341). Whether Waltz had misunderstood Cox’s distinction or not – it is 
likely he had – critical theorizing has become understood as a detached practice of 
historicizing and intellectualizing. Here, scholarship gains its worth through 
distance: the good critical scholar engages in philosophical reasoning, large-scale 
histories and genealogies and seeks distance from security practitioners and the 
processes of making security. 

In this chapter, we challenge such an understanding. Our main claim is that, 
rather than distance, what should defi ne security scholarship is a well-negotiated 
proximity to practice. Underlying our argument is a redefi nition of critical 
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scholarship that has been introduced variously as ‘practice turn’, ‘praxeology’ or 
‘praxiography’.2 A return to practice stresses the need for seeking proximity to the 
world of practitioners and their activities, and more carefully listening and talking 
to those whose lives are at stake. Security from such a perspective is best understood 
by a focus on the practices constituting security, and the variety of diff used and 
mundane actions and objects – some of them of a profoundly oppressive character 
– by which security practice is performed.3 Security studies then are a project of 
proximity and close engagement with the fl ow and the infrastructures of the 
everyday and the mundane, and those discriminated by security practices.

For at least three of the major approaches of contemporary security research 
such a re-defi nition is central. This includes, fi rst, the study of security as fi elds of 
insecurity expertise in which security worlds are analysed through the lens of ‘fi elds 
of practice’,4 and second, the study of security as a (or series of) performative act(s),5 
and, third, the study of communities of security practice.6 In building upon the 
works of anthropologists (such as Pierre Bourdieu), performative linguists (including 
John Austin) and organizational ethnographers (such as Etienne Wenger), these 
three approaches agree on the importance of paying attention to the empirical 
details of the sites of security, the priority they give to acts, objects and practice as 
analytical units, and the burden they put on empirical work. While much ink has 
been spilt on elaborations of theoretical apparatuses and vocabularies (or the ‘what’ 
to study), less attention has been given to the question of the ‘how’ – the 
methodological questions of how in research practice, scholars can engage with the 
world, seek proximity and study it in an empirically rich and sensitive way (see also 
Chapter 1 in this volume).

In the remainder of this chapter, we draw on contemporary practice theorists 
and pragmatist thinkers to investigate in more detail the move towards a critical 
security methodology driven by proximity. We discuss the importance of 
recognizing and strengthening the multifaceted networks in which research is 
embedded, the practical value of academic knowledge and how our understanding 
of theory and methodology transforms from such a perspective. We then proceed 
to outline how participant observation provides a repository of terms and modes of 
engagement for negotiating proximity in such a way (section three). Drawing on 
examples of participant observation on security we explore core dimensions of 
negotiating proximity. 

Academic research and its networks: towards proximity

Conceptual and meta-theoretical debates in critical security studies have been 
increasingly supplemented by an engagement with method and practice. This is 
thanks to the considerable eff ort in formulating a deeply empirical perspective of 
discourse analysis (e.g., following Hansen 2006), and indeed the increasing visibility 
of practice-driven investigations. Yet, there remains a widespread glorifi cation of 
meta-theory and a hesitation to breathe the dust of archives, get dirty hands doing 
fi eldwork, or become intoxicated by contact with bureaucratic demons, ‘evil’ 
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policymakers, threatening security professionals or simply, the mob, the everyday 
people. Recognizing how deeply problematic a reluctance to engage in empirical 
work is, practice-oriented approaches off er a redefi nition of the critical project. The 
practice–theoretical perspective resists purifying and isolating critical discourse, and 
instead lays out the task to multiply and intensify the various social ties researchers 
have to their empirical material, but also to their ‘peers’, ‘funders’ and ‘clients’. Such 
a position aims at moving security studies in the midst of societal problem-solving, 
strengthening the ties to empirical work while retaining critical intentions. 

Our argument is not against theory, nor does it equate to an over-glorifi cation 
of empirical work (which for some even has to be purifi ed from theory). Nor is it 
an argument for a simple upgrading of the amount of empirical work conducted to 
test some hypotheses in the so-called real world. The argument here is for 
recognizing how deeply empirical and theoretical work interpenetrate, the 
commitment that a good theory is, to draw on Latour (2004b: 63), about ‘how to 
study things, […] or, rather, how to let the actors have some room to express 
themselves’, and that good abstractions rely on good empirical reconstruction 
work (Latour 2010). In other words, it is to argue that a well-negotiated proximity 
between academic practice and the practices studied is needed. Two moves are 
crucial to develop such a position. The fi rst is to shift from an understanding of 
security studies as merely intellectual exercise towards the richer understanding of 
academic research as a social practice as it has been developed in science and 
technology studies (e.g., Rouse 1996). The second move is to rely on an 
instrumental understanding of academic practice as productive of social change and 
innovation.7 Such a pragmatist re-reading of social science as social inquiry redirects 
security studies towards ‘problems’, that is, issues that require intellectual attention 
not because they are ‘matters of fact’, but because they are ‘matters of concern’ 
(Latour 2004a). We will now exemplify these two core moves. 

Similar to other cultural domains, academic research is a social practice (Rouse 
1996). As participants in this practice, academics are deeply (and inescapably) 
entangled in a rich network of relations comprised not only of peers and fellow 
practitioners but also diverse actors including funding agencies, advocacy 
organizations, state bureaucracies, or professional politicians (Bueger and Gadinger 
2007). Research in social studies of science has well documented how all researchers 
are entangled in a web of relations to a degree that it does not make sense to split 
between any scientifi c (or disciplinary) ‘inside’ and an (non-scientifi c) ‘outside’ 
(Latour 1999; Pickering 1992). Against the assumption of a scientifi c hard core 
which requires protection from any external infl uence in order to guarantee the 
untainted, objective possibility of knowledge, practice-theorists suggest that dense 
relations are not a problem, but instead a precondition for successful academic 
research. Hence, the multiple connections of academic research to actors, fi elds 
and practice are actually its strength and not a distortion that requires correction. 
Such an understanding takes up formulations of the character of academic practice 
by early pragmatists, such as John Dewey. While pragmatists mainly formulated a 
prescriptive argument, sociologists of science have forcefully shown through case 
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study work that successful research depends on such strong network ties. The 
stronger the ties of the network are, the more robust the knowledge will be.

Making these ties visible and arguing for paying attention to them is not 
necessarily an argument for more awareness and refl exivity (although not 
unimportant, it risks returning to a purifi cation exercise). It is, instead, an argument 
for building even stronger ties between researchers and other actors and ensuring 
that they are sustainable. Put another way, identifying the extended social networks 
in which any academic research is embedded is not important because the ties need 
to be regulated and controlled as they might distort the production of pure, 
objective knowledge: by identifying ties, researchers are attempting to strengthen 
them in order to produce more robust and practically valuable knowledge. Critical 
security studies have identifi ed the relationship between academic security 
knowledge and processes of securitization as inherently problematic, starting from 
early poststructuralist arguments that identifi ed security expertise as productive of 
security realities (e.g., Klein 1994) and Huysmans’s (2002) outline of the dilemma 
that any type of security analysis performs a security reality, even if it wants to 
counter it. Yet, these arguments have hardly been carried forward into a more 
extended research programme that studies how forms of security expertise are 
linked to security realities, the types of performative eff ects security expertise has 
or how security experts can be assisted in creating better, stronger ties with the 
diverse audiences of security knowledge (Berling and Bueger 2013). 

To take the robustness and practical value of the knowledge produced as a core 
quality criterion for academic practice stresses that knowledge should have 
resonance for other practitioners than immediate peers (Friedrichs and Kratochwil 
2009). This position transcends the Coxian dichotomy, and foregrounds the 
importance of critically engaged academic expertise for addressing problematic 
issues. A recognition of the performative eff ects of scholarship that emphasizes the 
importance of research as bringing issues and objects into being and understanding 
the relation between the knower and the known as a process by which the research 
object is changed, fi nds its roots in pragmatist understandings of scientifi c practice. 
Such an understanding has been outlined originally by scholars such as John Dewey 
and is echoed in contemporary practice theories (e.g., the work of Bruno Latour 
and Michel Callon). 

Pragmatists have long stressed an instrumental understanding of theory as a tool 
for providing insights on how means and ends might be adapted to each other. It 
stresses the importance of thinking where problems come from and allows new 
purposes to develop through the process of inquiry (Joas 1996). For Dewey, the 
core function of academia was to construct and reconstruct problematizations. 
Problematizations were considered to be the outcome of a process by which 
indeterminate and ambiguous situations are translated into actual public problems 
which, in turn, can be mastered by distinct coping mechanisms (Brown 2009). The 
goal was to advance coping mechanisms for society through the process of inquiry. 
Centrally, Bruno Latour (2004a, 2010) has carried this argument forward. He 
suggests that given the performativity of scholarship, academics should turn towards 
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what he calls ‘matters of concern’ (2004a) and invest more energy in ‘composing’ 
new and better realities, rather than deconstructing and destroying common 
wisdoms and societal truths (2010). 

Understanding social science in such instrumental terms is again rooted in the 
idea that academic research is a social practice. As such it is a refi ned version of 
everyday knowing and experience. It is more a way of thinking than a particular 
body of knowledge. As Brown summarizes it, ‘for Dewey, science is a refi nement 
of common sense inquiry – its potential enormously magnifi ed through methods, 
techniques, and instruments, but otherwise basically similar to everyday eff orts to 
resolve problems by intervening in the world’ (Brown 2009: 160). Brown gives 
the example of water: ‘by translating “water” into “H

2
O”, scientists open up a 

range of possible connections and transformations that remain hidden to the 
common sense’ (Brown 2009: 152). Hence, the value of science over common 
sense lies in its greater ‘practical power’ (Dewey 1958: 385). 

How signifi cantly such a position changes our understanding of the relationship 
between theory and methodology has been maybe the most forcefully stressed by 
actor-network theorists (ANT) further developing Deweyan insights. Latour 
(2005), for instance, speaks of theory as ‘infra-language’, as an enabling conceptual 
infrastructure. Annemarie Mol (2010: 262) goes as far as fully confl ating theory and 
methodology. As she phrases it, ‘a “theory” is something that helps scholars to 
attune to the world, to see and hear and feel and taste it. Indeed, to appreciate it’. 
Then theory can be understood as ‘a repository of terms and modes of engaging 
with the world, a set of methodological refl exes. These help in getting a sense of 
what is going on, what deserves concern or care, anger or love, or simply attention’ 
(Mol 2010: 262). 

Others following the pragmatic path prefer to uphold a separation of theory, 
methodology and methods but, nonetheless, stress their close connection. 
Organizational theorist Davide Nicolini (2009), for instance, speaks about 
‘packages of theory and method’ in which theory provides pivotal ‘sensitizing 
concepts’ for research. As he argues, ‘for studying practices one needs to employ 
an internally coherent approach where ontological assumptions (the basic 
assumptions about how the world is) and methodological choices (how to study 
things so that a particular ontology materializes) work together’ (Nicolini 2009: 
121). Ontology (or theory) provides sensitizing concepts which help to ‘orient the 
interests […] by guiding the collection of data and the process of writing up the 
results of inquiry’ (Nicolini 2009: 122). Nicolini describes academic practices as 
constantly moving between data and theory. And methodology provides the 
toolkit for such moving. For him, theorizing begins with the choice of what to 
represent when moving from observation to representation (Nicolini 2009: 127). 
Methodology then ‘provides tools for working through the data and allowing the 
emergence of theoretical considerations of the local “whats” and “hows” of the 
production of […] eff ects. It is, in eff ect, a tool for zooming in on details and a 
device for taking stock, so that patterns, regularities, and provisional “phenomena” 
come to light’ (Nicolini 2009: 127).
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In such an understanding, methodology is the movement from the world to 
academic practice (and back) by which, to use a Latourian expression, the world is 
mobilized. In such a mobilization, chains of references are built between concepts, 
academic practices and the world studied. Methodology then becomes the art of 
building chains of references stable enough to survive peer criticism and disputes 
about their reliability. Through such chains of references, academic statements 
about the world are produced. Building references is also a process of translation. 
Various procedures of translation are necessary to produce a network of references 
that are enduring. What happens in one situation must be represented in another. 
A social scientist has to extract, generalize and abstract aspects of security-related 
events, processes and actions to turn them into a product such as an article 
intelligible to his peers. The world is mobilized in academic discourse and turned 
into an academic artefact – a PowerPoint slide, a lecture script, an article, or a book 
(Latour 1987; Bueger and Gadinger 2007). As Freeman (2009: 430) understands it,

the research process can be described as one of successive translations, from 
theoretical formulation to operationalisation, transcription, interpretation 
and dissemination. Theorisation is a process of reciprocal back and forth 
between theory and fact, in which conceptions of each are revised in order 
that one comes to fi t the other.

In the conduct of methodology, academics describe, categorize or generalize, 
abstract, calculate and model. In these practices, scholars negotiate with the world 
they study. They translate the world. They represent it diff erently.

Such an understanding has profound consequences for security studies. It raises 
questions such as: Which problems do we want to reconstruct in using which 
sensitizing concepts? Which links do we want to strengthen towards whom or 
what? How do we move and translate and thereby produce realities? All three of 
these questions stress the need to be closer to the problems, to the problematization 
practices and the actions and objects that constitute them. They require us to think 
through proximity and how it can be negotiated well. 

In the next section we discuss how participant observation provides us with a 
key repository of sensitizing concepts, guidelines and rules of thumb for addressing 
these issues. In following the arguments made by practice theorists, pragmatists as 
well as actor-network theorists (authors discussed above),8 we suggest that 
participant observation is capable to spur a new type of security studies attuned to 
problem coping, practices and criticality. We discuss core features of participant 
observation and draw on examples of security research, which has already utilized 
this set of sensitizing negotiation and translation concepts. 

Participant observation: Negotiating proximity 

Participant observation has come to be understood as one of the most promising 
means for studying the problematizations, practice, actions and objects that 
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constitute it.9 The central tenet is to initiate the research process from the point of 
view of the ‘natives’, the practitioners or the actors participating in a practice. 
Rather than limiting oneself to conceptual development, the intention is to 
understand from within, to seek proximity to the mundane and to start the 
translation between theory and fact while standing knee-deep in empirical material. 
Hence, this is an invitation to security studies scholars to drag themselves out of the 
university and attempt to talk to the natives. However, the concern is not only 
with ordinary language, but also with the many bodily movements and artefacts 
which are part of social interaction. Knowledge claims are hence based on ‘being 
there’ – of having a grasp of the situations, structures and artefacts in which meaning 
is situated.

There is a growing body of literature that documents how participative 
observation can provide telling insights to understand security practice. There are 
at least two types of literatures documenting the promises of participant observation: 
participant observation in violent settings and in institutional or offi  ce settings. The former 
has been developed as a rich body of research at the crossroads of anthropology, 
development studies and criminology.10 The latter has been formulated at the 
intersection of policy studies, comparative politics, international relations and 
policy anthropology.11

Anthropologists who study political violence and its implications attend to the 
victims of everyday forms of political violence including civil wars, state repression, 
gender oppression or paramilitary activities. Juliana Ochs’s (2011) account of how 
security permeates every fi bre of daily life in Israel provides a major example for a 
study of everyday security practice through participant observation. Drawing on 
fi eldwork during the ‘second Intifada’, Ochs explores the myriad forms that security 
takes. She lived among people and talked to them in an eff ort to outline their 
everyday practices and their ‘subjectivities and experiences’ (Ochs 2011: 15). 
Working from a more direct confrontation with violent settings, Lee Ann Fujii 
(2010) asks how questions of the veracity of personal narratives and local histories 
can be dealt with in post-violent societies. Relying on a nine-month period of 
fi eldwork in Rwanda to investigate the involvement of ‘ordinary’ people in genocide 
(Fujii 2008), she reveals ‘the spoken and unspoken expressions about people’s 
interior thoughts and feelings, which they do not always articulate’ in regular 
interviews: rumours, inventions, denials, evasions, and silences (Fujii 2010: 232).

Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992) and Teresa Caldeira (2002) provide examples of 
research in Brazil. Scheper-Hughes reveals how, in Brazilian society, violence and 
death become anonymous and taken for granted. She points out how murders, 
kidnappings and tortures are horrifyingly routine. Perpetrated by the police, by 
‘death squads’ acting under state sponsorship, or by gangs, this violence is often 
carried out against specifi c marginal groups (Scheper-Hughes 2006: 154). Her 
fi eldwork among such groups revealed how race and class stigmatize individuals as 
dangerous; racial hatred, she argues, becomes a justifi cation for extreme violence 
(Scheper-Hughes 1992: 216–260). Yet this fi eldwork was complemented by an 
active participation in the political life of the communities exposed to violence. 
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Scheper-Hughes worked with a peasant union in north-east Brazil and gradually 
earned the trust of her respondents by working alongside them. Her ‘interviews’ 
were not conducted in the standard manner of direct questions, but through a great 
deal of listening, trying to become integrated within the community, living with, 
and learning the ways of the people she was interested in (Kreisler 2000). In a 
similar vein, Caldeira looks at state-sponsored violence in Brazil, and argues that 
Brazilian citizens consider it to be an exception rather than the rule for the police 
force to respect their rights (Caldeira 2002: 241). Using participant observation, 
she documents how poverty can become criminalized and how a large part of the 
population actively supports and demands a tough stance from the State (Caldeira 
and Holston 1999: 699; 705). Caldeira used participant observation as a tool for 
gaining proximity to the everyday lives of people, as well as the spaces they inhabit. 
Most of the participatory work was performed in the areas of ‘working class 
periphery’, where she engaged in the local social movements (Caldeira 2000: 13).

Such studies, however, are not necessarily always set in confl ict zones. Loïc 
Wacquant’s studies of urban marginality in Chicago and Paris identify the 
intersection of class and race in the systematic exclusion and criminalization that 
occurs in the Chicagoan ghettos and French banlieues. He argues that ‘ethnographic 
observation emerges as an indispensable tool [...] to capture the everyday reality of 
the marginal city dweller’ (Wacquant 2008: 9). His work is an account of how 
insecurity is rendered an ‘organizing principle’ of daily collective life in advanced 
democracies (Wacquant 2008: 119), and how the welfare state is making room for 
a punitive, penal state (Wacquant 2009). He refers to his methodological tactics as 
‘observant participation’ – acquiring as much proximity and immersion within the 
fi eld, and at the same time maintaining the ‘capacity for refl exivity and analysis’ 
(Wacquant 2011: 87). More concretely, in the course of his study, Wacquant 
joined a boxing gym in Chicago and participated in boxing competitions; he used 
the gym as a ‘platform for observation inside the ghetto, a place to meet potential 
informants’ (Wacquant 2011: 84).

Other authors have paid attention not so much to the interplay between security 
and the everyday life permeated by violence, but more to the ways in which 
security is being framed and reinforced by security elites, and to the production of 
security within Western offi  ces, among elites and experts. Rather than visiting 
distant places, this second line of participant observation – research in institutional 
or offi  ce settings – studies everyday practices in the acclimatized and comfortably 
furnished offi  ces of (Western) elites, experts, bureaucrats and politicians. 

Richard Fenno (1986, 1990) was one of the fi rst to use participant observation in 
a political science context to study the daily life of US senators and congressmen. 
Scholars continuing such a line of research on politicians include Frank Nullmeier 
and his team working on committee decision-making and education policy 
(Nullmeier and Pritzlaff  2011; Nullmeier et al. 2003), R.A.W. Rhodes’s (2011) 
complex multi-year study of British government, or Ruth Wodak’s (2009) research 
on the European parliament. A second set of researchers is more concerned about the 
daily life of bureaucrats. This concerns street-level bureaucrats in all forms and locales 
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(e.g., Wagenaar 2004; Mosse 2004, 2006) or high-level bureaucrats in institutions 
such as central banks (e.g., Holmes and Marcus 2005; Riles 2011), United Nations 
negotiations (e.g., Dimitrov 2010; Riles 2006), international organizations such as 
the International Financial Institutions (e.g., Harper 1998), the United Nations 
Department of Peacekeeping Operations (Barnett 1997) or diplomatic culture and 
foreign ministries (Neumann 2012). Hugh Gusterson’s (2004) work on the American 
‘nuclear complex’ is maybe the best example of such a type of research directly 
attending security in the stream of offi  ce ethnography. Gusterson’s fi eldwork is in the 
‘tribe’ of nuclear security experts. Through participant observation he explores how 
these experts socialize in and around ‘the lab’. His contribution lies in the way he 
converges the ‘results’ of his multi-sited fi eld research with his theoretical refl ections 
and analyses into a key conceptual tool, which he calls the ‘securityscape’ (Gusterson 
2004: 66), and which illustrates the key role played by security experts and defence 
intellectuals in the ‘nuclear complex’. The concept has been picked up and applied 
to ‘African’ security by Niklas Hultin, who argues for explicit attention to be given 
to how ‘security actors constitute themselves as such’ (Hultin 2010: 109). This implies 
that in order to understand how security works, participant observation is needed 
among those with ‘the power to defi ne the security agenda’. In the case of African 
security, the absence of such focus has serious implications, as Hultin argues that this 
contributes to the ‘othering’ of Africa, alongside accounts that depict the everyday 
violence and security defi cit that powerless groups are exposed to (Hultin 2010: 118). 
This argument can be extended to Europe as well, as the dominant security institutions 
– such as those pertaining to the EU (including ESDP, EDA, and FRONTEX) – are 
promising subjects to be exposed to thorough participant observation driven research 
(see Kurowska and Tallis 2013).

These two sets of literature highlight the creativity of research that draws on 
participant observation and how our understanding of what it means to do critical 
security studies changes. These studies reveal that participant observation brings us 
closer to the problems and practices, and off ers strengthened ties to the objects of 
research. However, they also encounter major criticisms that have been levelled 
against participant observation more generally. First, these studies document that 
violent actors, including gangs, paramilitaries, the police and indeed also terrorist 
groups (Mahmood 2001; Dolnik 2011) can be examined by participant observation, 
although some distinct precautions and ethical considerations for ‘fi eldwork under 
fi re’ are necessary (see Sriram et al. 2009). Second, these studies encounter the idea 
of inaccessibility: the notion that cultures of secrecy prevailing in security-related 
fi elds make these fi elds inaccessible to the participant observer. Instead, this 
literature suggests appreciating secrecy and disclosure as a basic problem faced by 
any type of participant observation: it might be as diffi  cult to get access to life in 
the slaughterhouse as to the Pentagon. This is not to argue that access to security-
related fi elds is not diffi  cult, yet, there is no foundational diff erence compared to 
other fi elds. Let us draw on these examples and others to exemplify the diff erent 
forms of movements, translations and negotiations that participant observation 
entails and that leads to security studies driven by proximity.
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Participant observation is ‘immersing oneself and being there’ in order to be 
capable of ‘appreciating, understanding, and translating the situated, temporal, 
creative, interpretive and, above all moral and committed nature’ of practice 
(Nicolini 2009: 134–135). It is the attempt to get as close as possible to the ‘fi eld’ 
studied and the data from which one can learn about its practices. Participant 
observation involves a range of negotiations of how to intensify relations. We draw 
attention to the following ones: the multiplication of experience, the negotiation 
of the fi eld, the negotiation of control, and performativity and representation. 

In the fi rst instance, participant observation is an attempt to utilize all of the 
available human senses to collect data and interpret it. It involves feeling around, 
seeing, hearing, and tasting. As a research practice deeply immersed in a local 
context, participant observation allows recording very specifi c types of data which 
otherwise stay hidden, or are not immediately visible: bodily movements, emotions 
and smiles, utterances and silences, the handling of artefacts and machines. 

‘Dwelling’ implies doing a lot of talking – interviews, discussions, asking ‘off -
topic’ questions – but it also implies listening (Gerard Forsey 2010). Some things 
are not said in interviews, and this is why listening to informal speech and to actors 
that talk among themselves in their own environment is crucial for understanding 
what is going on (Walsh 2009: 170–171). It is worthwhile paying attention to 
jokes, curses, jargon and even gossip. It actually matters little if the actors are honest 
or lie or are even not able to remember things. The task of participant observation 
is not to ascertain the truth, but to understand the way meaning is produced. In her 
fi eldwork among survivors of wartime violence, Fujii (2010) found that a signifi cant 
number of her interlocutors were lying, or mixing lies with truth. Yet, the value 
of testimonies lies in the interpretations provided, and their unspoken meanings 
that can be deciphered, not by their accuracy or truth (Fujii 2010: 234).

Crucially, not only human agents bear meaning, but also the nonhumans and 
the inanimate environment. Spaces and infrastructures can be interpreted as part of 
the analysed situation. Examples of meaningful spaces in security studies are: border 
spaces, public spaces with intense surveillance such as embassies or public squares, 
gentrifi ed neighbourhoods, air or maritime space. For instance, dwelling in the 
central train station of Milan allows one to unravel that the ensemble of the station 
– its architecture, location, neighbourhood areas, and CCTV network – plays a 
crucial role in the ‘securityscape’ which nests the vigilante groups that act in the 
area (Mireanu 2011). The material elements that are present in the spaces that are 
part of the analysed situation are often crucial (Chapter 3 in this volume). Such 
material elements include body movements, buildings and monuments, surveillance 
and weapons technology cameras, advertisements (Ochs 2011; Graham 2010), 
fences and barriers, clothes and uniforms, or forms and documents (Riles 2006; 
Walters 2002).

Participant observers are capable of experiencing what actors do and say to a 
degree they would not be able if studying from distance, or relying only on the 
representations (texts, or visual products) produced in such situations. In doing 
what others are doing they come as close as thinkable to the tacit knowledge 
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relevant in the practices at play in situations. Phrased otherwise, participant 
observation allows for increasing the resolution and making visible the tacit side of 
practice as well as the material one. It allows for capturing forms of meaning other 
than the one inscribed in texts and artefacts such as documents, or policy papers 
which are conventionally the object of analysis. Participant observation multiplies 
experience and hence the modes of engaging with the world studied. Participant 
observers have to juggle various forms of experience. Juggling, however, also 
involves negotiating how many balls can be kept simultaneously in movement. 
Hence, participant observation foregrounds the ‘negotiation of selectivity’, that is, 
the question: Which of the corpus of material compiled in participant observation 
is to be put on stage? It requires decisions about which material is to be included 
in the narrative produced in the research.

Second, in terms of gaining proximity to the ‘fi eld’, participant observation is 
often equated with fi eld research. It is understood to be a process of entering a 
‘fi eld’ and conducting research in it. In at least two regards such an understanding 
is problematic; fi rst, fi eld research is a larger umbrella term that does not necessarily 
involve participant observation. For instance, fi eld research often comprises of 
(expert) interviews in distant places. Second, if one fi nds the concept of ‘a fi eld’ 
productive, a fi eld is not already set or simply ‘out there’. The classical participant 
observation study in anthropology was designed to maximize the amount of time 
spent in the fi eld, often one year minimum. The argument was that as much time 
as possible had to be spent with the ‘interlocutors’ in the fi eld. Classically, fi eld 
research took place in a territorially-bounded site, that is, primarily a village, but 
also a laboratory, a city, or a nation state. Since the 1980s anthropologists have 
successfully challenged such understandings. Following this critique, the ‘fi eld’ is 
best conceived as an artifi cial construct, its boundaries are negotiated and produced 
in the conduct of research design.12 Yet, if a fi eld is in essence the outcome of the 
negotiation of researchers with their material, the space of the fi eld can have other 
topologies than that of a region demarcated by boundaries.

WHAT IS THE FIELD?

The ‘fi eld’ can be a network, a fl uid space, a rhizome or an assemblage (Law 
1994; Nicolini 2009; Collier and Ong 2005). In the latter, participant observers 
adopt a strategy of following people, artefacts or objects to observe the fl ows, 
traces and circulations that make up the fi eld.13 They visit multiple sites, rather 
than just one site. Consequently, this strategy has been described as ‘multi-
sited research’ (Marcus 1995). How important such an understanding of the 
fi eld is in a security context has been shown by many. For instance, Carol 
Cohn has studied US security and nuclear practices and discourses and her 
‘subject has been a moving target’ (Cohn 2006: 92), and therefore she had to 
use a multitude of approaches and to visit multiple sites. Often, there will be 
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also an overlap between different topologies of the fi eld. Iver Neumann 
(2007), for instance, reconstructed the practice of diplomatic speech writing. 
While he worked as a participant observer in the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (a bounded site), he was following the outline of a speech across offi ces. 
By following the connections and fl ows between offi ces, he revealed the 
structures of circulation in which the document is twisted and transformed to 
stand for the Ministry as a whole. Participant observation hence involves the 
negotiation of topologies and structures in the conduct of research.

Third, working with participant observation is to give up partial control over the 
research process. Many researchers underline that the experiences of the ‘fi eld’ 
have signifi cantly altered their initial research questions (Coleman and Hughes in 
this volume; Pachirat 2011; Zirakzadeh 2009). Yet, this is not a defi cit, but the 
strength of this methodology – versatility and fl exibility allow for a more dynamic 
research experience driven by surprise and spontaneity. Working with a palette of 
‘sensitizing concepts’ (Nicolini 2009; Mol 2010) or an analytical ‘infralanguage’ 
(Latour 2005), allows the researched subject a signifi cant infl uence over the 
meaning of these concepts. It is, to paraphrase Latour (2005), the attempt of letting 
the actors do the theoretical work themselves. As Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 
(2012: 73–74) suggest: 

Rather than being research ‘subjects’ who participate in (positivist) research 
on the researcher’s terms, in interpretive research it is the researcher who 
participates in the local’s activities, in their settings, on their turf. […] This 
means that they are understood as having the power to aff ect initial research 
designs actively in various ways.

Participant observation then leads to a diff erent form of representing the subjects 
studied in academic discourse. Rather than imposing meaning on the researched, 
more voice is given to them and they are also allowed to speak for themselves. Yet, 
this shift in control also entails a higher degree of complexity. In tracing meaning 
across diff erent sites, the participant observer can grasp the multiplicity of meanings 
or the multi-vocality of situations. Such a cacophony of voices can be as Alvesson 
and Skoldberg (2009: 33) argue, referring to Latour, ‘fun to read – for a while. 
Then the amount of describing voices becomes a bit wearying’. Leaving writing 
style aside, sacrifi cing control has the benefi ts of allowing researched subjects to 
resist and to represent themselves and their worlds, but it also allows the researcher 
to be open to surprise (and hence tell fascinating, surprising narratives, rather than 
boring verifi cation ones). In sum, participant observation foregrounds the 
importance of the constant negotiations between the researchers and their research 
projects on the one side, and what is to be researched on the other. It is the 
negotiation of control.
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The politics of proximity

Participant observation embraces a specifi c type of refl exivity. This concerns fi rstly 
positionality. It is to refl ect on ‘the ways that a researcher’s demographic 
characteristics and personal background may be critical’ (Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow 2012: 67). Positionality ‘can profoundly aff ect what the researcher sees or 
does not see, learns and does not learn’ (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012: 68). 
Refl exivity towards positionality is hence crucial not only to increase trust in the 
narratives told, but also to be transparent towards any biases that participant 
observation entails. There is a play of constant negotiations of the author’s 
subjectivity in a dialogue with the environment in which the research is conducted. 
The ‘data’ is not merely gathered, but processed, internalized and experienced by 
the authors, who in turn are forced to change the initial parameters of their research 
in the light of the new experiences on the fi eld. All these elements are part of the 
situatedness of the researcher vis-à-vis those actors and contexts that are under 
scrutiny. While doing participant observation, the authors themselves become 
embedded in the vast array of social interactions that constitute the fi eld(s) of 
research, and this embeddedness gets internalized and refl ected in the experience 
of the fi eldwork. Positionality also increases awareness towards the problem that 
the knowledge the observers bring to the fi eld interacts with the local knowledge 
of the ‘subjects’ of research and with the resulting (published) knowledge in ways 
that are always contingent and unpredictable. 

Second, ‘participation’, goes beyond the immersion in situations with the aim 
of observing, recording and gathering data. If we take the argument that knowledge 
aff ects social relations a step further, we will have to ask the question of the actual 
infl uence of the presence and participation of the researcher within the fi eld(s). If 
participation leaves traces, what kind of trace do we want it to be? If participation 
is able to shape social reality, can one render this infl uence to have positive eff ects? 
Understood in such a way, participatory observation is a mode of engagement that 
can take the form of direct political interventions (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 38–9; 
Coutin and Hirsch 1998). It holds the potential to transform the lives of the subjects 
studied, whether it is the experts in ministries making security, or parts of the 
society marginalized or oppressed by security practices. Indeed, participating in 
security practices means that there are other stakes involved, besides the generation 
of knowledge or the careers of scholars. For instance, in challenging the oppressive 
nature of the security apparatus, an entire array of state institutions and discourses 
that legitimate the existing order can be contested. Counter-expertise can be 
developed and perform a diff erent security reality. For instance, Amedeo Policante 
argues that his participation in groups of protestors that were kettled by the police 
provided him with a way to counter the hegemony of authoritative expert 
knowledge that shapes the discussions about police violence (Policante 2012: 66). 

The focus on the performative eff ects of research is meant to provide 
empowering means for the subaltern groups, as Dana-Ain Davis argues: 
‘participatory research provides people with the analytic and practical tools to 
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document their lives and off ers a language for articulating the unique strengths of 
a group. Using this model we can ensure that the voices and expertise of our 
constituents are not lost in the eff ort to achieve scientifi c validity’ (Davis 2008: 
233). There are diff erent forms in which this empowering may take place, from 
‘speaking up’ for the oppressed groups and making their struggles public and 
known to wider audiences, to actively engaging in the everyday struggles and 
actively being in solidarity with these groups (Schaumberg 2008: 211; Colectivo 
Situaciones 2005). Some authors posit the possibility of a ‘third space’ between 
activism and academia, ‘a space that enables the disruption of both sites in both 
directions’ and that generates the possibility of politically engaged academic 
research in which participatory observation plays the central role (Routledge 1996: 
402, 406; Coronado and Staudt 2005).

The participant observer can have the capacity to directly engage the 
discrimination and exclusion felt by marginalized groups. Through participation, 
he or she can ‘shoulder the burden’ of the struggle fought by these groups (Selmeczi 
2009, see also Graeber 2008), or merely be a vehicle for their oppressed voices (see 
Coleman and Hughes in this volume). These considerations are based on the idea 
that participant observation is not just another way of generating academic 
knowledge for its own sake, but has an interventionist character with an 
emancipatory scope. Securityscapes have particularly high stakes in this respect: 
conducting participatory observation in a fi eld where security is being performed 
raises not only concerns of safety for the researcher, but also serious ethical problems 
for how this participation reinforces the violence of security. While seeking to 
approach the practices of Italian patrols and Hungarian civil militias, Mireanu 
(2011, 2013) found that to join vigilante groups in their patrols would contribute 
to increasing the marginalization and violent exclusion of certain groups. These 
patrols were acting in neighbourhoods with high concentrations of ‘undesired’ 
minorities (immigrants, Roma people). Thus, being ‘one of them’ in this case 
would imply an undesired complicity with the acts of intimidation performed by 
vigilante groups. 

While the degree to which participant observation should be a device of 
political activism, is and will remain contested, the above refl ections bring the 
discussion of the eff ects of scholarly analysis right where it belongs: to the heart 
of researching and writing practices. Often such refl ection on scholarly eff ects has 
been delegated to sub-discourses and separate debates. The debate on participant 
observation instead stresses that the refl ection on eff ects is better understood as an 
integral part of any scholarly practices. Researchers are situated among a myriad 
of vectors of power, contexts and histories, to which they bring their own 
background and experiences (see Coleman and Hughes in this volume). It is 
usually assumed that there is a power asymmetry between the observers and the 
researched group that dates back to the times when anthropology was the assisting 
discipline of colonialism. There is always an implicit privilege of the participant 
observers in relation to the ones they are observing, if only for the fact that at the 
end of the day researchers can always exit the fi eld at their own will and return 
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to their career, while for everybody else the ‘fi eld’ constitutes everyday reality. 
This is obvious in settings where violence is a tragic part of people’s lives, while 
for the observer such experience is only temporary.14 There is the need for 
refl exivity and lucidity about one’s situatedness in such contexts, and the eff ects 
that research produces. 

Yet asymmetry can function in reverse as well. The participant observers might 
fi nd themselves – even against their will – in a position of power inferiority. For 
instance, if the interlocutors are high-positioned actors – politicians, leaders, and 
generally people with more capabilities than an academic – this risk is permanent. 
Such actors might even attempt to make the researcher adhere to their agendas. 
The danger of becoming ‘co-opted’ and beget a form of intimacy leading to a lack 
of distinction between the researcher and the researched, raises major questions on 
the eff ects of participation. The case of anthropologists partaking in military 
operations (Zehfuss 2012; Gusterson forthcoming) or providing evidence in court 
(Mahmood 2001) are revealing in this regard. In the security fi eld, participation 
may easily translate into ‘complicity’ in the political and military situations that one 
researches (Zehfuss 2012: 185). 

COMPLICITY OR PROXIMITY?

Katherine Verdery conducted several ethnographical research projects in 
Romania during its Socialist period. In the mid 1970s she obtained access to 
Romania and began her work by spending 16 months in a Transylvanian 
village. Her ethnographical tools were typical: interviews, dwelling, crafting 
social connections and performing some archival work. In the resultant book 
(Verdery 1983), she admits that doing fi eldwork was less complicated for her 
than reporting and interpreting the data she had obtained. This diffi culty was 
caused by her situatedness as an American researcher in a Socialist country 
and the foreseeable stereotypes that she had to juggle. But it was also caused 
by her reticence regarding the protection of her informants, since these were 
people that ‘could later be made accountable for what they said or might have 
said’ (Verdery 1983: 22–3).

The Romanian secret police (‘Securitate’) were operating a vast and invisible 
network of surveillance across the country and even abroad. The Securitate 
was a repressive apparatus whose job was to collect and process information 
from and about the entire population, in order to serve ‘national security’ and 
to strengthen the Communist Party’s position. This apparatus can be seen as 
a productive form of applied social science and gathering knowledge, rather 
than merely as a repressive security force (Poenaru 2013). After Romania 
became capitalist, the archives of the secret police were made public, and 
Verdery was astonished to read her own fi le, containing numerous reports 
about her activities in Romania (Verdery 2013).
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The Securitate closely examined Verdery’s behaviour and reported their 
fi ndings. In doing so, they employed a specifi c interpretive lens that was 
infl uenced by the Cold War binaries, which led to Verdery’s actions being 
perceived as suspicious. She was thought to be a spy, because of her 
information-gathering practices, which they likened to their own: collecting 
socio-political information, taking fi eld notes on things that were not her direct 
object of research, using a special code in writing these fi eld notes, writing in 
excess about the contexts in which her discussions were taking place, and even 
using a mini-cassette recorder that was similar to the ones used by the secret 
police. Both Verdery and the Securitate recruited and used informers, and 
referred to them as such (see also Verdery 1983: 374, fts. 12 and 13).

Refl ecting on her experience, Gusterson writes: ‘Verdery was not only an 
object of the [secret police’s] regime of surveillance, she was an involuntary 
instrument for it too’ (Gusterson 2012: 26). This forces us to rethink the 
relation between proximity and security. In the name of national security, the 
Securitate was using tools that can be deemed ethnographic (Verdery 2013). 
These tools were serving the purpose of gathering all possible information on 
people’s lives. But they were also used for repressive purposes, as the Securitate 
was responsible for identifying and purging the ‘enemies of the people’. 
Proximity may be misused by certain agencies for suppressive purposes. On 
the other hand, Verdery’s proximity also ended up endangering people. Her 
‘informants’ were now suspicious in the eyes of the regime, and could either 
be seen as traitors, or recruited as informants for the secret police. Too much 
ethnographic detail can jeopardize people’s lives, especially in societies with 
such dense and repressive security apparatuses.

What does this say about ethnographic tools and about the extent of their 
invasiveness when such tools are used by a repressive apparatus to gain 
knowledge for dictatorial uses? Verdery’s experience shows that intimacy can 
be problematic and proximity is not a virtue in itself, because some of the 
knowledge that is gathered by the participant observer may be compromising 
for the individuals observed if it is wrongly appropriated. The danger of 
appropriation also underlines the potential power inferiority position that the 
participant observer can fi nd him- or herself in. All these considerations feed 
into our continuous stress on the negotiation of proximity.

Upon return from the fi eld, the participant observer turns the ‘cacophony of 
voices’ into academic narratives. As discussed, this translation process is everything 
but linear in that the researcher follows an orderly progression from access and 
observation to writing up. The process of participant observation is circular and the 
researcher will go through several cycles of access, observation, analysis and 
refl ection. In this course, researchers will tinker and adjust their positions, their 
forms of participation or their sensitizing concepts. This process of turning the 
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world into observations and experiences involves constant negotiations and re-
negotiations. It is a process of continuous sorting in and sorting out. It is a 
negotiation between the observed and unobserved (due to fi eld access, choice of 
fi eld, position in fi eld, cultural blindness, or resource restrictions). It is a negotiation 
of which observed material becomes written down, turned into a fi eld note and 
becomes part of the narrative. And it is a negotiation of what of this narrative is 
turned into an academic artefact available to the public and stored in libraries and 
collections, and which parts remain private or go in the bin. 

In summary, participant observation provides us with a key repository of 
sensitizing concepts, guidelines and rules of thumb for the negotiations increasing 
the connectedness of practice and security studies. The multiplication of experience, 
the negotiations of the fi eld, performativity and representation are all dimensions 
of these negotiations. They broaden our understanding of the ties that are made 
and unmade in the movement of methodology. Participant observation, thus, 
holds the capacity to spur a new type of security studies attuned to problem coping, 
practices and criticality. To suggest that a new type of security studies is possible 
that continuously builds better connections in the negotiations of participant 
observation is, however, not to argue for simply turning to anthropology. While 
anthropology has spearheaded many discussions on the negotiations in participant 
observation, security studies requires defi ning for itself and its own purposes the 
methodological potential of participant observation.

Conclusion

In this chapter we argued for a methodology for security studies, which takes the 
negotiation of proximity as one of its core concerns. Our starting point was that 
too much of critical security studies has cut loose connections to the world and has 
pursued a mode of (dis)engagement which appraises the philosophical and abstract. 
Encountering such an understanding through the lenses of practice theory, 
pragmatism and actor-network theory we argued for a methodology that moves 
security studies in the midst of societal problem-solving, multiplies the connections 
to other actors than scholarly peers and suggests that the basis for abstractions has 
to be good empirical reconstruction work. Methodology in such an understanding 
is the constant movement between the world studied, the matters of concern and 
academic communities. It is an art of translating these worlds into each other by 
building chains of references that last. We have suggested that participant 
observation provides a repository of terms and modes of engagement, which 
sensitize us to the world, indeed allow us to appreciate it, and, most importantly, 
give us an understanding of what is at stake when negotiating proximity. 

We outlined an extended understanding of participant observation, which is 
more than a technical tool that can be used in any type of study. Participant 
observation is a practice that provides a distinct way of translating what is not 
immediately present in a fi eld of research. Participant observing is a sensory 
technique of recording what can been seen, smelled and heard. It is an interpretive 
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device; by participating we can learn the tacit knowledge underlying the practices 
at a site and the problems and problematizations at stake. Participant observation is 
also a commitment. Using what we record and learn through participating leads to 
a diff erent form of representing once we develop narratives. Often, it will mean 
strengthening the voice of the participants. Practising participant observation 
increases our awareness for the performative eff ects that scholarly analysis has. It 
sensitizes to the intended and unintended consequences of research. 

As we have argued in this contribution, participant observation is a device of 
negotiating proximity. It enables, or indeed even forces, researchers to think, to 
refl ect, to talk about and to justify what modes of proximity they are relying on and 
what kinds of worlds they are producing. Its importance as a device that triggers 
refl exivity on proximity, movement and translation is the real value of participant 
observation, even in contexts where it initially appears that participation to observe 
is not feasible. This is the reason why participant observation is, for us, the 
methodological heart of redefi ning the critical project as a project of proximity that 
engages with practice.

Notes

1 For comments and suggestions we are grateful to Nadine Voelkner, Jef Huysmans and the 
other participants in the International Collaboratory on Critical Methods in Security Studies.

2 See, among others, Reckwitz (2002), Spiegel (2005), Adler and Pouliot (2011a, b), 
Bueger (forthcoming), Bueger and Gadinger (2008). The term ‘praxiography’ was 
coined by Mol (2002). 

3 See for instance Huysmans (2011), Doty (2007), or Aradau (2004).
4 See, among others, Berling and Bueger (2013), Bigo (2005), Villumsen (2008), or 

Huysmans (2006). 
5 See the discussion around securitization theory in Waever (1995), Stritzel (2007), Vuori 

(2008), or Balzacq (2005). 
6 See, among others, Adler (2008), or Pouliot (2010 a, b).
7 To foreground the instrumental character of academic practice should not be confused 

with the emphasis of the positivist project on gaining objective knowledge and control 
over social reality (Steinmetz 2005: passim). Nor should it be reduced to lobby work and 
infl uencing policymakers or to generate solutions to the problems defi ned by policy 
agendas (for a criticism of such positions, see Burawoy 2005: 511–523). As will be 
developed later in this chapter, our understanding of instrumentality research is in line 
with politically and academically engaged research that is aware of, and works within, 
the specifi c situations in which the researcher is embedded (Jackson 2011: 176).

8 Specifi cally, see Schatzki (2012), Reckwitz (2008), Joas (2004), Czarniawska (2008), Latour 
(1987), Nicolini (2009) and Bueger (forthcoming) for an elaboration of this argument.

9 Participant observation has often been equated with ethnography or anthropology. Yet 
it is important to keep these terms separate. Ethnography is a larger umbrella term and 
an ethnographic study conventionally would involve more than participant observation 
or eventually could even survive without any direct participant observation in a classical 
sense (see the discussion in Yanow 2009). Participant observation has been the defi ning 
methodology of anthropology, yet it is neither useful to equate participant observation 
with anthropology, which is a scientifi c discipline in the fi rst place, nor does all of 
anthropology conduct participant observation. Our understanding stresses that 
participant observation is more than just a technique and represents a methodological 
position centred on the problem of proximity.
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10 Richards (2004) provides a useful survey as do Sriram et al. (2009) and Avruch (2001). 
11 A growing number of edited volumes address these intersections, including Schatz (2009) 

and Shore et al. (2011).
12 For a discussion and critique of the village-based ‘fi eld’ terminology see Gupta and 

Ferguson (1992, 1997). 
13 A discussion of the strategy of ‘following’ is provided in Czarniawska (2008).
14 Although see Scheper-Hughes’s account (2010) of how she was invited to return to her 

initial fi eld on account of her previous experiences with identifying the victims of 
death-squads (on the issue of ‘returning to the fi eld’ see Burawoy 2003).
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Problematics, fi eldwork and the limits of the fi eld: Introduction

This chapter puts the practice of problematizing at the centre of methodological 
enquiry. In the fi rst part of the chapter, we point to the force that particular 
problematics or objects of interest exert upon thinking within a disciplinary fi eld, 
and how we have grappled with these forces in our own research trajectories. We 
suggest that ‘security’ can be particularly powerful in this regard because as a concept 
it is deployed both to identify an empirical fi eld of practices and as a central category 
for the defi nition of problematics within a fi eld of study. ‘Security’ is readily reifi ed, 
an ‘obligatory grid of intelligibility’ (Foucault 2008: 3) which sets limits to what – 
and how much – we can call into question. Turning from the thinking tools of 
Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault to the sorts of scholarly ethos these thinkers 
embodied, we indicate how this may off er at least as much inspiration as the methods 
that have been appropriated from their work. Indeed, the way in which the concepts 
of Bourdieu and Foucault have been inserted within the discipline of security studies 
is often counter to such an ethos, in that they eff ectively serve to strengthen – rather 
than diminish – security’s hold on and over the problematization of politics. 

With this in mind, in the second part of the chapter we set out to explore how 
greater space may be cultivated between ourselves and our objects of study through 
the practice of fi eldwork. We suggest that in the process of moving between sites, 
problem-spaces and parameters of intelligibility, space may be created from which 
to refl ect upon ready-made objects of study. Rather than approaching fi eldwork as 
a method then, we explore it as an exercise in space-making, examining how the 
practice of fi eldwork as such provides a reference point from which to call into 
question some of the more readily-available categories used in constructing the 
research problematic. Finally, we conclude with some refl ections on the struggles 
over recognition at stake in this sort of intervention.
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We have kept the back and forth format of the conversation through which we 
initially shaped our ideas, partly to bring out how each of us has struggled with 
these issues, but also to try to avoid settling back into the sort of conceptual and 
methodological closure that we want to escape. For the sort of critical/refl exive 
attitude that we point toward is itself a diffi  cult, uncertain and ongoing process. It 
is not the cornerstone of a recognizable ‘method’ around which we can unite, nor 
is it something that can be simply picked up and ‘applied’ in security studies. 
Rather, such an ethos might be thought of as coming before both methods and 
‘security studies’, informing the practice of problematization itself.

Problematizing problematics: the fi eld’s force on our thinking

Hannah: Security is an appealing place to start in IR because it is one of those 
concepts that does something, both in the fi elds we study and within the discipline 
itself. This attraction to security exerts a force on our thinking – a force that needs 
further unpacking. Most of the time we are concerned with understanding and 
measuring the eff ect security has in and on the fi elds we are studying, neglecting 
the force it exerts on how we, as researchers, construct the research problematic. 
However, I would argue that security has as much of an eff ect on our thinking, 
albeit in diff erent ways, as it does on those we study. For example, I was attracted 
to the mobilizing force of security because of the lack of political will to deal with 
climate change, and assumed political interest would be generated by identifying 
the security implications it posed.2 I set about identifying the meaning of security 
through the environmental security literature in order to fi nd a way to relate and 
link this to climate change.3 Eventually it became clear that security – in the sense 
of a precisely defi nable object – didn’t exist, which is what made Ole Waever’s 
(1995) chapter on securitization so appealing. The securitization framework 
provided a way out of having to stretch the security concept to fi t environmental 
degradation, as according to the Copenhagen school, security was what people said 
it was – a speech act (Buzan, Waever and De Wilde 1995). This approach identifi es 
security as a process: an actor declares an issue to be an existential threat to a 
referent object, and if recognized as such by a relevant audience, the use of 
extraordinary measures to tackle the threat is legitimized. 

The securitization framework makes it possible to explore how and why actors 
are attracted to and why they invoke security. I used this approach to study the 
British government’s attempt to frame climate change as a security issue, and by 
analysing key texts and speeches it was possible to construct a convincing narrative 
of the government’s securitizing move. However, as convincing as this narrative 
was, I began to wonder whether my hunt for the security speech-act had caused 
me to weave together unrelated events, practices and purposes (Hughes 2011). I 
had been so engrossed in identifying the government’s securitizing move, I had 
completely forgotten to ask whether the problematic had anything to do with 
security at all. Climate change is a complex issue, which is apparent from the 
degree of political contestation and struggle over its meaning. And whilst analysing 
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the British government’s securitizing move highlighted how actors use the force of 
security to promote a frame of the problematic that serves their interest, making 
security the nexus of the research problematic risks distorting the signifi cance of 
both security and the British government’s role in this struggle. I thought I had 
seen through the security concept when I took up the securitization framework, 
however, by continuing to privilege security as the central means for understanding 
and interpreting the government’s actions, security continued to exert a force on 
my thinking.

Lara: What Hannah says about how she tried to forcibly interpret the problem 
of climate change through the lens of ‘security’ relates, I think, to the broader 
question of how critical thought is restricted by objects of study and by disciplinary 
problematics that are presented to us as obvious frameworks for thought. My own 
research experience has led me to grapple with this issue from a diff erent direction. 
I didn’t start with security but with trying to make sense of resistance and the 
complex relations between resistance and the making of world order. During a 
prolonged period of ethnographic engagement with the struggles of peasant farmers 
and workers in Colombia, I found that I constantly struggled to navigate between 
the distinct parameters of intelligibility at play in these struggles and those at play 
in the academic fi eld of politics/IR. For example, it was very hard to talk about 
these very specifi c and situated struggles to some academic audiences without their 
being forcibly read as instances of some sort of global phenomenon deemed to 
capture the zeitgeist of contemporary political dissent (a global justice movement, 
a multitude etc.), and whose emancipatory potential had already been decided 
upon in the framing of this object of study. This persistently seemed to limit the 
sorts of questions that could be asked, and to render invisible or unintelligible other 
knowledges, problems, power relations and so on at stake in these struggles. It 
made it diffi  cult to problematize resistance as something far more variegated and far 
more entangled with practices of order-building than tends to be recognized in 
accounts of ‘global resistance’ (see e.g., Coleman and Tucker 2011; Coleman and 
Tucker [eds.] 2012; Shaw 2003). 

Although the concept of security was never central to the way I set up my 
problematic, I also became aware of how security as an object of study might exert 
a force on our thinking. Through my engagement in Colombia, I came to focus 
upon how the violent elimination of disruptive political subjects, the rendering of 
resistance as threat, is entangled in complex ways with much more subtle techniques 
to tame and domesticate dissent through discourses of rights, civil society, corporate 
responsibility and so on (Coleman 2013). These more subtle techniques aren’t as 
readily visible if you look at the problem of order and resistance through the lens 
of security – at least if you look at how resistance is rendered dangerous, for 
example, or if you restrict your focus to techniques deployed within the fi eld of 
security professionals. Alternatively, I might have limited my focus to look for 
resistance to security practices and at how this was managed and contained (rather 
than starting with struggles themselves, seeing how these were also – indeed 
predominantly – positioned in opposition to economic dispossession and a broader 
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logic of socio-legal abandonment). What I found interesting was that when I 
started to talk to people who identifi ed more strongly with security studies as an 
academic fi eld, they often tended to assume that I must be doing one of those 
things – it seemed diffi  cult to frame a problem without talking about security 
somewhere. Before methods even enter the picture, ‘security’ seems to exert a 
curiously strong force upon the defi nition of problematics. Indeed, to talk about 
some of the same practices from within a diff erent problem-space can sometimes 
be surprisingly diffi  cult.

The process of engaging with concrete practices and struggles was, for both 
Hannah and I, a process that ultimately served to denaturalize the discipline’s 
ordering categories and ready-made objects of study. In the end, we both found 
ourselves having to take a step back from these and to begin to refl ect upon these 
categories and objects of study themselves as problems (cf. Foucault 1984b: 388). I 
think, though, that it can be particularly challenging to refl ect upon ‘security’ in 
this way because of the way that security has come to defi ne an entire fi eld (or 
series of subfi elds) of enquiry. ‘Security’ is used both to delineate an empirical fi eld 
of practices (of security professionals, ‘security governance’ or what have you) and 
as a central analytical category for making sense of what goes on within that fi eld. 
The key category through which the fi eld of study is delineated becomes 
indispensible to analysing the practices themselves, because of the constitution of 
an academic fi eld around that category. This circularity of concepts and problematics 
makes it very easy to reify security and to de-situate the practices that are framed 
in terms of security. Mark Neocleous brings this out in his Critique of Security 
(2008): although ‘security’ as a category has been central to liberal, capitalist order-
building, the segregation of studies of security into an academic fi eld makes this 
broader context invisible. ‘Security’ forms what Foucault might have called an 
‘obligatory grid of intelligibility for certain concrete practices’ (2008: 3).

Hannah: The ‘grid of intelligibility’ captures perfectly the relationship between 
what Bourdieu identifi ed through the notions of fi eld and habitus. That is why 
focusing on methodology is so important, as the construction of the problematic 
always delimits what can be discovered. Bourdieu then, didn’t develop thinking 
tools simply to get closer to the objects he was studying; he turned his scholarly 
gaze back on himself to identify how his disciplinary schemes of perception shaped 
his relationship to these objects and impacted the construction of the research 
problematic.4 I would argue that this scholarly ethic of refl exivity is the most 
critical dimension of Bourdieu’s work, it certainly enabled me to step back from 
and problematize security. Without this practice of stepping back and refl ecting on 
the disciplinary specifi c means for understanding and interpreting international 
political practices, we risk projecting fi eld specifi c concepts and categories of 
comprehension ‘into the object of study’ (Wacquant 1989: 33). Despite the critical 
importance of this refl ective practice, it seems that the thinking tools of Bourdieu 
and Foucault are more often taken up and applied than their scholarly ethos. 
Bourdieu’s tools, for instance, have proven popular with security scholars and have 
illuminated the fi eld of security practices. However, many of these scholars have 
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been less willing to confront the limitations of maintaining security as the central 
object of interest. 

Bourdieu’s stress on the practical relation to the world enables us to explore the 
mechanisms through which disciplinary perspectives, or grids of intelligibility, are 
maintained and reproduced in and through scholarly practice. Bourdieu argued 
that objects of knowledge are not objectively recorded; they are constructed 
through practice, ‘and the principle of this construction is the system of structured, 
structuring dispositions, the habitus, which is constituted in practice and is always 
orientated towards practical functions’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 52). The habitus is the 
product of the socio-historical conditions in which it developed and in order to 
study the conditions of possibility that generate habitus to analysis, Bourdieu used 
the notion of fi eld, understood as a particular ‘space of social forces and struggles’ 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 102). The fi eld concept can be used to delineate a 
particular social realm or academic discipline, such as the realm of government or 
the discipline of IR. These social spaces can be identifi ed and delimited according 
to the objects that interest those that occupy that space, the forces these exert on 
them, and the shared activities that constitute the practices of the fi eld.5 It is actors’ 
shared investment in the fi eld’s interests that constitute – through practice – 
comprehension in habitus, which highlights how schemes of perception for 
understanding and interpreting the world relate to the scholarly situation.

The notions of fi eld and habitus, along with Bourdieu’s other thinking tools, 
have been employed by IR scholars to study various international political spheres.6 
They have proven particularly popular within security studies, where they have 
illuminated the changing role of NATO (Huysmans 2002; Gheciu 2005; Pouliot 
2010; Williams and Neumann 2002; Williams 2007); internal and external security 
forces (Bigo 2006; Bigo et al. 2007); the notion of human security (Stuvoey 2010); 
and alternative security practices (Abrahamsen and Williams 2012; Leander 2005). 
Whilst this scholarship has shed considerable light on a range of security-related 
practices, the majority of these scholars have not encountered how their own 
situation in a space of social forces and struggles impacts their thought.7 And yet, if 
we are to take seriously Bourdieu’s stress on our practical relation to the world, it 
is just as important to illuminate how our situation structures our thoughts and 
perceptions of so-called security practices and practitioners as it is to study the 
security practitioners themselves. Being situated within the fi eld of security studies, 
or IR more broadly, exerts a force on our thinking, and unless we separate out our 
disciplinary practices and the forms of comprehension these generate from the 
social spaces we are interested in, we will assume that how these objects are 
comprehended is comparable between fi elds. But our interest in the security object 
is a condition of the disciplinary fi eld. Within security studies, security is imbued 
with meaning and signifi cance through specifi c disciplinary practices for 
understanding and producing knowledge on the subject. As a result, how we 
practice disciplinary knowledge production – through which our comprehension 
of security is formed – is very diff erent from how say, the British government 
practices government – through which their comprehension of security is formed.
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Lara: This is also relevant to how Foucault’s work has been appropriated as a 
sort of general schema or framework for making sense of contemporary practices 
of security, war and violence. Here too, I think we see some of the force that 
certain ready-made objects of study and pre-given frameworks for thought can 
exert on our thinking. Foucault’s concepts are readily picked up and inserted 
within quite alien problematics, without really paying attention to a scholarly ethos 
which – taken seriously – might nudge us in quite a diff erent direction. One thing 
that Foucault certainly was not trying to do was to off er a general theory of liberal 
governance or of the mode of functioning of liberal societies, of the sort that can 
then be simply picked up and applied to analysis of practices in particular pre-
defi ned fi elds of analysis.8 Yet this appears to be a predominant approach to the 
insertion of Foucault into security studies and International Relations. In making 
this point, my concern is not to point to how Foucault could be more faithfully 
‘applied’, nor is it to dismiss the insights of much of this work. Rather, I want to 
highlight what I think is a tendency to appropriate Foucault’s concepts, extending 
or critiquing aspects of his analysis but ultimately enclosing them within a pre-
defi ned fi eld of security studies for which these concepts become part of a general 
conceptual framework for making sense of objects of analysis eff ectively already 
defi ned within the terms of that fi eld. As a result of this conceptual enclosure, the 
seemingly ‘unproblematizable’ problematics of the fi eld of security limit the critical 
potential of this work.

There isn’t space here to give a detailed account of how Foucault’s ideas tend 
to get used in this way, but a good example of this tendency would be Mick Dillon 
and Julian Reid’s (2009) account of a ‘liberal way of war’, in terms of a mode of 
global governance oriented toward promoting life. This is presented as a sort of 
updated ‘theory’ of biopolitics, integrated with complexity theory and adapted for 
an ‘age of emergence’. And Dillon and Reid are not alone in this sort of approach. 
A case in point here is a Brad Evans’s recent review of ‘Foucault’s legacy’ in 
contemporary studies of security, war and violence (2010). In a not uncommon 
move, Evans talks of ‘Foucault’s intervention into the fi eld of security studies’ 
(2010: 428), and talks of a ‘biopolitical method’ or series of concepts that can be 
– and have been – usefully ‘applied’ to that fi eld by ‘posing the problem of power 
biopolitically’ (ibid.: 414-415). For Evans, then, the task for ‘Foucauldian scholars’ 
becomes to ask ‘what happens to security discourses and practices when life itself 
becomes the principle object for political strategies?’ (ibid.: 416).

It seems pretty clear that Foucault himself was more concerned with unpicking 
the contingent histories of problematics and objects of analysis in various domains 
of thought and practice than with off ering up a general theory of liberal governance 
oriented toward human life. Indeed, to seize on Foucault’s concepts and eff ectively 
make these too into fi xed objects of analysis, is antithetical to the very spirit of 
Foucault’s work. Let me repeat that I am not trying to suggest that security studies 
ought to be ‘truer to Foucault’. Rather, I want to highlight how such questions 
only really make sense as questions from within an academic fi eld whose conceptual 
boundaries are demarcated to some extent by the very categories and problematics 
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at play in the practices of military intervention, humanitarianism and so on that 
these scholars want to elucidate and critique. What is remarkable is how little these 
sorts of accounts actually problematize these categories and problematics themselves. 
For example, instead of taking it for granted that ‘species life’ really is the principle 
object of political strategies (which would be to confl ate specifi c rationalities with 
the actualities of governance), might it not make more sense to interrogate the very 
convergence of ‘security’ and ‘humanity’ in the discourses of practitioners and 
policy-makers? This might imply detaching ourselves from the categories and 
problematics at play in those discourses, situating them within broader problem-
space. Here, it might help to take a lesson from Foucault’s own more nominalist 
orientation. To paraphrase Foucault: if we suspend our belief in ‘security’, then 
what might we make of the diff erent events and practices that are apparently 
organized around something that is supposed to be security? (Indeed, the same 
might be said for our belief in ‘biopolitics’…).

It is actually this diffi  cult process of detaching ourselves from seemingly obvious 
frameworks and objects of analysis to which I think Foucault’s work is most 
relevant. Unearthing certainties and presuppositions in this way is a tricky business. 
It necessitates engagement with very situated practices and yet, at the same time, it 
requires ‘a distant view’, a degree of separation from those objects that are given to 
us (Foucault 1994: 448; 1984b: 388). For Foucault, the work of critique was 
indissociable from a particular sort of philosophical disposition – or ‘limit-attitude’ 
– one that embodies an ability to stand back from and problematize the present and 
one’s own conditioning within it (1984a: 45–46, see also inter alia Healy 2001; 
Strausz 2011). This implies elaborating a rather particular relationship, not only to 
one’s object of study, but also to oneself and to one’s own knowledge practices. 
For a critical attitude entails ‘a certain relationship to what exists, to what one 
knows, to what one does, a relationship to society, to culture and also a relationship 
to others’ (Foucault 1997: 42). It stands in tension with the pull of the academic 
fi eld that wants us to ‘appeal to a “we”…whose consensus, values, whose traditions 
constitute the framework for a thought and defi ne the conditions in which it can 
be validated’ (1984b: 385). Critique, for Foucault, is essentially an act of ‘voluntary 
insubordination’ or ‘refl ected intractability’, whose function is our own 
‘desubjugation…in the context of what we could call, in a word, the politics of 
truth’ (ibid.: 47). It is worth noting too that this isn’t the same as continuous 
deconstruction, unravelling frameworks for knowledge for the sake of it, or simply 
pointing to the ubiquity of power (cf. Foucault 1984b: 389). Nor is it a case of 
reducing critique to refl exivity. Rather, it implies an uncomfortable labour of 
interrogating the stakes, the arbitrary nature and the possibilities of transformation 
of whatever is presented to us as common sense and necessary, looking for what is 
contingent and singular in  what appears most obvious and universal and thus 
testing ‘the limits that we might go beyond’ (Foucault 1984a: 46).

Such an ethos does not immediately translate into a research method. Rather, 
what is at stake is something like a space or a practice that each of us must cultivate 
through our own research processes. As we will explore below, fi eldwork – and 
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the process of moving between sites this necessitates – can be an important means 
for achieving this. This is not to say that cultivating a space in this way does not 
have an affi  nity with certain sorts of methods, such as those that are more 
genealogical or archaeological in ambition (ibid.: 46). However, what we are 
pointing to here is not just a method: focused, for example, on how common-sense 
phenomena are historically constituted through problematizations across various 
fi elds of thought and practice. Rather, despite clear affi  nities with this sort of 
method, this analytical orientation is inseparable from a broader concern animating 
this discussion. What we want to focus upon is our own practices of problematization, 
and with calling into question and displacing the obligatory frameworks of thought 
through which we approach our objects of study and construct them as researchable 
problems (see Maniglier 2012: 22).

Hannah: Suspending belief in security as part of this practice of problematizing 
is perhaps vital to gaining this distant view and would also seem essential to any 
attempt at situating the practices that are called ‘security’ and through which 
security is rendered meaningful, which raises the question of why this isn’t done 
more often. How is it that the thinking tools and insights of Foucault and Bourdieu 
can become central to critical analyses of security when the ethical dimensions of 
their work clearly point towards the tensions in this appropriating style? Here, 
again, the force that security exerts on our thinking becomes apparent. Within the 
fi eld of security studies, or arguably the wider discipline of IR, security is more 
than a word for identifying particular practices and a framework for problematizing 
these; it is an object of interest, even a practical demand – a condition of entry and 
requirement for continued recognition within the fi eld. It is not easy to suspend 
belief in a concept that constitutes our scholarship. In the following section, we 
turn our attention to these tensions, suggesting that suspending belief in disciplinary 
grids of intelligibility requires space-making, and explore the possibility of making 
space between ourselves, the fi eld we are situated in and the fi elds we are studying 
through the practice of fi eldwork. We suggest that occupying multiple sites may 
provide a reference point for refl ecting on the diff erences between social spaces: 
from the space of the disciplinary fi eld and the practical demands it imposes, to the 
fi eld of fi eldwork, which imposes diff erent demands and a diff erent way of being 
and interacting, or habitus. 

The practice of fi eldwork: a way out of the fi eld?

Lara: The practice of fi eldwork makes for an interesting reference point for 
thinking about how we might gain a ‘distant view’, how we might fi nd space 
between ourselves and the worlds that we inhabit. In standard research methods 
training, participant observation or ethnography tends to be conceived as a ‘way in’ 
to a space conceived as ‘other’, as a means of ‘getting at’ data pertinent to a particular 
research problem, and generating a tendency to forcibly interpret what is observed 
through the mandatory problematics and modes of thought of the participant’s 
disciplinary origins (Bourdieu 2003). Yet fi eldwork might be thought of more as a 
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‘way out’: a means of escaping conceptual enclosure, of attenuating the obviousness 
of disciplinary problematics. We can think of the practice of fi eldwork as 
engagement, in this sense, as coming before method (conceived in the traditional 
sense): fi eldwork itself can be part of the diffi  cult process of problematization and 
of slowly defi ning our own problematics.9

Refl ecting on our own experiences of being immersed in diff erent spaces – 
both the academic fi eld and the ‘fi eld’ of fi eldwork – both of us found that it was 
to some extent the practice of fi eldwork itself that led us to take a distance from the 
objects and frameworks of analysis presented to us in each space. Having to 
continuously move between diff erent parameters of legibility is an uncomfortable 
process and one that can sometimes force us to interrogate what is given as self-
evident. The process of engagement with the practices that I was studying was 
particularly central in my case, because I was already engaged with these struggles 
and it was this experience itself that led me to embark upon academic research. 
From the beginning, my research played out in something like what Paul Routledge 
calls a ‘third space’ between activism and academia: rather than being uncritically 
involved in resistance or studying these processes at a distance, I was doing what 
Routledge describes as coming and going in a ‘borderland zone between diff erent 
modes of action’ (Routledge 1996: 406) and – I should add – between diff erent 
modes of knowing and ways of thinking. Yet this didn’t automatically make the 
framing of a problem easier. There was never a sense of being able to see things as 
they are because of my proximity to an object of study. Instead, I felt I was always 
having to ask what things are, what concepts best make sense of this? What I think 
was important here was the dissonance between these diff erent modes of thought 
and action (Coleman 2012). Having to navigate between spaces makes it diffi  cult 
to stay too close to an object of study for too long.

Hannah: Being in the ‘fi eld’ in this way also presents opportunities to collect 
forms of data that are easily overlooked as external to the research practice, when in 
fact fl eeting experiences in the fi eld may identify important forces on our thinking 
and the thinking of those we are studying. For instance, when I fi rst started 
interviewing, I remember listening to respondents’ replies and not knowing what 
anybody was talking about, but as I didn’t want to appear stupid or as if I hadn’t done 
my research, I would give knowing nods and grunts. Then at some point there were 
few acronyms and names dropped into the conversation that I didn’t recognize – I 
had learnt the language of the organization I was studying and I was pleased to deploy 
it. I had to watch this eagerness to become fl uent in the fi eld’s language, as it stopped 
me from asking certain questions and made me frame things in a manner that aligned 
with rather than illuminated the organization’s way of thinking. This pull of the fi eld 
is easily ignored or written out, but it is a valuable component of the research process 
because it indicates how our relationship to the objects we are studying changes over 
time and under the infl uence of new forces. Thus, whilst it may be true that navigating 
between spaces facilitates the process of distancing ourselves from common-sense 
objects, moving between sites is not all that is required for developing a refl ective 
attitude, as these distances quickly lessen with time spent in the fi eld.
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It is diffi  cult to remain at the limits of the fi eld precisely because the fi eld always 
exerts a force on who we are and what we know through the demands of its 
practice. Even the act of observing a fi eld exerts an eff ect on both the observer and 
the fi eld under observation. I noticed this when I observed a plenary session of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), an annual or bi-annual 
meeting of the panel’s member governments. As I watched the proceedings and 
tapped away at my laptop, those around me increasingly noticed and acknowledged 
my presence. I wouldn’t say it unnerved them, because new faces would have been 
expected. But sitting there, busily typing observations and recording how long each 
delegate spoke was something others became aware of, they looked over my 
shoulder as they walked past and held my gaze long enough for me to realize that 
my presence had been noted. I thereby disrupted the fi eld that I was attempting to 
observe (although this in itself gave me an insight into the behaviour of the delegates). 
And we, as researchers, don’t just have an eff ect on the fi eld; the fi eld exerts a force 
on us even when we are only observing it from the edges, which I also experienced 
during this meeting. I found myself caring about what people at the conference 
thought, taking sides and generally being swept into the pace and rhythm of the 
fi eld. If I were to attend a lot of these meetings it would be easy to become slightly 
lost or at least disorientated by the fi eld, as I became interested and invested along 
with everyone else in that space. And this is when we lose the advantage of alien-
ness, of not knowing what things mean and taking meaning for granted. 

These are forces that continue to have an eff ect even when we leave the fi eld, as 
when I returned from fi eldwork I gave consideration to the opinions and attitudes 
of those I’d interviewed in my writing. In fact, as Lara points out above, it is often 
during the interpretation of fi eldwork that the tensions between our objects of 
study and the disciplinary fi eld’s categories of comprehension become most 
apparent, as both the fi eld of fi eldwork and the academic fi eld through which the 
data is to be represented compete for space in our work. For instance, I found 
myself attempting to appeal to parties I’d interviewed and key fi gures in the academic 
fi eld, which pulled my work in directions that were not necessarily true to the 
experiences I elucidate above. Cultivating and valuing sensitivity to the forces of 
fi eld-thinking is critical to the research ethos we explore in this chapter, as it off ers 
a way to draw our work back from common-sense ways of knowing and representing 
the world, which makes space for diff erent, and dare I say, more critical analyses. 

Lara: Remaining at the limits, maintaining a distant view toward the sites at 
which we are engaged can be hard. It is so easy to become too fi rmly attached to 
the ways of knowing and acting at play at our sites of engagement. I certainly found 
this to be a source of tension in my fi eld research, where I was fully engaged at my 
sites of study – and in a very partisan way. I took sides and was deeply invested in 
the struggles that I was also studying, and this was sometimes a painful process. I 
remember at times – like the day an interviewee turned up with her seven-year-
old grandson who’d been kidnapped by paramilitaries and had his head held 
underwater to stop him crying while his mother was ‘disappeared’, or sitting with 
a friend while she told me about her two teenage sons being shot by the army and 
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dressed up as a guerrilla – wondering if I really gave a damn about all this intellectual 
critique. But if you get too close, you can end up short-sighted. Thought can just 
as easily be restricted from the opposite direction, by appealing to the ‘subaltern’ 
knowledges at play in struggles, as if these provided an authentic view. Yet struggles 
can quickly become bound up within the system they profess to contest – dissent 
is readily domesticated, and what seems to be self-evidently emancipatory can give 
way to further forms of violence (Coleman 2013). Finding a ‘distant view’ from 
which to refl ect upon what seems most obvious may be an urgent task that is often 
neglected in the context of political mobilizations. This is one of the reasons that I 
am wary of discussions of ‘activist scholarship’ – what Routledge describes as trying 
to close the gap ‘between the time of solidarity’ and the ‘time of writing’ (1996: 
402). The focus on fi xing the identity of the engaged intellectual, the activist 
academic can take us right back to writing for a ‘we’ again – this time operating 
from within the conceptual frameworks at play in struggles against oppression. I 
want to underline, though, that being at the limits is not incompatible with being 
fully engaged or immersed at sites of study. However, to maintain a critical 
disposition, it might not be such a bad thing to live with the gaps between solidarity 
and writing, to embrace the discomfort that this engenders, because it makes it 
diffi  cult to take any one matrix of thought for granted.

It is signifi cant here that I was also always slightly on the limits of these sites 
simply because of my own positionality: for example, despite living in Colombia, 
speaking the language and so on, it was still my outsider status (and related racialized 
privilege) that enabled me to be fully involved in protective accompaniment with 
Colombians under threat (see Henderson 2009). In Britain, I was immersed in a 
Latin American solidarity group where particular sorts of (masculine) bodies were 
endowed with authority. Here, I not only ‘didn’t fi t’, in that I had the wrong body 
to be doing intellectual work, but I was also at odds with dominant styles of 
thought (Coleman and Bassi 2011). This might have made it less natural for me to 
be swept fully into the fi eld, and more conscious of the gaps and tensions between 
the diff erent sites of my fi eldwork as well as of the dissonance between the academic 
world and the world of fi eldwork.

However, equally, if not more important, was having to navigate between these 
diff erent worlds. Having to move between and within distinct parameters of 
intelligibility can force the sort of problematizing move we mentioned above: 
when our academic parameters of intelligibility are unravelled by encounters in the 
fi eld and vice versa, then we are pushed to question what it is that we think we 
know, or what it is that we think we ought to know: to interrogate the frames 
within which certain problems appear to be obvious problems to pose.

Hannah: This inhabiting of multiple sites certainly makes it more diffi  cult to 
achieve the same degree and sense of fi t that is refl ected in those around you, and 
it’s this dissonance, as Lara puts it, which can illuminate the forces of the fi eld. This 
sense of not quite being what you are meant to be means the fi eld habitus isn’t fully 
internalized – you do not embody the fi eld, and it is the embodiment of the fi eld 
that enables a forgetting of the fi eld all together. This is the eff ect of achieving a fi t 
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between one’s way of being and doing and the ways that are being refl ected back 
by others occupying the same social space, which is why moving between sites can 
eff ectively unveil the illusion. The space between fi elds and the sense of not fi tting 
force us to call into question our ways of being and knowing and to compare them 
with others, and becoming aware of these forces and attuned to the impact they 
have on our thinking and writing may off er a means for limiting their eff ect, which 
is why we suggest fi eldwork may be an important method for developing a more 
refl exive attitude towards the problematization process. 

For those more immersed in the fi eld of IR and/or bound to the fi eld of study 
and not moving between sites in this way, cultivating this ethos may require more 
active space-making. The practical demands of the fi eld, in particular the need to 
produce recognizable knowledge, are not facilitative of this refl exive process. On 
the contrary, they require us to adopt particular grids of intelligibility that are 
recognizable to a community of scholars, whose practice it is to measure the fi t of 
our contribution, i.e., that we write for a ‘we’. And recognition is not just a practical 
demand of the fi eld; it also translates into a form of capital that enables us to attain, 
retain and advance our position vis-à-vis other scholars in the fi eld. These twin 
imperatives of producing recognizable knowledge and becoming a recognized 
fi gure within the fi eld drive us out into the world to discover new territory that can 
be rendered knowable and brought into the folds of the discipline, and it is for 
identifying these previously uninhabitable terrains scholars gain recognition, yet 
isn’t it worth asking what this actually achieves? Has anything really been discovered 
or has it simply been rendered recognizable to disciplinary specifi c ways of knowing?

I want to challenge what I think I know and, for me, that begins by interrogating 
how I know. It seems precisely at the moment when specifi c disciplinary rules and 
methods have become accepted that the space for learning – or critical thought – is 
at its narrowest. Thus, if we are to break with the ordering practices of disciplinary 
knowledge production, which sets practical limits to how the world is known, by 
whom and through what means, we need to turn our attention to research 
methods, but not necessarily collectively or in a particular institutionalized form. 
That is why in this piece we have laid the stress on our own situation – the 
scholar’s relation to methods and the problematization process. In fact, I don’t 
know any other method for cracking open and scrutinizing commonly accepted 
ways of knowing and representing the world other than by refl ecting on my 
relation to and part in producing and maintaining these. 

Lara: I think it is necessary to add here that neither of us would want to claim 
that this is a straightforward process or a practice that we have somehow managed 
to ‘get right’. Recognition can be very seductive and the feeling of ‘fi tting’ far more 
comfortable than that of being at the limits. I can defi nitely confess to having felt the 
lure of recognition when I started adapting Foucault’s idea of a dispositif of security 
to make sense of some of the ways in which dissent was directed within manageable 
parameters. Although ‘security’ wasn’t a concept central to how I framed my 
problem, and the way that ‘security’ featured in my analysis had very little to do with 
practices of security governance, I noticed that just using the word itself led people 
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to start to refer to me as doing ‘security studies’. Likewise, the mere fact of drawing 
on Foucault made me appear recognizable in a certain way and there were times 
when I started to notice that concepts like ‘biopolitics’ and ‘governmentality’ had 
got a hold on my thinking in a way that wasn’t far from the way that I’ve critiqued 
above – as a sort of general framework that it was comfortable to slip into only to 
have to try and throw it off  again later. So our discussion in this chapter is not 
intended as a set of guidelines of ‘how to do it’ from those ‘in the know’. Rather, it 
is a self-critical account of how we have both grappled with the force of disciplinary 
problematics and tried – not always successfully – to create some distance between 
ourselves, our objects of study and the worlds we inhabit. Neither of us can fully 
claim to be ‘doing it’ because the very work of creating space in this way is by nature 
a work-in-progress, one that implies a persistent problematization of ourselves and 
our own knowledge production. Indeed, to off er up universally applicable guidelines 
of how to adopt a critical ethos would be to defeat the very idea of such an ethos.

Conclusion

The discussion in this chapter has centred around the place and force of disciplinary 
problematics and problematizing within our methodological practice. The fi rst half 
of the chapter identifi es the force that ‘security’ exerts on the disciplinary habitus, 
not only in the construction of the research problematic, but also in how the 
thinking tools and theoretical approaches of thinkers like Bourdieu and Foucault 
are taken up and applied within and by the disciplinary fi eld. The chapter argues 
that rather than enabling an interrogation of the common-sense view, this 
application of so-called ‘critical’ tools eff ectively strengthens disciplinary grids of 
intelligibility. For this reason, in the second half of the chapter, we discussed how, 
rather than incorporating the mechanics of such thinkers we can begin to infuse 
our methodological approach with the spirit and scholarly ethos that Bourdieu and 
Foucault embodied. Here we suggested that fi eldwork, or engagement in multiple 
fi elds may create a reference point from which to illuminate the forces our situation 
exerts. Looking from our situation within various fi elds makes it possible to identify 
some of the diffi  culties of cultivating space between ourselves and the categories of 
thought demanded by our situation in the fi eld – as all fi elds exert a constant force 
on our thinking even when only being observed at the limits. Despite this, Lara’s 
work illustrates how a sense of not fi tting can work to our advantage, enabling us 
to call into question the common sense that a fi t between fi eld and habitus lead us 
to forget. And when this space can’t be created by moving between sites, as Hannah 
indicates, it may be necessary to actively space-make by becoming aware of how 
the practical demands of recognition tempt our practices of knowledge production. 
It is this active constituent of space-making that indicates the diffi  culties of 
developing a critical scholarly attitude, the main objective of which may not be to 
produce work for a critical fi eld, but to incorporate into our methodological 
approach a sensitivity to the fact that we, as scholars, are as much subject and 
product of this world as the objects and subjects we study.
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Notes

1 Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at workshops of the International 
Collaboratory on Critical Methods at the Open University in February 2011, at the 
University of Edinburgh in September 2011 and May 2012, and at the Annual 
Convention of the International Studies Association in San Diego in April 2012. We are 
grateful to Kyle Grayson, Peer Schouten and Nadine Voelkner for helpful and 
challenging comments as discussants at these events. This chapter was also stimulated by 
regular Skype conversations during 2010 and early 2011 with the Situated Knowledge 
Cluster of the ICCM: Christian Bueger, Xavier Guillaume, Jef Huysmans and Manuel 
Mireanu. We would also like to thank Jef and Nadine, alongside Claudia Aradau and 
Andrew Neal, for invaluable critical input into this chapter as convenors of the ICCM. 
Finally, we are grateful to the members of the Collaboratory as a whole for feedback on 
these ideas at the ICCM’s various meetings.

2 This was back in 2005 when the link between climate change and security was less well 
established than it is today. 

3 There is now extensive literature on the notion of environmental security and the 
climate change and security linkage. For an introduction to the concept and its evolution, 
see Barnett (2001); Dalby (2009); Deudney and Matthews (1999). 

4 Bourdieu wrote extensively on refl exivity and the relationship between the scholar and 
object of study. See for example, Bourdieu, Chamboredon and Passeron (1991); 
Bourdieu (1990a and b); Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992); Bourdieu (1993, 2004). He also 
practiced this refl exivity in many areas of his own life by undertaking research in his 
native region of Bearn, the fi eld of academia and numerous self-socioanalyses (Bourdieu 
1962, 1988, 2003, 2004, 2007).

5 Although, the limits of the fi eld may not adhere to the boundaries of the discipline. For 
more on the fi eld concept, see Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992). 

6 For some of the most recent work see special issue of International Political Sociology 
(2011) 5:3, pp. 219–347.

7 For exceptions, see Bueger and Villumsen (2007); Eagleton-Pierce (2009); Leander 
(2002, 2008, 2011); Madsen (2011).

8 For a discussion of the distinctions between Foucault’s ethos of inquiry and a sociology 
of rule see, for example, Rose (1999: 3–4, 19–20).

9 This perspective resonates with more recent work in anthropology which has tended to 
part company from conventional understandings of the ‘fi eld’ (of fi eldwork) as ready-
delimited terrain (be it a bounded community, a clearly-delineated order within a 
certain sort of institution or, to give an example relevant to security studies, the pre-
defi ned fi eld of practices of certain sorts of professionals whose parameters overlap with 
the conceptual parameters of an academic discipline). Instead, the fi eld is approached as 
an ongoing work of conceptual construction created in the process of fi eldwork (e.g., 
Marcus 1995). Moreover, as subsequent contributions in anthropology have noted, the 
myth of the ‘fi eld’ as ‘a site of relationships and experiences set apart from the researcher’s 
personal habitus’ may not refl ect the realities of fi eldwork practice, which may be more 
messily entangled with the researcher’s everyday life (Unnithan-Kumar and de Neve 
2006: 5–6; see also Bourdieu 2003).
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Introduction

In this chapter we discuss the value of genealogy as a critical method to study 
security. A genealogical method would treat security not simply as an object of 
research, but as something embedded in historical struggles over truth, knowledge, 
authority, expertise and power. This is more complicated than it seems. The aim is 
to avoid assuming that we know what security is. This is especially important 
today. We are witnessing the proliferation of knowledges, practices and technologies 
that are somehow associated with security but that also destabilize the analytical 
categories through which we had come to make sense of ‘security’, such as the 
internal and the external, war and peace, the national and the international, law 
enforcement and the military.

One of the most important lessons from Foucault’s genealogical work is the 
fallacy that supposedly knowledgeable subjects (in this case, us) exist fully formed 
prior to encountering their object of analysis (in this case security), which they 
then refl ect upon rationally. A genealogical approach would consider how the 
discourse of security (as a knowledge, discipline, practice) operates as a historical 
formation, constituting both its subjects (its analysts) and object (security ‘itself’). 
We can demonstrate this genealogical observation fairly easily by pointing out that 
security analysts are largely shaped and thus constituted by their adherence to 
disciplinary knowledges and assumptions, and by their claim to know what security 
is. In other words, the study of security always risks naturalizing security as an 
object of study and naturalizing the expert subjects who claim such knowledge (see 
also Chapter 6 in this volume). 

A genealogical method would be more sceptical about its claim to know 
security, and would be refl exive towards the constitutive eff ects of security as a 
discourse. For this purpose, it is important to note that the concept of discourse is 
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not reducible to language or linguistic entities such as signs or signifi ers (Foucault 
1972: 27, 100–109). It also comprises material practices, technological objects and 
bodily procedures. Central to a genealogical analysis of security is an engagement 
with the multiple knowledges and practices that have come to be associated with 
‘security’ and the mechanisms of subjectivation and objectivation that constitute 
knowledgeable subjects and knowable objects in relation to security. This collection 
of things, we suggest, is best understood not through the unitary term ‘security’, 
but rather as a radically heterogeneous assemblage known as a dispositif in 
Foucauldian parlance (Foucault 1980: 194).

In this chapter, we discuss what it means to adopt a genealogical method for 
studying ‘security’ and aspects of it. Conceptually, we distinguish genealogy from 
‘mere history’ and elaborate it in relation to concepts such as archaeology, dispositif, 
and problematization. In addition, we discuss what it means to use these traditional 
Foucauldian notions in a digital age: how does genealogical work change when the 
principles of archival organization seem to be shifting radically? We relate our 
methodological intervention to existing works in security studies, which we 
critique from a genealogical perspective. We begin with a discussion of the 
discipline of international relations (IR) for two reasons: fi rst, because security 
studies has a constitutive heritage in IR; and second, because of the powerful 
insights of earlier genealogical critiques of IR itself. In the boxes that complement 
the argument in the running text, we illustrate our methodological claims through 
refl ections on our separate research on the police practice of ‘kettling’. 

Genealogy and international relations

Within the discipline of international relations (IR), genealogies were fi rst deployed 
to contest the universal presumptions of the epistemic realism that dominated 
international relations theories (Der Derian and Shapiro 1989; Ashley and Walker 
1990; Der Derian 1995). Genealogies drew attention to the historical practices 
through which the State, sovereignty and ‘the international’ were constituted 
(Bartelson 1995), including diplomacy (Der Derian 1987; Constantinou 1996), 
foreign policy (Campbell 1998) and security (Der Derian 1993; Dillon 1996). 
Elsewhere in the social sciences, scholars produced genealogies of liberalism 
(Latham 1997; Dean 1991; Barry, Osborne, and Rose 1996), freedom (Rose 1999) 
and communication (Mattelart 1996). While Foucault was the biggest infl uence on 
this research, productive uses of Nietzsche (Bartelson 1995; Elbe 2001, 2002) and 
Deleuze (Molloy 2006) suggest that more varied approaches may yet be articulated.

This literature formed part of the ‘critical turn’ in IR and opened up the study 
of international relations to new ways of working and thinking. Partly, this entailed 
a genealogy of the discipline itself (Ashley 1987; Walker 1993). The literature did 
not simply ask how IR was created historically (accounts of which already existed). 
Rather, it questioned how IR was a product of its time and how theories of IR and 
their assumptions were expressions of a particular historically situated spatial and 
political imaginary, and not simply ‘explanations’ of world politics (Walker 1993). 
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In genealogical terms, the critical turn posited the historical contingency of IR 
itself. Some traditional accounts of IR had been deliberately ahistorical, such as 
neorealism, but from a genealogical perspective these still had a history and were 
not ‘timeless’. Other accounts, such as that of the English School, off ered a version 
of IR’s historical development, but from a genealogical perspective these were a 
parochial refl ection of their authors’ contingent historical position. For example, 
Hedley Bull thought that the evolution of the historical origins of the European 
state system should be the starting point for the study of international relations, 
neglecting the role of colonialism in the expansion of global European dominance 
(Keene 2002). Similarly, liberal forms of IR relied on uncritical and often 
unacknowledged progressive philosophies of history, which the genealogical 
perspective put back in their historical place. In short, genealogical approaches to 
IR questioned the timelessness of ahistorical accounts and the contingent 
parochialism of historical accounts.

IR had always claimed privileged knowledge of security, being primarily state 
security. However, IR came with a lot of baggage. Critical IR scholars drew on 
French theorists (Foucault, Deleuze, Derrida, Lyotard, Baudrillard, Virilio and so 
on) to re-read IR’s founding texts in political theory (e.g., Machiavelli, Hobbes, 
Kant) in order to critique its basis of knowledge (epistemology) and its units and 
structures of analysis (ontology) (Ashley 1995; Connolly 1988; Walker 1993). 
They argued against the possibility of axiological neutrality, and for interpretivism 
and refl exivity. They stressed the role of ideas, language, discourses and technology 
in international politics. Urging epistemological and ontological pluralism, they 
favoured multiplicity, diff erence and heterogeneity over unity, identity and 
homogeneity. This marked a rupture with behaviourism, rational choice/game 
theory and quantitative methods. To achieve this, critical IR scholars imported 
intellectual resources from elsewhere, such as poststructuralist philosophy, but also 
feminism (Shepherd 2008) and postcolonial studies (Anghie 2007; Hobson 2004; 
Jabri 2012). Feminist scholars pointed out gendered confi gurations of the political 
and onto-epistemological assumptions of IR, (Enloe 1990; Sylvester 1994; Tickner 
1988). Postcolonial scholars challenged unitary western accounts of the international 
order (Chatterjee, Bhabha, Doty). In so doing, they have been a rich source of 
counter-narratives in and against IR. All this was a way of demonstrating the 
contingent and contested nature of IR.

These critical interventions opened a disciplinary space for a new generation 
of scholars. They did not close down IR, rather through their genealogical 
critique they opened it up for more diverse forms of theoretical and empirical 
scholarship that were not bound by the strictures of orthodoxy. If any one thing 
unites the work that has followed the critical turn, it is a refl exive scepticism 
towards the disciplinary eff ects of IR itself. However, being itself historically 
contingent, the critical turn responded to the disciplinary problems of its time, 
and downplayed questions of method. Now that there is an established space for 
critical research, issues of method have become more pressing because critical 
security scholars are increasingly conducting empirical work rather than purely 
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theoretical critique. To understand how research in IR could proceed from a 
genealogical critique of IR we need to revisit genealogy, its meaning, its literature, 
and its implications. Once we have done this, we can consider what genealogy 
means for the contemporary study of security.

Revisiting genealog y

Genealogy vs. (mere) history

An important starting point for genealogy is Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), who 
criticized modern historical methodology in his Untimely Meditations (Nietzsche 
1997). In the essay ‘The Uses and Abuses of History’, Nietzsche diagnosed a 
‘historical malady’ affl  icting late nineteenth-century Europe. He attributed this 
malady to the eff orts of modern history to model itself on science (Nietzsche 1997: 
77). By adopting scientifi c values such as neutrality and indiff erence, modern 
history had become obsessed with establishing objective representations of past 
events and epochs. This required the historian to evaluate history from a vantage 
point somehow outside time. Objectivity, Nietzsche argued, presented an 
impossible ‘ideal’ that only served to hide the prejudices and presumptions of the 
historian. Claims to neutrality only served to naturalize the values and presumptions 
of the present, stifl ing the potential for criticism, creativity and change.

Nietzsche’s critique is rooted in the temporal character of human beings. History 
is not simply something ‘passed’. It is entangled with contemporary forms of life 
insofar as memory informs decisions in the present. History serves life. While 
history was important, a preoccupation that documented history for its own sake 
was not simply a bizarre prioritization, but a development that stifl ed innovation 
and depleted the vitality of life and culture in the present. An ‘excessive concern’ 
with the past was eroding the capacity of individuals and nations to live life creatively 
in the present. Nietzsche fashioned genealogy as the antidote to this European 
historical malady. Genealogy asserted that ‘history must itself resolve the problem of 
history, knowledge must turn its sting against itself’ (Nietzsche 1997: 102–103). 
Genealogy turns to history not to construct representations, but to disrupt and 
undermine them. The temporal orientation of genealogy is thus described by 
Nietzsche as untimely: ‘acting counter to our time and thereby acting on our time 
and, let us hope, for the benefi t of a time to come’ (Nietzsche 1997: 60).

Genealogy fi rst appears in Nietzsche’s The Genealogy of Morals (Nietzsche 1887). 
This sought to make evident the social and historical conditions that gave rise to 
the modern system of Western morality. Moral values are neither timeless nor 
universal. Rather, they have a history: they have evolved through time. As such, 
moral values cannot be located in some transcendent realm. They are produced 
through social interactions over time. More specifi cally, morals are forged through 
the unfolding of historical contests that play out within contexts defi ned by 
particular distributions of power. Of course, this conclusion was far from a simple 
statement of fact. If moral values evolved over time, then they were capable of 
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transformation in the future. At this point, the critical impact of the genealogical 
enterprise comes to light: its purpose is to undermine naturalized assumptions, 
reveal the contingent power relations behind them, and thus make new forms of 
freedom, change and creativity possible. In Nietzsche, genealogy acts as the blunt 
instrument through which conditions are fostered for the cultivation of ‘higher 
values’ and new forms of life (i.e., the ‘Übermensch’ or ‘overman’).

Morals are as historically contingent as any species of plant or animal.1 
‘Contingent’ here does not mean random. Species are contingent because there is 
no inherent meaning guiding their evolution. Instead, their development is 
dependent upon contests and struggles marked by diff erential power relations 
between those who are more or less ‘fi t’. In the same way, neither humans nor 
their morals represent a prescribed outcome of the ‘progress’ of history. For the 
genealogist, history is not marked by the march of reason. This makes a radical 
break with forms of ‘historicist’ philosophy that tie together the unfolding of 
history and the unfolding of thought. Following Paul Veyne, we might think of 
history like the movements of a kaleidoscope (Veyne 1997: 167). Instead of linear 
progress or transcendental laws, the ‘motor’ of history is rooted in immanent forms 
of struggle, power and adaptation that result in contingent developments. Like 
Nietzsche, Foucault rejected the humanism central to most forms of Western 
reason: ‘What is that fear which makes you seek beyond all boundaries, ruptures, 
shifts and divisions, the great historico-transcendental destiny of the Occident?’ 
(Foucault 1972: 209).

In dismissing the existence of laws governing the march of history, the genealogist 
works on a historical fi eld composed of battles too numerous to fully account. This 
complexity undermines the causality assumed in a universal conception of time, in 
which a linear path can be established between ‘what happened’ and ‘what is 
happening’. In genealogy, innumerable quotidian struggles are as important as 
grand battles. Against the method of universal and teleological history, genealogy 
considers the historical fi eld as too complex to fully represent. As such, genealogy 
does not aspire to representation but to a problematization of historical 
representation. Genealogy emphasizes relations of power and their constitutive role 
in the formation of discourses. Its aim is a ‘history of the present’ that analyses the 
lines of descent of contemporary perceived problems. It reveals the contingency of 
contemporary ideas, practices and values – otherwise taken as ‘obvious’ or ‘natural’ 
– by drawing attention to their gradual emergence. In so doing it does not ‘search 
for origins’ but considers that processes of historical emergence are multiple, and 
that the event of emergence is a distributed one. Genealogy should not be the 
writing of histories that validate and explain a present understanding or state of 
aff airs as logical and natural, but rather a critical intervention that unsettles such 
histories. As we discuss below in the section entitled ‘Genealogy and the study of 
security (studies)’, there is a diff erence between a history of security studies that 
validates the present state of the discipline and a genealogy that exposes the power 
relations and stakes involved in constituting ‘security’ as an object of knowledge to 
be studied by authoritative, knowledgeable subjects. History is contingent because 
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it unfolds through interpretative rivalries, circumstance, and to an extent, chance. 
Genealogy, on the other hand, ‘records the history of interpretations’ and emphasizes 
how discursive rules are appropriated and used (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982: 108). 
In this sense, genealogy is not proper history but a contest over history and an 
examination of contests over history. Genealogy has to ‘identify the accidents, the 
minute deviations – or conversely the complete reversals – the errors, the false 
appraisals, and the faulty calculations that gave birth to those things that continue 
to exist and have value for us’ (Foucault 1984b: 81). It must become ‘able to 
recognize the events of history, its jolts, its surprises, its unsteady victories and 
unpalatable defeats’ (Foucault 1984b: 80). Genealogists work at systematically 
documenting the historical emergence and descent of those things that, ‘we tend to 
feel (Barad) without history’ (Foucault 1984b: 76). ‘It will seek out discontinuities 
where others found continuous development…fi nd recurrences and play where 
others found progress and seriousness’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982: 106). After 
Nietzsche’s ‘wirkliche Historie’, Foucault also called this genealogical practice an 
‘eff ective history’ (Foucault 1984b: 87–88; Dean 1994). By ‘introducing 
discontinuities into our very being’ (Foucault 1984b: 88), this ‘eff ective history’ 
calls into question the received narratives and associated lessons learned from history 
to reveal the contingency of the present. It shows that things did not have to be this 
way and that they could be otherwise. Genealogy aims to open up the fi eld of 
action in the present. It critically destabilizes the given order and questions its 
conditions of acceptability. For example, in undermining the naturalized claim that 
IR was the ‘scientifi c’ study of the state system, feminist IR scholars exposed the 
gendered assumptions of international thought, delegitimizing its claims to 
authoritative knowledge and helping to put gender issues on the international 
agenda, such as United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 on women, 
peace and security (see Pratt and Richter-Devroe 2011 for a critical reading). 

Archaeology vs genealogy?

Genealogy depends on other concepts that Foucault developed. Its relationship 
with these other concepts is important for understanding its signifi cance and 
operation as a method. In subsequent sections we will discuss concepts such as 
problematization and dispositif, but fi rst we need explore the relationship between 
genealogy and archaeology. Archaeology is the most discursive aspect of Foucault’s 
methodological work. It is a study of knowledge using a particular mode of 
discourse analysis that Foucault articulated most explicitly in The Archaeology of 
Knowledge (1969). It is the study of how knowledge has developed over time. Like 
genealogy, it posits the historical contingency of truths and the entanglements of 
power and knowledge. However, it does so by making explicit the epistemic 
regimes of intelligibility and the immanent rules of discursive formation that govern 
specifi c fi elds of knowledge. Archaeology has infl uenced the development of 
discourse analysis in IR and the social sciences generally (e.g., Hansen 2006; 
Howarth, Norval, and Stavrakakis 2000; Shapiro 1990; Wodak 2009). Archaeology 
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and genealogy do not represent opposing methodologies, stages or periods in 
Foucault’s work, but diff erences of emphasis. However, the distinction between 
them is important. The reasons why Foucault moved away from archaeology 
demonstrate what is at stake in the genealogical method. 

Faced with widespread criticism that accompanied the publication of The Order 
of Things in 1966 and The Archaeology of Knowledge in 1969, Foucault realized that 
he could not justify a detached archaeological position from which to analyse the 
rules of discourse (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982: 103). Rather, the analyst is always 
already enmeshed in historical power relations and thus can only operate from 
within them. Genealogy can be understood as a response to this challenge posed to 
the archaeological method. It embraces this immanence by making power relations 
central to its method. This is signifi cant because while we must appreciate how 
genealogy is related to forms of discourse analysis, it can never be a detached ‘social 
scientifi c’ method as some of those analyses have become. Genealogy is always 
immanent to struggles and self-consciously political.

Against those who, like Dreyfus and Rabinow, overplay the diff erence between 
archaeology and genealogy we consider that there is a diff erence between the two 
methods, but not a strict separation. The aims of genealogy were already at play in 
Foucault’s early (archaeological) propositions (Potte-Bonneville 2004). This can be 
seen in The Birth of the Clinic, published in 1963: the book traces the historical 
formation of a particular form of medical vision linked to a bodily redistribution of 
symptoms of illness and the emergence of the institutional space of the clinic 
(Foucault 1994). Similarly, archaeology continues into genealogy, as Foucault 
himself suggested at the beginning of Society Must be Defended (Foucault 2003). 
Therefore, a methodological account of genealogy requires a solid understanding 
of archaeology.

Foucault’s archaeological method ventured that knowledge was governed by 
‘historical a prioris’. These historical a prioris comprise systems of rules which 
Foucault termed the ‘archive’. For Foucault, the archive has a more specifi c 
meaning than a collection of historical documents. The archive is not simply data. 
For Foucault, ‘[t]he archive is the law of what can be said, the system that governs 
the appearance of statements (énoncés) as unique events’ (Foucault 1972). In other 
words, the archive governs discourse. It determines how statements (énoncés) 
make sense, which have authority, and which come to be authorized as ‘true’ 
within a given historical setting. To draw an analogy, we might say that the archive 
governs discourse as grammar governs a sentence. When we speak, we do not 
consciously recognize that our speech is governed by a system of rules called 
‘grammar’. Yet, we may speak very well and still nonetheless fi nd it diffi  cult to 
describe these rules and how they work. However, the fact that these rules are in 
no way ‘natural’ becomes evident when one studies a foreign language or if one 
reads Shakespeare. Grammatical rules shift over time and across language systems. 
They are contingent. Likewise the ‘rules’ which comprise the archive shift over 
time. As such, they form historical a prioris. These systems of rules are neither 
obvious nor easy to articulate.
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Studying these historical rules is diff erent from studying the meaning of 
particular concepts (as in semantics or Reinhardt Koselleck’s Begriff sgeschichte), the 
internal rules of language (as in linguistics) or systems of signs (as in semiotics). For 
example, an archaeological understanding of Darwin is not a critique of his 
arguments (Foucault 2002a: 143). Neither is it a study of the ‘grammar’ of his 
scientifi c propositions, nor the logical structure of his arguments. Neither is it an 
analysis of some kind of teleological process of scientifi c progress in a linear 
succession of ideas traced between subsequent authors (Foucault 2002a: 144). 
Rather, it is a historical analysis of the complex discursive space that links diff erent 
authors, and not necessarily with their awareness:

so many authors who know or do not know one another, criticise one 
another, invalidate one another, pillage one another, meet without knowing 
it and obstinately intersect their unique discourse in a web of which they are 
not the masters, of which they cannot see the whole, and of whose breadth 
they have a very inadequate idea. 

(Foucault 2002a: 143)

Archaeology is a method which tries to make this ‘system of rules’, the archive, 
explicit. It aims to show how the rules which govern what can and cannot be said 
at any historical moment have changed over time. As a system that is historically 
specifi c and never universal, the archive provides a way of understanding the 
emergence of regimes of knowledge in specifi c contexts. The historical emphasis 
means understanding the conditions of possibility under which regimes of 
knowledge appeared, and not simply their content or logic. These ‘rules’ are 
diverse and local and cannot be reduced to a single set, system or structure. They 
only multiply the more one looks: ‘Far from being that which unifi es everything 
that has been said in the great confused murmur of a discourse…[the archive] is 
that which diff erentiates discourses in their multiple existence and specifi es them in 
their own duration’ (Foucault 1972: 129).

Let us now translate this into method. Never assuming an essential truth or 
origin to a concept such as madness (Foucault 1988b) or sovereignty (Foucault 
2003, 2007), Foucault approached his object of study epiphenomenally. Rather than 
taking their existence as a given, he tried to make sense of them as problems whose 
evolution can be traced through the mass of historical documents and statements 
that appear around them. Although we may never uncover the ‘truth’ of madness 
or security through historical enquiry, we may come to see how their ‘truth’ came 
to be understood historically, at diff erent times and in diff erent places. Archaeology 
works to unearth historically contingent truths through their archival traces.

From this archaeological work, genealogy is employed as a tactic to bring 
historical research into play against existing ‘regimes of truth’. It shows how power 
relations infl uence the development of the archive, and the role of knowledge in 
orienting, conditioning and legitimating the exercise of power. Genealogy depends 
on the work done by archaeology, but does not stop with a detached analysis of the 
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historical emergence of discursive formations. It goes further by questioning the 
role of power in constituting not only discursive formations, but also subject 
positions (e.g., the ‘scientist’, the ‘economist’), authorities (e.g., scientifi c and 
economic institutions), modes of being (e.g., new types of corporeal shaping of 
soldiers or workers), social changes (e.g., reorganizations of urban architecture and 
governmental technologies) and political struggles (e.g., the protagonists, winners 
and losers), such as the ‘Third Estate’ winning over the French aristocracy as 
Foucault describes in his lectures series ‘Society Must be Defended’ (Foucault 
2002b; Neal 2004). With its emphasis on power, genealogy is more explicitly 
political than archaeology.

Together, archaeology and genealogy ‘write against truth’ (Dean 2003). By 
investigating the ‘regimes of truth’ that are in play in a particular episode, the 
method is to unveil the way ‘truths’ are naturalized and imposed. The method is to 
question the complex mechanisms by which a ‘particular truth’ becomes ‘the truth’. 
This is refl ected in Foucault’s interest in problems rather than solutions. The aim 
of making a history of ‘problems’ is to understand how a given object (e.g., madness 
or security) is constituted as a problematic object under particular circumstances. 
This is why genealogy can be understood as an ‘art of problematizations’, as we will 
explore in the next section.

With all this in mind, the lesson is that genealogical method depends on the 
patient historical work of archaeology, but it can never be a neutral historical 
analysis. Its historical accuracy remains open to challenge, but accuracy is not the 
main purpose of genealogy (Biebricher 2008: 370). Its aim is not to make its 
own claim to power-free historical truth, but to expose the role of power 
struggles in constituting that truth. Genealogy is the immanent, historical and 
critical exploration of power relations and their constitutive eff ects. It exposes 
the historical contingency, struggles, victors and vanquished inherent in regimes 
of truth, thus challenging received historical wisdom. In this sense, the method 
of genealogy is not to write ‘history’ but rather to intervene in history from 
within history.

THE EMERGENCE OF KETTLING

‘Kettling’ is an unoffi cial label for a controversial police tactic that has been 
deployed with increased frequency as a means of preventing the disorder and 
violence that have accompanied some public demonstrations. The aim of 
kettling is to encircle protesters and contain them in a tight cordon (the 
‘kettle’) from which they are prevented from leaving for several hours. It 
received considerable media attention in the UK when it was used to police 
student protests in London in the winter of 2010–11.

Kettling appeared to us to be a good topic for genealogical analysis for two 
reasons. First, it appealed to our interest in technologies of power because it 
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represented a governmental technology of police. Second, it was clear that 
kettling had a history in specifi c struggles. It was a site of political contestation: 
over its legal status, human rights concerns, its ‘proportionate’ deployment, 
and even over the meaning and origin of the term itself. We could trace the 
emergence of this technique in relation to the challenges to policing posed by 
new forms of protest that were more mobile and disruptive, and more recently 
enabled by new communication technologies. This problem was evident in, 
for example, the 1990 UK Poll Tax riots and the 2001 WTO protests in Seattle. 
We could also see that the controversy over kettling itself had a history, 
emerging in response to the use of kettling in the 2001 May Day demonstrations 
in London.

Most signifi cantly, what drew our attention to kettling was a recognition 
of its historical singularity (kettling as an ‘event’). In fact, the term ‘kettling’ 
itself is highly contested, refl ecting the contemporary problematization of 
this technique. As our research showed, the relatively recent uptake of this 
term was politically constituted in the struggle over the legitimacy of the 
police practice. For example, under parliamentary questioning, the British 
police disavowed the term ‘kettling’ in favour of ‘containment’. As a practice, 
however termed, kettling caught our attention insofar as it deviated from 
the strategic logic historically deployed in the management of crowds, but 
was also a novel transformation of existing police tactics. In contrast to 
traditional police practices of crowd dispersal (such as the use of water 
cannons, baton charges, cavalry charges, tear gas or the police formation of 
the ‘fl ying wedge’), kettling operated through a logic of containment. And 
although the police have used various forms of containment as a tactic for 
many years, keeping a crowd contained for many hours rather than for 
short-term tactical reasons seemed to be something different. Kettling was 
not simply a historically divergent practice – one that emerged at a specifi c 
point in time to address a particular problem – but suggested a new logic of 
policing crowds.

Our genealogical research sought to trace the conditions under which the 
historical emergence of kettling was made possible. It was not simply a history 
of kettling, even if some empirical historical work was necessary to understand 
the historical and political signifi cance of the practice beyond the immediate 
controversy. Rather, it was an analysis of the power struggles and interpretive 
rivalries through which ‘kettling’ emerged as a problematization. Our 
questions were: what is the governmental rationality supporting the tactic of 
kettling? How does it differ from previous governmental rationalities? How 
and when did this practice emerge? What is its descent? What is the 
problematic it seeks to address? How does this relate to the way in which 
security, public order and the crowd are understood? On what conditions is 
kettling itself being problematized?
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The elements of a genealog y

Problematization

Our example of kettling shows how genealogy does not focus on discrete research 
objects but rather on the power relations and struggles surrounding them. Again, 
the premise is that there is no neutral analytical standpoint from which to conduct 
analysis, and that the researcher and research object are always already enmeshed in 
historical power relations and interpretive rivalries. This section explores the 
concept of ‘problematization’ in order to clarify the relationship between genealogy 
and its sites of intervention. 

Foucault developed the concept of problematization relatively late in his work. 
The term appears in the introduction to the second volume of his history of 
sexuality (Foucault 1985b: 11), but also in some of his interviews (Foucault 1983, 
1984a, 1997) and lecture courses (Foucault 1985a) from the early 1980s. Despite 
this late and somehow peripheral appearance, ‘problematization’ is important for at 
least two reasons. First, Foucault uses it to clarify the methodological premises of 
his work on the ‘politics of truth’ (Foucault and Lotringer 2007; Gros 2002). 
Simply put, the concept provides an answer to questions of what is being analysed 
and how the objects of analysis are being looked at. Second, the term has 
implications for the critical capacities of the genealogical enterprise. It indicates 
that no scholar stands isolated from their object of study, but is involved in ongoing 
processes of re-problematization.

Problematizations are historical incidents that animate genealogical analysis. 
According to Foucault (1985a: 65), one has to inquire ‘how...certain things...
became a problem’. How, for example, have certain forms of behaviour been 
problematized as madness or crime? In what way, and with what consequences? 
Analogous to these Foucauldian cases, Nikolas Rose has linked the proliferation of 
advanced liberal modes of governance to a problematization of ‘the social’ as the 
historical referent of liberal governance (Rose 1996). By rendering a particular form 
of ‘the social’ problematic, the statement intervenes in a political debate on solidarity, 
freedom and responsibilities in order to promote new policies for forging diff erent 
kinds of social organization. Designating particular phenomena as problems, in 
other words, is always a crucial step in turning them into governable entities. 
Genealogical analysis focuses on such decisive moments when forms of behaviours, 
entities or phenomena that for a long time appeared to be self-evident suddenly 
become problematic. Such moments mark dynamic thresholds at which new entities 
(such as madness or delinquency in the eighteenth century) and new political 
technologies (such as neo-liberal policies of individual responsibilization in the late 
twentieth century) emerge. The genealogist traces such moments of appearance and 
disappearance together with the re-confi guration of power relations that accompanies 
them. For example, recent genealogical work in security studies has focused on how 
resilience has emerged as a response to the problematization of security brought on 
by the radical contingency of contemporary threat (Walker and Cooper 2011).
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By focusing on historical events of problematization, Foucault also sought to 
resolve a particular misunderstanding that had haunted the reception of his work 
since he once provocatively declared that ‘madness does not exist’:

For when I say that I am studying the ‘problematization’ of madness, crime 
or sexuality, it is not a way of denying the reality of such phenomena. On 
the contrary, I have tried to show that it was precisely some real existent in 
the world which was the target of social regulation at a given moment. [...]
For I think there is a relation between the thing which is problematized and 
the process of problematization. 

(Foucault and Pearson 2001: 171) 

However, Foucault’s insistence on the reality of phenomena should not be mistaken 
for a return to a brute ‘realism’ that posits the existence of self-evident facts: 

A problematization does not mean the representation of a pre-existing object, 
nor the creation through discourse of an object that does not exist. It is the set 
of discursive and non-discursive practices that makes something enter into the 
play of true and false, and constitutes it as an object of thought (whether under 
the form of moral refl ection, scientifi c knowledge, political analysis etc.).

(Foucault 1988a: 257)

Problematizations intervene into that which is taken for granted. They are 
productive by inserting objects into a ‘politics of truth’, thereby formatting objects 
in a particular way. Delinquency, in this respect, does not ‘exist’ independently, 
but is brought into ‘existence’ by problematizations of behaviours in terms of 
crime. It enters the play of true and false through correctional schemes and 
criminological theories, panoptical laboratories and reformist discourses. 

In this sense, problematizations are related to sets of practices, ‘through which 
being off ers itself to be, necessarily, thought’ (Foucault 1985b: 11). Acts of 
problematization put into question the unrefl ected practices and related rationalities 
through which we orient ourselves in the world. They open up a space for thought 
in which a practice can be modifi ed or replaced:

Thought is that which permits a certain distance from a manner of acting or 
reacting, that which makes it possible to make that manner of acting into an 
object of refl ection and to make it available for analysis of its meanings, its 
conditions and its goals. Thinking is the freedom one has in relation to what 
one does, the movement through which one detaches oneself as an object 
and refl ects on all this as a problem. 

(Foucault quoted in Rabinow 2003: 46–47)

A historical problematization is a particular kind of event: an event that brings an 
object, a concept or a practice to thought. This is why genealogy does not 



Genealogy 171

transcend the problematizations it analyses, but confronts them immanently. 
Tracing the historical thresholds at which phenomena become problematic and 
are articulated as part of reconfi gured relations of force is itself an act of 
problematization (Castel 1994: 237–252). Problematization therefore designates 
both the critical mode of activity of the genealogist and its object of study. Both 
aspects feed into each other: unearthing the transformations of power that take 
place when certain behaviours, phenomena or objects are being rendered 
problematic is a way of rendering these transformations problematic. For example, 
genealogical work on resilience in security studies is simultaneously an analysis of 
the problematization of security that traces the historical emergence of the concept 
of resilience in governmental rationales and practices, and a further problematization 
of resilience as a security strategy, that emphasizes its political implications and 
attendant power struggles. 

In this sense, genealogy constitutes a refl exive art of problematization. As a 
critical enterprise, it starts with questions of our present, and operates on the past 
in order to trace out the hidden struggles that contributed to the present, thereby 
denaturalizing the taken-for-granted system that works as a regime of truth. This 
art of problematization is critical because it aims to open up the range of possibilities 
for thinking and acting, and thus is associated with freedom. As Thomas Biebricher 
argues, this freedom is not necessarily emancipatory in the traditional sense of 
‘liberation from power, oppression or exploitation in general’ (Biebricher 2008: 
368), but it does allow for a reconsideration of one’s world and one’s place within 
it. This is the critical politics involved in genealogical research.

PROBLEMATIZING KETTLING

The notion of problematization, outlined above, has informed our genealogical 
analysis in three important ways. First, it was the current problematization of 
kettling within political discourses that drew our attention and encouraged us 
to choose it as a case study. Clearly, the practice of kettling did not emerge 
from nowhere. It has been developed and deployed for some time. Nor was 
this the fi rst time ‘kettling’ had met with criticism or resistance. However, for 
many reasons (which we were curious to investigate) the use of the ‘kettle’ 
during the 2010–11 UK student protests generated a heated debate regarding 
its legitimacy in policing public protests. We could say the process of 
problematization raised ‘kettling’ to the level of public awareness by rendering 
it as a site of contestation and struggle between politicians, activists, experts, 
commentators and police. This was our point of departure. We were interested 
in how kettling became a problem.

Second, problematizations acted as referents within our genealogical 
analysis. Our genealogy was oriented towards historical problematizations as 
events. Methodologically, it sought fi rst to identify a series of problematization 
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events in relation to which ‘kettling’ emerged as a solution. Our aim was not 
to be exhaustive (an impossible task) but to isolate a few of the major events 
impacting the development of kettling as a practice, such as the UK Poll Tax 
riots in 1990 and the May Day riots of 1999 and 2000. Analysis would then 
seek to make explicit the particular character of these problematizations. What 
was at stake? Who was involved? What responses were advocated? What 
resources (intellectual, material, or otherwise) did they draw upon? In asking 
these questions, we investigated how contests over problems and their 
possible solutions played out historically. How did problems identifi ed in one 
episode of protest lead to the development and deployment of new police 
tactics in future events? Genealogy works with historical raw material to create 
a partial map of this emergence, such as government documents, news items, 
and contemporaneous commentaries. The emergence of kettling could then 
be situated in relation to these events and the power relations that played out 
through them.

Finally, as genealogists, we recognized the political stakes involved with 
studying kettling at this time. We were not content to investigate these 
questions in a detached manner, but were looking to carry on this momentum. 
We wanted to intervene in this debate and contribute to the contestation of 
this practice. Remember, to conduct genealogical work is to intervene. As 
such, problematization was not simply our starting point but our objective. We 
sought to augment the processes of problematization that preceded our own 
work by performing genealogical work on kettling. This meant exposing the 
power struggles that took place not only on the streets in sites of kettling 
themselves, but in the historical emergence of the practice. 

Dispositifs and strategy

With genealogy taking shape as a decidedly interventionist and political 
perspective on history, the notion of strategy takes a new dimension in 
Foucault’s work. Strategy is a central aspect of a concept, the dispositif, he forged 
in the second half of the 1970s. Both Deleuze (1992) and Agamben (2009) note 
that the concept of ‘dispositif’ – which has somewhat confusingly been translated 
into English as apparatus, deployment, dispositive and ‘set up’ – (Bussolini 
2010; Veyne 2010) appears at a particular point in Foucault’s thought where he 
placed greater emphasis on the materiality and relationality of power/knowledge 
(see also Paltrinieri 2012: 236–244; Rabinow 2003: 49–55; and Chapter 3 in 
this volume).

In an interview subsequently published under the title ‘Confessions of the Flesh’ 
(Foucault 1980) Foucault was asked to elaborate on this concept. The dispositif, 
Foucault explains, is a ‘formation which has as its major function at a given 
historical moment that of responding to an urgent need’ (Foucault 1980: 195, 
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emphasis in original). This formation is constituted by a heterogeneous assemblage 
of elements: ‘discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, 
laws, administrative measures, scientifi c statements, philosophical, moral and 
philanthropic propositions – in short, the said as much as the unsaid’ (Foucault 
1980). The dispositif, Foucault clarifi es, is more specifi cally ‘the system of relations 
(réseau) one can establish between [these] heterogeneous elements’ (Foucault 
1980). The dispositif is not the individual elements themselves but the particular 
arrangement or confi guration of relations that exists between them. They cohere 
around the ‘urgent needs’ entailed by problematizations. For example, as we show 
in the next box, the ‘kettle’ itself is one element in a dispositif of crowd control or 
security that includes the police, historical knowledges of past demonstrations, 
architectures, laws, and communication technologies.

As responses to an ‘urgent need’, dispositifs are formed through the adoption, 
adaptation and bundling together of existing knowledges, practices and technologies. 
In short, the ‘coupling of a set of practices and a regime of truth form an apparatus 
(dispositif) of knowledge-power’ (Foucault 2008: 19). Because they are composed 
in a spirit of bricolage – the assemblage of a myriad of existing ‘tools’ designed to 
address diff erent, often unrelated, problems – it becomes impossible to defi ne an 
ideal origin for any dispositif. A dispositif is not a coherent episteme or paradigm 
built around clear principles or concepts; what defi nes a dispositif is not intellectual 
coherence but a strategic coherence – without relying on the foundational subject 
of a strategist, of course. For example, the dispositif of surveillance problematized by 
revelations about the NSA, GCHQ, the Prism programme, and associations with 
other communications companies and social networking technologies does not 
have its sole origins in 9/11, but it has certainly been driven by a perceived ‘strategic 
need’ prompted by the hyper-problematization of security after 9/11. However, 
we cannot attribute the dispositif of surveillance solely to ‘strategists’, such as 
particular US presidents or heads of security agencies. This dispositif coheres around 
a strategic need that has grown with contingent and organic complexity. A 
genealogy of surveillance would need to reassemble the disparate and relational 
elements of this surveillance dispositif through the genealogical dimensions of 
history and power. 

It is especially in its strategic orientation that the dispositif can help us to 
understand and analyse power as a distributed and mobile network of force 
relations: ‘The function of strategic logic is to establish the possible connections 
between disparate terms which remain disparate. The logic of strategy is the logic 
of connections between the heterogeneous and not the logic of the 
homogenization of the contradictory’ (Foucault 2008). Foucault explains that 
the dispositif is: ‘essentially of a strategic nature, which means assuming that it is a 
matter of a certain manipulation of relations of forces, either developing them in 
a particular direction, blocking them, stabilising them, utilising them, etc.’ 
(Foucault 1980). Dispositifs involve material forms that institute strategic relations 
of force and epistemic relations of knowledge. As such, Agamben sums up a 
dispositif as, ‘a set of strategies of the relations of forces supporting, and supported 
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by, certain types of knowledge’ (Agamben 2009). With Foucault, dispositifs are 
the techno-material articulation of discursive regimes of intelligibility. For 
example, ‘security’ is both a discursive idea and a concrete architecture. Thus, 
dispositifs crisscross the division between ideational meaning and substantial 
matter (Barad 2007: 132; see also Chapter 3 in this volume). They are material 
infrastructures for power/knowledge. They orient relations of force and relations 
of knowledge in space and over time. The consolidation of practices into 
dispositifs is thus dependent upon a strategy of ‘relaying, connecting, converging 
and prolonging’ (Deleuze 1988).

On the one hand, the dispositif functions as a confi guration bearing upon forces 
to direct or conduct them. On the other hand, it provides a conceptual apparatus 
for the genealogist to analyse this evolving contest. In that sense, as a methodological 
device for reassembling diverse elements, the dispositif is what ‘operationalizes’ the 
method (Bonditti 2012). The genealogist isolates the intelligibility of a practice 
together with its ‘strategies of relations of forces supporting types of knowledge and 
inversely’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982: 121). He does so not by trying to uncover 
some kind of hidden motive (e.g., of a strategist), but by making explicit the 
multiple constitutive lines of evolution that have actualized the dispositif as a 
contingent assemblage (Deleuze 1992).

For the genealogist, the value of thinking of some things, such as sexuality or 
security, in terms of a dispositif helps sustain a genealogical perspective by looking 
at them as deprived of fi xed essence and as having been cobbled together 
historically. Isolating a dispositif within diff erent historical frames reveals a diff erent 
composition of elements and forces aligned to a diff erent purpose. For example, 
the articulation of ‘security’ or ‘sexuality’ mutates over time through the historical 
play of forces. In this respect, Deleuze’s interpretation of the dispositif helps clarify 
the relationship between the dispositif and the archive that, strangely, Foucault’s 
never did: ‘Dispositifs form our environment. We belong to them, and act in them’ 
(Deleuze 1992: 162). It thereby enables us to diagnose who we are, through the 
excavation of the archive, while also being attentive to what is in the making. For 
example, genealogical research on the surveillance dispositif is not only about the 
disparate material and discursive architecture of security technologies, but also 
what it means to be an individual in the present. It means questioning the nature 
of privacy, freedom, association and expression in an age when our personal and 
social lives are increasingly embedded in networked technologies that turn out to 
be not at all ‘secure’.

Not only does the question of the strategic nature of the dispositif matter, but 
also important is how to exploit the potentials immanent to them. Dispostifs are 
not fi xed and rigid regimes of domination that require revolutionary subversion. 
They are immanent networks that shape the subject and contain the potential for 
resistance. As we will see in the next box, dispositifs do not emerge out of 
nowhere, but are produced in the strategic to-and-fro of forces attempting to 
out-do each other through new innovations in their practice, such as protestors 
and the police.
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KETTLING AND SECURITY DISPOSITIF

As part of our work we studied kettling as a technique of police. Recognizing 
the historical singularity of the kettle, particularly the logic of containment it 
enacted, we became interested in studying kettling as a means of investigating 
contemporary transformations within a wider security dispositif (Foucault). 
With regard to its strategic aspect, it is important to recognize that this 
technique co-exists and is most often exercised simultaneously with other 
policing techniques including surveillance, police escorts and designated 
protest routes. Accordingly, strategy – understood as an ‘art of combinations’ 
– was an important concept in both orienting and organizing our work. It 
helped us to understand kettling as one technique within a wider assemblage 
of social order policing. Identifying the conditions under which kettling could 
emerge as a technique of police entailed directing our attention to recent 
realignments of force relations in the contested fi eld of (in)security. 

The historical emergence of kettling thus has to take into account the 
context of struggles in which it was assembled. Kettling met an ‘urgent need’: 
the need to respond to the problem of ‘disruptive protest’ that explicitly aimed 
to disrupt circulations underpinning urban life as a means of raising attention 
to a cause. We were interested in how this style of protest developed by 
weaving new technologies and forms of social networking into tactics of 
evasion and manoeuvre over the course of a series of historical events including 
the 1990 Poll Tax riots in London, the 1999 WTO protests in Seattle, 1999/2000 
May Day riots in London among others. Disruptive protest, in other words, 
was itself a strategy assembled over time. Disruptive protest problematized 
traditional methods of crowd control based on crowd dispersal. Moreover, in 
doing so it prompted the development and adoption of kettling as a new 
technique of public order policing, which we could identify in historical 
policing literature (Waddington 1992, 2007).

Thus kettling emerged as a technique in a context of transformations in the 
power relations between protest and public order policing. On the one hand, 
we were interested in understanding how kettling emerged as a combination 
and adaptation of existing technologies of discipline and control. Here we 
traced the development of kettling to containment tactics derived from the 
battlefi eld, the harnessing of real-time telecommunications by military and 
police and the remote monitoring of crowd movements. On the other hand, 
we used the notion of strategy to organize our own research. Working 
collaboratively, we worked not just to identify important documents and 
events but to establish links between heterogeneous elements: legislation, 
expert refl ections on crowd control, developments in military tactics, the 
development and adaptation of communications technologies. In particular, 
we were interested in investigating how these relations were (historically) 
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constituted and how they changed over time. This required taking quite a 
broad scope when collecting primary and secondary documents. Accounting 
for the historical emergence of kettling entailed understanding how this 
mobile fi eld of power relations acted as a condition of possibility for the 
emergence of kettling.

Genealogy and the study of security (studies)

This section applies the diff erence between history and genealogy to security 
studies itself. It discusses how histories of the discipline work to validate disciplinary 
authority in relation to security as a research object, rather than exploring the 
historical contingency and heterogeneity of problematizations of security in order 
to problematize security further. 

Genealogies of IR have successfully posited the historical contingency and 
constitutive functions of the very concept of the ‘international’. It is not yet clear 
that security studies has undergone a similar challenge. The genealogy of IR 
showed that IR scholars did not rationally and dispassionately refl ect upon their 
object of study (the ‘international’) as they claimed. Rather, they helped constitute 
the ‘international’ as an object, and were constituted as knowledgeable subjects 
through their relation to that object. This in turn had the eff ect of constituting the 
discipline of IR as a social science (Hoff mann 1977), and also played a wider role 
in naturalizing the otherwise historically contingent set of political arrangements 
represented by the international state system. Genealogies of IR, though not always 
named as such, unpacked how concepts such as the international (Der Derian 
1995), sovereignty (Bartelson 1995; Walker 1993), realism (Molloy 2006) or the 
territorial state (Agnew 1994) became elements in a regime of truth that regulated 
what could be said to be ‘international’ and what could not. For example, Cynthia 
Enloe’s work showed how the diplomat’s actions were considered ‘international 
practice’, but not those of his wife or his servants (Enloe 1990: 94–123). Following 
the methodology of Foucault, the genealogical counter-narrative to IR in eff ect 
said ‘Let’s suppose that “the international” does not exist’: ‘If we suppose that it 
does not exist, then what can history make of the diff erent events and practices 
which are apparently organized around something that is supposed to be “the 
international”?’ (paraphrasing Foucault 2008: 3; see also Chapter 6 in this book). 
In this section, we argue that this genealogical move has yet to be fully played out 
in security studies.

Security studies is today becoming a discipline in its own right. It has a 
constitutive heritage in IR, and also in peace and confl ict studies. International 
relations had from its disciplinary inception claimed a privileged knowledge of 
security as state security. This knowledge was also supported by what was known 
as ‘strategic studies’. And within security studies, critical security studies has 
emerged as a critique of this orthodoxy. These disciplinary developments have 
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been important, productive and constitutive of a new generation of scholars (new 
knowledgeable subjects). However, these developments have come to be told as a 
history, not a genealogy. Instead of genealogical counter-narratives, security studies 
is still dominated by histories of itself (e.g., Buzan and Hansen 2009; Buzan, Wæver, 
and Wilde 1998). As discussed earlier, the contrast between a history and a genealogy 
is important and instructive. The dominant and well-rehearsed history of the 
origins and development of security studies does not deepen its own contingency, 
struggles and power relations, but validates it as a discipline. Such a history is about 
refi ning theories, concepts, cases and indeed methods for studying security. From 
a genealogical perspective, this history contributes to establishing security studies as 
an authoritative social scientifi c discipline and constitutes its practitioners as 
knowledgeable (and disciplined) subjects.

A genealogy of security studies would not write the history of security studies, 
but would investigate its historical contingency, struggles and constitutive eff ects 
(Shah 2010). In so doing, it would posit security as a corollary of power struggles, 
not simply a research object. By exposing the historical contingency of ‘security’, 
genealogy would further problematize its meanings and eff ects, whether construed 
as a universal human need, a timeless anchor of the international system of states, 
or a discrete research object for a scholarly discipline.

Take, for example, Buzan and Hansen’s The Evolution of International Security 
Studies (2009), which retells the constitutive disciplinary account given at the 
beginning of the ‘Copenhagen School’s’ Security: A New Framework for Analysis. 
Traditionally, this story says, IR and security studies were about states. 
Traditionalists considered security to be exclusively a matter of states and military 
force. ‘Wideners’ and ‘deepeners’ then challenged this orthodoxy on empirical 
and conceptual grounds, especially after the loss of Cold War certainties. They 
argued that security threats could take a variety of non-military forms (such as 
insurance) performed by a wide range of security actors (including international 
institutions, private military companies and NGOs) and expanded the scope of 
security referents (to areas including the environment and social identity). For 
example, Ken Booth (2005), Richard Wyn Jones (2000), Keith Krause and 
Michael Williams (1997) off ered a conception of security based on the individual, 
now commonly known as ‘human security’. One empirical expression of this is 
the 1994 UN Development Programme defi nition of human security, which 
added personal security, food, health and community to the range of already 
existing ‘security objects’. In the 1990s, these perspectives were understood as 
critical because their conception of security broke with tradition. They no longer 
posed the State as the condition of security. Rather, the State was reconceptualized 
as a possible source of threat and producer of insecurity. This move de-equated 
the State and security, contra the IR orthodoxy. However, the ‘history’ of security 
studies stalls this critical project. Instead of rendering ‘security’ as the contingent 
product of historical power struggles and problematizations, it works to refi ne the 
disciplinary and scientifi c authority of ‘security studies’ in its scholarly relationship 
to ‘security’ as a research object.
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In a related example, Ole Wæver’s ‘securitization theory’ posited security as a 
‘grammar’ in which language and speech acts constitute a process of ‘securitization’. 
Krause argues that through this move, the ‘why’ question (‘why do states go to 
war’ for example) is substituted by the ‘how’ question (‘how are security threats 
defi ned’) (Krause 2003). This promised to undermine the core object of security 
studies by positing security as nothing other than a contingent construction. 
However, rather than undermine the very basis of the discipline by rendering its 
conditions of possibility as contingent (as the critical turn had done with IR), 
Wæver and his ‘Copenhagen School’ colleagues chose to work with the ‘traditional 
meaning’ of security (Buzan, Wæver, and Wilde 1998: 4). This meant that they 
held on to a core meaning of security inherited from the orthodoxy: security was 
about existential threats, entailed ‘exceptional’ means, and usually involved the 
State (Ciută 2009; Opitz 2011). While not necessarily fi xing this ‘grammar of 
security’ as timeless and essential (although that is open to interpretation), they 
pragmatically kept it as a historical fact or de facto truth. The proposed research 
programme, which has been enthusiastically taken up by a subsequent generation 
of scholars, has continually refi ned itself, its theories, and its cases. In contrast to this 
account of disciplinary history, a genealogical perspective would show how this has 
not only been about refi ning approaches to a research object, but also about 
constituting new forms of disciplinary authority and power. While some have 
refl ected on how security analysis itself risks contributing to the social construction 
of security (Huysmans 2002), few have considered how ‘security’ constructs the 
analyst, their expertise and their discipline (see Chapter 6 on ‘Distance’). Without 
rendering ‘security’ contingent, and without fully questioning their own disciplinary 
constitution in relation to this assumed ‘object’, histories of security studies fall 
short of a genealogy.

The genealogist should not simply refi ne security as an object of research, but 
throw security, its historical contingency and constitutive eff ects more radically 
into question. Genealogical research in security studies would ask what can we 
make of all these discourses, practices, knowledges that exist in relation to ‘security’. 
This means taking security as an element in historically-situated problematizations, 
not simply as a research object. The aim must be to proceed empirically without 
assuming that ‘security’ exists as an already constituted (or constructed, but de facto) 
problem, but rather as a contingent element in diverse problematizations.

Genealogy as critical security method should displace security as a privileged 
object by performing historical empirical work on more heterogeneous dispositifs 
that relate to security but are not necessarily built around it as a foundational 
problematization. This would deepen the problematization of security by 
undermining it as a core research object. For example, recent works in security 
studies have employed genealogical methods to investigate catastrophes (Aradau 
and Munster 2011; Opitz and Tellmann 2014), civil defence (Collier and Lakoff  
2008a), critical infrastructure (Collier and Lakoff  2008b), terrorism and counter-
terrorism (Bonditti 2013), fi nance (Goede 2005), insurance (Lobo-Guerrero 2012), 
and resilience (Walker and Cooper 2011; Zebrowski 2013). 
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Genealogy in a digital age

This section explores the implications of the digitization of ‘the archive’ for 
genealogical research. This complicates genealogical work while, at the same time, 
opening new possibilities for intervention. We can sum this up in two points. First, 
the digital archive represents new forms of archival rules in an archaeological sense. 
Second, the socially networked nature of much of the digital archive has implications 
for the political interventionism of genealogical work, particularly through online 
collaboration as a form of force multiplication and acceleration. 

In addition to the imagery of battle, Foucault cultivated an image of genealogical 
work as a solitary trawling of dusty archives. He opens his essay ‘Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, History’, as follows: ‘Genealogy is gray, meticulous, and patiently 
documentary. It operates on a fi eld of entangled and confused parchments, on 
documents that have been scratched over and recopied many times’ (Foucault 
1984b: 76). Digitization challenges this image in three ways. First, the archive is no 
longer ‘dusty’ but increasingly electronic. For example, the Google Books Library 
Project aims ‘to create a comprehensive, searchable, virtual card catalogue of all 
books in all languages’ (Google 2012). Second, technology off ers unprecedented 
opportunities for research collaboration, making genealogy a less solitary pursuit. 
Third, technology off ers the possibility of an acceleration of research, in terms of 
speedy information-gathering from diverse sources, rapid mobilization of 
collaborative work around pressing political concerns, and swift digital publication 
processes circumventing traditional print production times.

Digitization also raises questions about archival ‘rules’, interpretive rivalries, and 
struggles in power/knowledge: how does digitization aff ect access to the kinds of 
books and documents scholars engage with? Which documents get digitized and 
which do not? Which are made accessible and which are not? What is prioritized 
and why? How do we value particular documents in a time of mass digitization? 
How does digitization impact on the daily conduct of research and, more 
specifi cally, on archaeological and genealogical research? How far does it help to 
put Foucauldian genealogy in motion? 

The digital re-composition of ‘the archive’ is no smooth re-composition. Just 
as Foucault suggested that, ‘[w]e must conceive discourse as a violence that we do 
to things’ (Foucault 1972: 229), digitization is a violence done to discourse. Just 
like the formation of archival ‘rules’ in the archaeological sense, digitization is not 
a politically neutral process. It entails new forms of struggle, and new relations of 
force. As with every kind of memory, the digital archive has its own combinations 
of remembering and forgetting. Digital genealogy requires an awareness of how 
the digital renders visible and conceals at the same time. Coinciding with the 
opportunities for accessibility, traceability, analysis and accumulation of archival 
documents by their digitization and online availability, the digital archive 
generates new forms of redundancy that are mechanisms of oblivion. This 
complicates archaeological and genealogical research, and makes them a more 
pressing necessity.
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Digitization makes Foucault’s characterization of the raw material of genealogy 
more relevant than ever; the digital archive is indeed a ‘fi eld of entangled and 
confused parchments on documents that have been scratched over and recopied 
many times’ (Foucault 1984b: 76). It consists of diff erent layers, from the surface 
web that is easily accessible through a simple Google search; through deeper layers 
that do not show up on Google (whether by design or as a result of ranking 
algorithms) which require more specialized or knowledgeable means of access 
(e.g., using the electronic Hansard parliamentary archive); to the ‘deep’ or ‘dark’ 
web (Harrison 2010) which is not indexed by search engines and may include 
private sources, unlinked pages and content generated dynamically. Beyond this 
surface level archive, the ‘deeper’ web thus requires more specialized skills or 
technologies to access. Finding ways to excavate this may reveal research material 
overlooked by other researchers and has big implications for genealogical research 
and investigative journalism. The highly politicized activities of Wikileaks are a 
prime example. 

Digitization off ers an opportunity for new forms of genealogical interventionism 
through collaboration. It makes possible the rapid, tactical mobilization of groups 
of researchers around politicized issues. This might mean challenging and 
undermining offi  cial accounts of events, crowd-sourced analysis of large bodies of 
data, or creating innovative data visualizations to convey new perspectives on 
drone strikes or Iraq war causalities. Such genealogical products have the potential 
to ‘go viral’ on social media, increasing their political impact. 

Digitization is therefore broader than simply rendering documents into a digital 
form and creating online archives. It also involves the development of research 
computing tools. Applications such as the fi le sharing service Dropbox off er the 
possibility to share part or the entirety of the research corpus, facilitating 
collaborative research on a shared material by scholars located in diff erent parts of 
the world. In other words, it enables transnational collaborative archival research, 
possibly transnational collaborative genealogies. In this respect, technology blurs the 
physical and practical distinctions between the places and tools of research, writing, 
collaborating and communicating. Skype, social networking, Wikipedia and its 
off spring are built on models of collective use of information and collaborative 
interaction. Wikipedia, for example, has become an invaluable starting point for 
research, although its academic use often upsets rarefi ed scholarly sensibilities. It 
provides open access information and links that otherwise may not be found. 
Sometimes this is from sources more closely involved in the problematizations than 
would be found in more distanced academic sources (e.g., activists). The Wikipedia 
model also shows how digitization can off er greater possibilities for traceability: not 
just documenting changes made to a document (what, when and by whom?) but 
also providing a forum for discussing and justifying these changes. 

Digitization cannot, however, be exclusively understood as a benefi cial ‘force 
multiplier’. These computing tools help to build a new kind of world of 
instantaneity, simultaneity, and synchronicity, which, as pointed out by Paul Virilio 
(1999), has multiple and largely unthought implications. If digitization helps gather 
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quantities of documents at speed, it is not always clear what to do with that 
overwhelming mass of documents. Search tools that allow the scholar to navigate 
a document via keywords exacerbate the tendency to ‘cherry-pick’ sections of a 
document or book without paying attention to its context. Similarly, collaborative 
wiki-like online pages have a homogenizing role. If they can contribute to an 
‘insurrection of subjugated knowledges’ (Foucault 2003) and ‘erase the author’, 
they can also ‘smooth’ that knowledge, which is then widely disseminated through 
the web. One also has to keep in mind the growing instability of the digital archive, 
which exists in a process of being constantly overwritten. The dissenting views, 
bifurcations and impure origins that are so important to genealogy may drop out of 
sight. The ‘gray, meticulous, and patiently documentary’ (Foucault 1984b: 76) 
aspects of genealogy should not be neglected   .

KETTLING: GENEALOGICAL RESEARCH IN THE 
DIGITAL ARCHIVE

Transnational digital collaboration was essential to our genealogical work on 
kettling. Reassembling the dispositif of kettling in its international and historical 
dimensions required multiple languages, depths of local historical knowledge 
(e.g., relating to the history of protest in different countries), and our combined 
perspectives on specifi c political contexts and institutions. This section 
describes the steps of our process. 

In order to investigate our questions on kettling, we fi rst needed to assemble 
a research corpus that would help us to understand the various lines of 
argument and opinion (i.e., the ‘discourse’) surrounding kettling. For this 
phase of research, we drew heavily on open source materials on the Internet. 
We browsed different kinds of digital sources relating primarily to UK discussions 
of kettling, but extended our focus to Germany when we found instances of 
German kettling that preceded its use in the UK. While trying to gather and 
select documents, questions arose about our selection criteria and where we 
should look. Drawing on Deleuze’s comments about Foucault’s archival work 
(Deleuze 1988), we fi rst selected a set of ‘primary sources’ gathered from 
around the ‘focal point of power’. Our own research backgrounds in policing 
and security issues led us to look specifi cally at parliamentary debates, media 
reports and open-source government and police documents.

The following sources were openly available in the digital archive, though 
some were more accessible than others: news reports about kettling incidents, 
pictures of kettling incidents, entries on Wikipedia on kettling and on the 
policing of protest in general, parliamentary debates and hearings, statements 
of police experts, statements criticizing kettling incidents from human rights 
organizations and protest groups affected by kettling, critical blogs, court 
rulings after kettling incidents, statements of political actors, and offi cial 
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reviews of police practice. These sources were not just a range of scholarly 
opinions on a topic, but a series of elements in a contested terrain of power/
knowledge that cohered around the problematization of kettling.

We took a broad approach to the collection of these materials. That being 
said, there was also a danger of collecting too much – a challenge for the 
individual researcher exacerbated by the curiosity of our own research team. 
Rather than seeking to establish an exhaustive list of materials (another 
impossible task), our criteria for selection was based on our own sense of their 
importance: a) as key elements of the discourses surrounding kettling (e.g., 
Home Offi ce papers, press statements by human rights organizations); b) the 
extent to which they refl ected prominent lines of argumentation (e.g., 
newspaper editorials/stories); and c) the extent to which they provided insight 
into the processes of problematization surrounding the kettle. Following 
Foucault, we placed a higher priority on the regularity of statements 
(documents which were referenced repeatedly in other documents, lines of 
argument which were repeated by different actors) rather than on seeking to 
identify the fi rst appearance of a particular statement or idea.

We ran a series of searches on keywords including ‘kettling’, ‘police tactic’, 
‘containment’, ‘crowd control’, ‘demonstration’, ‘riot’ and ‘protest’. 
Nonetheless, it quickly became clear from our weekly Skype discussions that 
this method of conducting research was already narrowing the research scope 
by assuming too much about ‘kettling’. What were the conditions for example, 
which made it possible for ‘kettling’, and not another technique, to emerge as 
the appropriate way of dealing with the problem of demonstrations? We thus 
broadened our scope: we attempted to open the research horizon by running 
searches on ‘social order’, ‘social disorder’ and ‘psychology of crowds’, and by 
pursuing references found within the texts we had gathered. Here, the 
collaborative dynamic played an important role in compiling research 
materials. Harnessing the international distribution of our group allowed us to 
trace the migration and mutation of practices and discourses across borders. 
This could have escaped any of us working individually.

The knowledge we generated collaboratively drew out the connections 
between various documents, ideas and discourses. By assisting, encouraging 
and working off the ideas of each other we could construct these connections 
to a degree that superseded the sum of our parts (that is if each researcher had 
been working individually). In terms of the depth of our analysis and the speed 
at which our analysis progressed, our collaborative structure substantially 
benefi ted our genealogical analysis.
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have explored the value of genealogy as a critical security 
method. We began by explaining the achievements of the genealogical move in 
the ‘critical turn’ in IR in the last two decades. This created disciplinary space for 
new kinds of research not bound by orthodoxy. Most genealogical works in IR 
were theoretical and historical, taking the form of conceptual histories of the 
present. Instead of searching for the historical origins of the ‘international’, they 
inquired into how the history of ‘the international’ and its related concepts had 
been written with the eff ect of constituting the (quite recent) discipline of IR itself. 
The eff ect of these genealogies was to problematize and render contingent the 
discipline, the ‘scientifi c’ claims of its analysts, and the supposed ontological 
neutrality of its objects and concepts.

We took this as our starting point but have gone further. While genealogy is a 
method rooted in an approach to history, it need not only be a way of ‘doing’ 
history. One does not have to write a historical ‘genealogy of’ a particular object, 
concept or practice to make use of genealogical method. History is the raw material 
of genealogy, not its aim. Its method is to identify and intervene in historical 
problematizations. It asks certain questions. What ‘strategic need’ did problematizations 
respond to? What and who came to be reorganized around them? What struggles 
were involved? As the example of our ‘kettling’ research shows, genealogy and its 
related concepts can be used to identify current problematizations and situate them 
in a formation of historical lines of descent, subjective struggles, and recombinations 
of techniques and technologies, all of which have constitutive eff ects.

Genealogy identifi es problematizations and problematizes them further. Its 
archives are not data; they are power/knowledge relations. Its problematizations 
are not ‘objects’ for dispassionate refl ection; they are sites of struggle. Its dispositifs 
are not arrangements to be defi ned, described and delimited, but heterogeneous 
assemblages posited by the genealogist to further problematize such defi nitions, 
descriptions and delimitations.

Note

1 While evolution provides a convenient metaphor for discussing contingency, Nietzsche’s 
(and Foucault’s) relationship to Darwinian evolution is, of course, more complicated 
(for a discussion see Ansell-Pearson 1997; Grosz 2004; Sarasin 2009).
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This chapter off ers some refl ections about the conditions in which collaboration 
can be a critical methodology in social sciences, namely as a critical process of 
knowledge production, management and valorization. It does so by engaging with 
the process through which collaboration is fostered, managed and valorized. Most 
importantly, the critical potential of collaboration has to be problematized in 
relation with the question of authorship, as the latter holds a prominent place in 
modern academic self-image and systems of valorization. Thus, authorship is 
central to understanding how collaboration can provide a critical pathway to the 
production of knowledge. To be successful, collaboration needs to steer participants 
away from an intellectual state of idleness, where the eff ects of one’s social, 
historical, institutional, ideological, gendered and cultural situatedness are ‘in an 
unthought stage’ (Bourdieu 1994: 217). To this purpose, collaboration can off er a 
networked and dynamic collaborative environment within and through which 
ideas are critically fostered and engaged with, but also an epistemic frame where 
the notion of individual(ist) production is not necessarily celebrated as a competitive 
feature of contemporary academia, but re-situated in the dialogical dynamics of 
knowledge production, management and valorization.

Collaboration thus takes on a specifi c meaning when it is employed as a critical 
methodology. I understand such form of collaborative endeavour to enable the 
creation, production, management and valorization of critical knowledge. At the 
same time, collaboration has to contribute to forms of institutional and individual 
redistributions as well as to heuristic engagements with a fi eld of study. In order to 
do so, participants need to practically engage with the ways in which they can 
achieve the ‘felicity conditions’, the criteria set to assess the success of such 
endeavour as a critical endeavour, written in the design of the collaborative 
framework. A critical collaborative endeavour in that sense is a practical tool to 
enable not only a specifi c type of knowledge to be produced but also, through the 

8
COLLABORATION1

Xavier Guillaume



190 Xavier Guillaume

enactment of such collaborative, to counteract ‘boundaries, marginalization, and 
silences’ (Ackerly and True 2008: 695) that are not only visible in the knowledge 
produced but also in the institutional and intersubjective conditions of production 
of this knowledge. Moreover, this has to be done while explicitly assuming our 
own situatedness as researchers (see Haraway 1988).

First, the chapter engages with the notion of collaboration and the dominant 
idea of the individual(ist) production of knowledge. Collaboration may take 
diff erent forms. While ‘dyadic partnership’ probably remains the most common 
and productive mode of collaboration (Stone and Thompson 2006: 6), recent 
experiences in collective writing – such as the c.a.s.e. collective 2006, 2007 in 
security studies – and in collaborative writing – such as those that have emerged 
from the Anthropological Research on the Contemporary (www.anthropos-lab.
net) or those refl ected in the contributions of this book and others that emerged 
from the International Collaboratory on Critical Methods (ICCM) dynamic (see 
Chapter 1) – have shown how social sciences, and more particularly security 
studies, started to counteract the dominant tendency found in social and human 
sciences to privilege an individual(ist) form of knowledge production (see Collier 
et al. 2006: 3–6). The second section of the chapter re-situates the critical potential 
of collaboration alongside three logics – knowledge produced (what knowledge), 
knowledge production (how and by whom it is produced) and institutional setting 
(where and in which conditions it is produced) – in order to introduce the concept 
of collaboratory and gauge its critical limits and strengths in a collaborative process. 
Finally, the endeavour of a collaboratory is gauged in light of the challenges posed 
by enacting a critical methodological process. Key moments of the discussion are 
illustrated either by some a priori counter-intuitive historical examples of 
knowledge production (Walter Benjamin and his mosaic methodology), or by the 
experiences of members of the ICCM collaboratory in their specifi c clusters. 

The romantic tale of the solitary author

Despite the insistent emphasis on collaboration found in research projects, the 
fi gure of the individual author remains a potent one in the contemporary academic 
world. Prima facie (see, however, the next section), collaboration, as a 
methodological process of knowledge production, seems to run counter in many 
ways to the contemporary systems of valorization which are the function of a 
general system of knowledge production and practice that is heavily reliant upon 
authorship as a means of evaluating performance, job applications, research grants, 
tenures, and almost every other aspects of a scholar’s knowledge production and 
practice. Most notably, authorship fulfi ls three important functions: (a) attribution 
of credit; (b) attribution of ownership; and (c) ‘enabling the accrual of reputation’ 
(Birnholtz 2006: 1759–1760). These three functions possess an important place in 
modern academia, as authorship is the most common and acknowledged fashion 
by which someone’s contribution to any fi eld of studies is established. At the same 
time, authorship enables us to identify who is responsible for anyone’s work (in the 
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case of controversies, debates, or fraud), something which can become problematic 
or dreaded in the case of collaborative work. Finally, authorship is the way by 
which scholars build up their reputation, their ‘symbolic capital’ (Bourdieu 1994: 
160–161) through which careers are built. Authorship thus represents one of the 
cornerstones of an institutionalized practice by which individual scholars are 
evaluated and assessed but also of how scholars themselves come to perceive their 
insertion in the fi eld of knowledge production, management and valorization.

The image of the solitary scholar remains a prominent image in the scholarly 
world, despite the growing importance of participating in collaborative endeavours. 
This ‘heroic’ image emphasizes the scholar’s struggle(s) to be singled out (i.e., to be 
published, quoted, hired, cited, impacting, researched, etc.). As the most recent 
historiography of authorship and literature has shown, however, such an image is 
fairly recent, largely inaccurate, and emerged alongside the late modern and romantic 
ideal of the solitary creator (see Canfora 2012; Stone and Thompson 2006; see, 
however Hickey, 1996). Authorship can be seen as a collaborative process, from its 
narrowest to its most extensive sense. In its narrowest sense, collaboration is the 
actual act of collaborating with someone (e.g., co-authoring a text), while in its 
most extensive sense, collaboration can result in a single-authored text (such as this 
one) in which collaboration is the intertextual endeavour in terms of its inspiration, 
actual quotations, feedback received, and so on, that have resulted in the actual 
written text (see Bakhtin 1986 [1975]: 170; Stone and Thompson 2006: 10–14).

Moreover, as it becomes clear to anyone working or hoping to work in the 
academic world, collaboration is increasingly required in order to satisfy 
contemporary demands of university management, as in the ability to be part of 
networks and with them to secure funding – through national, regional and 
international research projects – and is a refl ection of one’s success as a scholar. Yet, 
this ‘collaborative’ success as an academic entrepreneur somehow still sets the 
researcher in an individualist mould. Emphasis is still put on the single author or on 
being singled out; for instance, most funding bodies require a single project 
investigator which then translates into registration and reporting processes that 
subordinate other collaborators. This is not only the case for social and human 
sciences but also for natural sciences, even as most, if not all, natural scientifi c 
research is done in collaborative frameworks and environments. This pressure, 
moreover, has a series of side eff ects regarding the quality and integrity of the 
knowledge produced (Zimmer 2012). 

If the objective of a collaboratory is to make collaboration a critical methodology, 
collaboration then should mean more than ‘to collaborate’. It should mean an 
ability to create, produce, manage and valorize collaboratively, from the narrowest 
to the most extensive sense, knowledge that has to contribute to forms of 
institutional and individual redistributions. It also should mean to practically engage 
with the ways by which participants can achieve the ‘felicity conditions’ of the 
collaboratory set in advance (see next section). 

Before turning to this, a brief example can illustrate the tension that might arise 
when collaboration is understood as method of research. Unlike the more usual 
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reference to individuals working together doing pieces of research that are then 
brought together, collaboration as a mode of research also implies a particular way 
of understanding intellectual activity and presentation of research – a dialogical 
mode of approaching the generation of knowledge.

In 1925, Walter Benjamin unsuccessfully defended his habilitation dissertation 
(Habilitationsschrift). One of the reasons for this outcome according to Hannah 
Arendt (2011 [1971]: 20–21, 28, 98–101) was that his habilitation committee was 
not able to understand Benjamin’s work as a legitimate endeavour from the 
perspective of an individual(ist) conception of what a dissertation entails. The 
committee’s understanding of a dissertation probably was that of a more or less 
linear and systematic ordering of the material by imposing onto it, and onto the 
reader (here the committee), the singular voice of the individual author. Benjamin, 
on the contrary, off ered a dissertation that was characterized by an invitation to 
participate to a collaborative moment of knowledge production. Benjamin himself 
was worried of this potential gap between his collaborative attempt and the 
committee’s vision (see Gilloch 2002: 63–65). These fears proved accurate, as in a 
letter to Gerhard Scholem, Benjamin reports that the two members of the 
committee ‘claimed not to understand anything of my dissertation’ (Benjamin 
1996 [21 July 1925]: 275). Literally, according to Graeme Gilloch (2002: 65), 
Benjamin’s dissertation was ‘met with bewilderment’. 

What was so bewildering in Benjamin’s work that it baffl  ed his committee and 
put him at odds with certain expectations? For that matter, in Benjamin’s invitation, 
what was at odds with the ideal-typical authorship model of the university? Here 
is how Benjamin described his text to Scholem a few months before his defence:

Yet what surprises me most of all at this time is that what I have written 
consists, as it were, almost entirely of quotations. It is the craziest mosaic 
technique you can imagine and, as such, may appear so odd for a work of this 
kind that I will probably touch up the fair copy in places. 

(Benjamin 1996 [22 December 1924]: 256)

The ‘mosaic’ in Benjamin’s work is actually a collaborative practice, in its extensive 
but practical sense, even if ‘produced’ individually. The mosaic is a methodology to 
produce knowledge via the establishment of correspondences (affi  nities) between a 
variety of pre-existing textual (snippets, quotations, etc.) and visual materials 
(paintings, pictures, drawings, etc.) that do not seem, a priori, to be interwoven (see 
Benjamin 1989 [1982]). The result of such a process is that the knowledge thus 
produced is not necessarily taken to be original enough to partake in a legitimate form 
of academic knowledge production. The correspondences are the result not just of the 
interweaving of a variety of materials, but also of collaboration between the ‘author’ 
and the ‘audience’. What might have proved Benjamin’s doom is the necessity for the 
audience, his Habilitationsschrift’s committee, to participate, to collaborate, in his 
correspondences, as the meaning emerging from this interweaving would not, and 
should not, according to Benjamin, contain itself in itself, ready to be seized. Benjamin 
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is expecting the process of knowledge production to be a collaborative process, 
including the audience, as his ‘main concern was to avoid all…that would suggest that 
the object of analysis…would contain a message ready for interpretation, a message 
that would be immediately communicated or would let itself be immediately 
communicated to the reader or to the visitor’ (see Arendt 2011 [1971]: 20–21, 28, 
98–101). In other words, the emergence of meaning itself is collaborative and results 
from a form of apprenticeship in which a collaboration participates.

This illustration is a reminder that any collaborative process is not only a practical 
experience of trials and errors, but also an exercise of enactment. Being part of a 
collaboratory is to be confronted with its politicality – as a counterpoint to a 
dominant conception of academia and academic valorization systems – and a constant 
reminder of the diffi  culties of working and producing knowledge in/as a group. 
These eff orts are important to fulfi l the potential critical purchase of a collaboratory, 
but they need to be part of a refl exive engagement with some ‘felicity conditions’ in 
the ways in which a collaborative methodology has been designed in order to be 
critical. Let’s now turn to these conditions.

From collaboration to a collaboratory: the logics behind a 
critical design

This section maps the engagement with and the enactment of collaborative 
processes in knowledge production and practice. More particularly, it concentrates 
on those processes and practices which off er counterpoints to the so-called 
individual(ist) model of knowledge practice and production and to collaborative 
processes and practices that actually reproduce forms of intellectual idleness, 
something Pierre Bourdieu terms the ‘scholastic illusion’ (1994: 217). The 
‘scholastic illusion’ is a situation in which the eff ects of one’s social, historical, 
institutional, ideological, gendered and cultural situatedness are ‘in an unthought 
stage’; in other words, it is a situation in which a scholar denies consciously or 
unconsciously her/his own situatedness (Haraway 1988).

Yet, it is important to note fi rst that, even if the individual(ist) model of 
knowledge practice and production in social sciences and the humanities is starting 
to change, as the growth of co-authored pieces and of collaborative research 
projects suggest, it does not mean that collaborative eff orts at producing knowledge 
necessarily fulfi l the critical potential of collaborative processes. Collaboration as 
method is not synonymous to a critical endeavour. It is thus important to identify 
criteria to evaluate how such endeavours may or may not fulfi l these ‘felicity 
conditions’. Of course, varied models of knowledge practice and production exist 
in the academia, depending on the fi eld of study one is embedded in, as each fi eld 
possesses its own conventions, ‘cultural expectations’, and varying degrees of 
socialization to authorship (Hyland 2000). It is therefore central to fi rst understand 
why individual(ist) models of knowledge practice and production permeate our 
apprenticeship of the discipline2 as this apprenticeship leads to setting the 
preconditions by which certain models of knowledge practice and production are 
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legitimized as well as ‘regulate entry and control the modes under which practice 
occurs’ (May 2005: 203). Second, it is important to critically situate these models 
as most of them are now collaborative in form as the pressure to secure external 
funding via local, national, and international institutions increasingly requires 
collaborative enterprises.

The idea behind a collaboratory in social and human sciences was precisely 
developed to critically engage with this individual(ist) model of knowledge practice 
and production and the (collaborative) models that might emerge from it (Collier 
et al. 2006: 3–6; Rabinow 2006). This precision is crucial, as collaboration 
intuitively possesses many defi nitions from the narrowest, such as the simple 
production of something by two or more individuals, to the broadest where any 
form of intertextuality would serve as an example of collaboration (Stone and 
Thompson 2006: 21–23, see Bakhtin 1986 [1975]: 170). Principally, though, 
collaboration in social and human sciences is centred on two things: ‘the joint 
production of papers and research’ and ‘concept development, collective refl ection, 
and shared standard of evaluation’ (Collier et al. 2006: 1). In this confi guration, a 
collaboratory is a specifi c process aimed at inventing ‘practices of knowledge 
production, dissemination, and critique, that resolutely refuse the symbolic capital 
driven individualism so prevalent in an academic world permeated with its own 
form of consumer capitalism’ (Rabinow 2006: 2). Rabinow’s invitation has to be 
taken on two levels.

On the fi rst level, scholars are more and more asked to adopt the habits of an 
economic entrepreneur. This role is refl ective of the emergence over the past 
decades of a so-called ‘triple helix’ university–industry–government through 
which the production, valorization and management of knowledge is likened to 
an economic (neoliberal) endeavour (see, for instance, Glassman et al. 2003; 
Etzkowitz 2002). So while collaboration is encouraged in order to further the 
ability of universities to gather research funds within this triple helix, scholars are 
actually invited to adopt a specifi c competitive ethos (see Slaughter and Leslie 
1997; Slaughter and Rhoades 2004) in which collaboration is not necessarily 
synonymous with critical production or even creativity, but rather with the 
conformity to and the reproduction of this ‘symbolic capital-driven individualism’ 
in order to be able to secure funding. In parallel, one can also witness the 
instrumental use of collaboration to secure funding but also to further one’s own 
‘marketability’ whether on the academic job market or in the fi eld of academic 
funding institutions.

On the second and parallel level, scholars are facing the pressure to conform to 
modes of thinking that would ensure their ability to publish, and thus exist and 
survive in the academic world. In other words, individual creativity and, to a 
certain extent, intellectual integrity is now premised on the disciplinary eff ects of 
peer reviewing (Frey 2003). While peer reviewing is an almost unanimously 
accepted framework to evaluate the legitimacy of a scholar’s work in his/her 
production of knowledge, it nonetheless remains a problematic framework from 
which to engage with non-traditional forms of knowledge production and 
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valorization, such as interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary work (Britt Holbrook 
2010). In other words, collaborative forms of knowledge production and 
valorization might be adrift with a certain disciplinary habitus regarding knowledge 
evaluation, precisely privileging the ‘symbolic capital driven individualism’ 
(Rabinow 2006: 2) that members of the Anthropological Research on the 
Contemporary collaboratory have been engaging with by refl ecting on and 
producing collaboratively designed knowledge projects.

The central question thus becomes not so much one about whether the 
production of knowledge has to be collaborative, since any knowledge production 
fundamentally is a collaborative endeavour, but rather a threefold questioning 
regarding the logics at work in a collaborative endeavour:

a) what is the logic of knowledge animating collaboration? 
b) what is the logic of the production of knowledge driving collaboration? 
c) what is the institutional logic guiding collaboration? 

One may visualize these three logics around three continua (see Figure 8.1). It is 
important to note that these continua represent ideal-typical situations that should 
help anyone planning to organize a collaboratory in social and human sciences to 
design their own ‘felicity conditions’ for their collaboratory to take the function of 
a critical methodology. A collaboratory thus is a specifi c confi guration as to how 
collaboration should function as a way to produce knowledge or as how to organize 
the ways by which such knowledge is managed and produced. A collaboratory also 
manages the ways by which its life as a collaborative framework should unfold, 
whether in terms of the relations among its members, between its participating 
institutions, or in terms of the forms of valorization of knowledge that has been 
thus produced. Let’s now take each of the dimensions of these ‘felicity conditions’ 
in turn, bearing in mind that although they are often linked together in practice, 
they need to be analytically distinguished.

entrepreneurial

problem-solving critical

reproductive

redistributive

A

heuristic

B

C

FIGURE 8.1 Mapping collaborations
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The fi rst dimension (A) relates to the purpose of the collaboration in terms of the 
type of knowledge that is produced. In the classical distinction off ered by Robert 
W. Cox (1986 [1981]: 207–210) for International Relations theory, the purpose of 
knowledge production is on the one hand to engage in a problem-solving 
endeavour viewing the world’s problems in their taken-for-grantedness, that is 
abiding to the ‘prevailing social and power relationships and the institutions into 
which they are organized’. Or, on the other hand, the purpose should be precisely 
to stand ‘apart from the prevailing order and [to] ask[s] how that order came about’. 
However, it is important to note that a collaborative eff ort that is ‘critical’ in the 
type of knowledge it produces is not thereby necessarily to be considered critical as 
a methodological process. For example, the form taken by this collaborative project 
might be entrepreneurial, thus reproducing a form of academic managerialism and 
consumerism, and/or reproducing forms of academic and institutional hierarchies. 
As we will see in the next section, collaboration, as a critical methodology, is not 
only defi ned by producing a certain type of knowledge, but it also works to 
produce knowledge in a certain way. This ‘certain way’ can be further broken down 
alongside the two remaining ideal-typical dimensions of a collaborative endeavour.

A second dimension (B) relates to the question of whether the logic of 
knowledge production driving the collaboration is characterized by an 
entrepreneurial drive or by a heuristic drive. The entrepreneurial drive is not to be 
solely conceived as a marker of the further integration of academic institutions into 
the new economy by the adoption of managerial and consumerist logics through 
networks such as ‘new circuits of knowledge…networks that intermediate between 
public and private sectors, [or] extended managerial capacity’, but also through the 
emergence of ‘new investment, marketing and consumption behaviors on the part 
of the members of the university community’ (Slaughter and Rhoades 2004: 15). 
As some proponents of this shift explain, academic entrepreneurship means that,

faculty members and administrators [have to] fi nd innovative ways to off er 
their services to do more with less. ...Therefore, it will be increasingly 
important for faculty members to act entrepreneurially in meeting challenges, 
fi nding opportunities, and being successful with less. Against this backdrop, 
university leaders need to create organizational environments that 
acknowledge the value of the market, especially that of academic 
entrepreneurs, provide support for their endeavors, and reward the success 
that the temple enjoys as a result of the entrepreneur’s eff orts.

(Glassman et al. 2003: 372)

Collaborative endeavours undertaken under such auspices usually remain within 
the parameters of how research should be marketed, promoted and valorized in 
order to be cited, to attract funding and to help reproduce forms of hierarchization 
in scholarly production in which a specifi c workforce (usually PhD students and 
early career scholars) are literarily becoming cheap labour for the perpetuation of 
these entrepreneurial dynamics. A heuristic logic of knowledge production, 
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however, does not delimit its horizon of production to an entrepreneurial logic 
but, on the contrary, seeks to centre upon the production of creative thinking. 
Creative thinking means a diff use and horizontal collaborative process for ‘the 
development of shared concepts’ (Collier et al. 2006: 4). Whereas the entrepreneurial 
logic tends to rely on ‘branding’ to intellectually justify a research endeavour, the 
heuristic logic puts its emphasis on more horizontal deliberations and negotiations 
to mould new concepts in order to engage with a specifi c research problématique, 
keeping in mind that ‘explicit and openly discussed lines of authority for 
organizational decision-making [are] clearly separated from authority in making 
knowledge claims’ (Collier et al. 2006: 4).

Finally, the third dimension (C) questions whether the above (B) is 
institutionalized, and how, in academic hierarchies or in more horizontally-
designed redistributive structures of ‘individual and collective contributions’ 
(Rabinow 2006: 2). To what extent does collaboration rest on and reproduce pre-
existing institutional hierarchies between participating institutions? To what extent 
does collaboration crystallize academic hierarchies, between senior scholars and 
PhDs for instance, or actually enable more horizontal forms of participation? While 
the fi rst question has been only partially addressed by a literature interested in the 
geographic distribution of research proposals and grants within diff erent European 
Framework Programs (see Breschi and Cusmano 2004; Kleine and Bussmann 
2011), the second question is more diffi  cult to assess empirically, although it should 
be subjected to a clear methodological design within a collaborative project, as 
should also be the case in a collaboratory experiment according to Rabinow (2006). 
Let’s now turn to what an experiment in collaboration may look like by engaging 
with its strengths and limitations, thus re-situating collaboration as a critical 
methodology within the larger literature on collaboratories.

Strengths and limits of a collaboratory 

The concept of the collaboratory was born in the late 1980s (see National Research 
Council 1993; Wulf 1993) within natural and computer sciences scholarly circles. 
The concept of the collaboratory originally geared toward building a laboratory 
‘without walls’, a laboratory that would not be delimited by its physical location by 
an extensive use of computer and network tools – for data storage, analysis, access, 
virtual interactions, and so on – in order to foster a situation akin to co-location (see 
Finholt 2003). The re-creation of co-location, through virtual tools, was considered 
key as a laboratory conveys an image of collaboration as sharing a delimited space; 
to collaborate is to be in a state of co-location. A shared working space is thus key 
as distance is not only seen as limiting communication but also the frequency and 
intensity of interactions, as well as the access to and sharing of certain facilities and 
resources. According to Nathan Bos and his co-authors (2007: 656):

A collaboratory is an organizational entity that spans distance, supports rich 
and recurring human interaction oriented to a common research area, and 
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fosters contact between researchers who are both known and unknown to 
each other, and provides access to data sources, artifacts, and tools required 
to accomplish research tasks.

This defi nition has emerged from a fi ve-year project, ‘The Science of 
Collaboratories’ (SOC), funded by the National Science Foundation in the United 
States ‘to study large-scale academic research collaborations across many disciplines’ 
(Bos et al. 2007: 654). In their analysis of large-scale collaboratories, SOC identifi ed 
seven types of collaboratory models: Distributed Research Centers, Shared 
Instruments, Community Data Systems, Open Community Contribution Systems, 
Virtual Communities of Practice, Virtual Learning Communities, and Community 
Infrastructure Projects (Bos et al. 2007). These models are distinguished by the type 
of activity they seek to foster (aggregative or co-creative) and by the type of 
resource that they primarily mobilize (instruments, information, knowledge) (Bos 
et al. 2007: 668). Following this distinction, a distributed research centre 
collaboratory may be one of the most promising confi guration for collaborative 
critical social and human sciences because it functions ‘like a university research 
centre but at a distance. It is an attempt to aggregate scientifi c talent, eff ort, and 
resources beyond the level of individual researchers. [It is] unifi ed by a topic area 
of interest and joint projects in that area’ (Bos et al. 2007: 664). Behind this rather 
abstract classifi cation, however, it is important to highlight a certain number of 
concrete issues regarding the management of working relations in as well as eff ects 
and implications of working in a collaboratory.

EXPERIMENTING WITH COLLABORATION

By Philippe Bonditti, Andrew Neal, Sven Opitz and Christopher Zebrowski

1. Cyberspace is the place
Since we were located at different universities in different countries we were 
not able to assemble in one room in front of one computer screen. Although 
face-to-face meetings took place twice and are, in general, sociologically 
assumed to be of utmost importance for stabilizing transnational cooperation 
(Urry 2007: Chapter 11), most of the time we had to revert to telecommunication 
media, such as email, Skype, and the different functions on the website of the 
ICCM. Whereas collaboration in a digital environment turned out to be a real 
‘force multiplier’ at the stage of gathering empirical material, forming a 
coherent argument out of these multiple sources proved much more diffi cult.

Initially, we used the ‘forum section’ on the ICCM homepage for discussing 
the relevant literature. However, through our Skype meetings and email 
exchanges we soon agreed that we should switch to using a ‘wiki’ for collective 
writing, while keeping the forum for commenting on our decisions on the 
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wiki. Yet this dual strategy did not play out. We simply stayed on the wiki, 
inserting running text, questions, comments, links and alternative arguments. 
During our Skype meetings, we realized that we wanted to keep all these 
different sorts of text in one ‘document’. We wanted to see, side by side, the 
core argument, its potentially different paths, and the qualifi cations from 
different perspectives. As a consequence, the wiki grew messy and chaotic. In 
parallel, we used Skype meetings and email discussions to coordinate different 
steps to condense the textual scrub. In short, our writing process began to 
rotate around the wiki. We were drawing selectively on other communication 
media in order to supplement the emergent properties of the wiki.

While collaboration via digital tools is increasingly seen as the best way to 
approach problem solving in knowledge intensive areas (for example, in 
software development), we encountered the multifarious problems that go 
along with these new capabilities of collaborative knowledge building. This 
especially holds true when it comes to the point of integrating different 
contributions into a coherent output.

2. Not a matter of speed and knowledge: The wiki as a boundary object
The wiki clearly accelerated the gathering of ideas by juxtaposing various 
statements, sources and hypotheses. But when it came to condensing all this into 
a fi rm argument, the wiki did not speed us up – in fact, working alone would 
have been probably faster. The wiki seemed to serve, fi rst and foremost, as the 
appropriate tool for re-arranging, re-ordering and re-confi guring textual material. 
At least in the last stage of the working process, it has been the place for 
condensation and clarifi cation. Hence, the most important function of the wiki 
has been the ‘edit’ button. Surprisingly, we did not use the other option to 
‘revert’ in order to restore older versions of the text. Obviously, we used the wiki 
to proceed ‘forward’ – as if there had been an unspoken agreement to take the 
input of the others in any case into account and use it for a next step. Taken in 
sum, each of us accomplished different textual tasks to transform the textual 
material into a scientifi c article, at fi rst in no particular order and without any 
division of labour: adding new paragraphs, deleting others, correcting grammar 
and spelling, checking facts, inserting new questions to clarify the goal of a 
particular section, rearranging sentences, adding secondary literature, introducing 
new sub-headings to clarify the structure of the argument, and so on.

The wiki provided the infrastructure that allowed us to reach beyond a 
single-authored ‘one-site practice’ (Star 2010: 611). It actually constituted the 
laboratory of scholarly writing into a co-laboratory. It offered us a ‘place’ at 
which we collectively shared information and tested arguments, claims and 
justifi cations. Complementing the properties of the boundary object, it can be 
said that the wiki allowed for tolerating dissent, while, at the same time, 
generating the consent necessary to write.
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3. Supplementing the wiki: Re-assembling the author through re-inscribing 
tasks and hierarchies
Software development is often presented to be a case in point with regards to 
collaborative work practice. In fact, it does not seem too far removed from 
collaborative authoring case studies in the social sciences: both practices can be 
easily conceived of as practices of collaboratively writing one single text, while 
its authors are spatially dispersed across different places on the globe. In 
software development, as well as in the fabrication of our case study, interaction 
is no longer tied to spatial co-location. Furthermore, some scholars have 
discovered an organizational discrepancy lying at the heart of collaborative 
software development (cf. Bryant et al. 2006). While organizations traditionally 
prescribe a subdivision of tasks, a project plan and clearly circumscribed outputs, 
collaborative work via digital infrastructures turned out to be at odds with these 
organizational schemes. It is assumed that informational infrastructures, such as 
the wiki, have a kind of in-built tendency for fl at hierarchies. Hence, the co-
operational structure of the wiki stands in sharp contrast to a command-and-
control mode of organizational steering. Even more, the activity of organizing 
as such is being problematized in terms of inhibiting those productive and 
passionate forces that might trigger creative input from different directions.

On a descriptive level, we can support these observations. At the same 
time, however, it became increasingly clear that in our case the wiki did not 
provide the necessary means for harnessing the diverse materials, ideas and 
sources we had accumulated. As a ‘fl at’ infrastructure it did not offer 
appropriate means to coordinate or even discipline our proceedings. Thus, we 
needed to supplement our work on the wiki. We used Skype meetings to 
adjust the particular tasks to be carried out to the most recent development 
on the wiki. In this ‘feedback process’ we applied several techniques: at one 
point, we agreed that each of us would go through the whole wiki and 
strengthen the line of argument by introducing sub-headings or questions. At 
another point, we agreed upon a particular order of succession for cutting out 
what we perceived as unnecessary or redundant remarks. At yet another point, 
we assigned different tasks or responsibilities for different sections to be, then, 
re-edited by others in a further step. These techniques were designed to 
respond to our recurring concern that we might lose the overall argument and 
fail to integrate the multiple threads. We deployed these techniques, in other 
words, to re-assemble our authorship under the conditions of an infrastructure 
that induces the dissolution of classical authorship.

But why, then, did our collaborative work facilitated by the wiki require 
supplementary measures for coordination that normally are not to be found 
on an open wiki? We believe that this is due to the expected outcome. The 
format of a scientifi c paper – a presentation to become an article or chapter 
later on – is somehow more demanding. Instead of being a mere collection of 
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facts about a particular topic, an article should develop a coherent argument. 
It does not come as a surprise, therefore, that the subsection in which we 
gathered simple facts about historical occurrences of kettling needed the least 
coordination – when compared to the delicate task of composing the overall 
question in a close dialogue with the theoretical discussion going on in our 
fi eld, while relating all this to our empirical data in a linear narrative where 
each paragraph folds itself organically into the subsequent one. One could, of 
course, argue that these diffi culties might simply be a product of our insistence 
that our outputs follow a traditional form. We certainly would not encounter 
these problems if we accepted to write in a ‘rhizomatic form’ – for example, 
by using hypertext to link a distributed network of keywords and aphorisms 
together (cf. Landow 2006). This rhizomatic rootage may be more compatible 
with a relational way of thinking (Star and Ruhlender 1996) yet, in 
contemporary social sciences it would probably come with a price tag: the 
price of not being considered for publication in most academic journals.3

4. The sociality of collective authorship: Be your own workshop!
Whereas open and anonymous wikis have fully terminated the author, in a 
scientifi c collaboratory authorship is not completely withering away, but it is 
in fact undergoing a profound change. Instead of disappearing with one’s 
own name, each collaborator contributes to the thought of others and, in 
turn, bears responsibility for the contribution of others. To make this process 
work, each person has to navigate the diffi cult threshold between suspending 
one’s own authority while at certain points simultaneously taking the initiative. 
It becomes extremely important to recognize good ideas from others, to 
attune to them, take them up, and allow them to alter one’s frame of mind.

Conversely, the initial contributor has to accept that his ideas necessarily 
end up in a collaborative process of re-articulation. Although this might sound 
quite harmonious, it is not an easy task for traditional social scientists, 
accustomed to undivided decisional power over their own work. Seen from 
the angle of the normative self-description of science, however, collective 
authorship could also fi gure as the ultimate fulfi lment of the scientifi c ethos. 
Science is prominently conceived of as an ‘ideal republic’ – a place of 
communicative exchange where members present their fi ndings in a 
community of competent scholars, whose critique helps to further the quality 
of the contribution. In a sense, we have integrated this activity under the 
multi-headed heading of one agency, preliminarily called ‘collective 
authorship’. Where several authors usually confront each other, for example, 
at workshops, we implemented our own extended and intensifi ed workshop 
with the help of social media, such as the wiki. In combination with Skype 
conferences, email conversations, and forum discussions our collaboration on 
the wiki achieved an extraordinary high degree of refl exivity: different instances 
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commenting on each other, different observers observing other observers 
observing each other. This is a fairly complex enterprise of assembling a truly 
collaborative authorship. But it is unlikely that it could be achieved with less 
effort. In a way, it saturates authorship with critical sociality and it signifi es a 
political commitment to a different modality of knowledge production.

As this specifi c experiment in collaboration illustrates, collaborative endeavours 
span multiple and dispersed sites comprising not just a diverse range of members 
(doctoral students, early career researchers, experienced researchers) but also a 
variety of research activities (workshops, conferences, literature reviews), 
communications, interactions and exchanges (Skype meetings, video 
conferencing, the virtual collaboratory platform, blogs/wikis), tools and 
paraphernalia (emails, laptops, projectors, telephones, diff erential timezones). 
These already set out/circumscribe how a collaborative project has to proceed to 
choose more specifi c research problématiques relating to, for instance, security, risk 
or development, as well as how this project has to think about how to study those 
problématiques. These issues raise a number of methodological questions as to the 
critical function of a collaboratory. How are collaborators disciplined in the 
collaborative process? How do collaborators arrive at agreed norms, principles, 
values, rules (Cogburn 2003: 86)? How does the methodology of collaborative 
research and the methods used or developed in the process help to produce 
specifi c social realities (Law and Urry 2004)?

This social and political space is diffi  cult to nurture because, as noted, the 
rarity of moments of actual co-location aff ects the dynamism of any project 
relying on virtual tools of collaboration and on a willingness to move beyond 
individual(ist) models of knowledge production, management and valorization. 
Yet, the collaborative rather than collective nature of a collaboratory may 
enable, to an extent, to balance the individual requirements to satisfy this 
dominant system and the collective political and productive aim of such 
endeavour. Whereas (usually punctual) collective writing, such as the c.a.s.e. 
collective, is an ideal tool for positioning individuals – one has only to think 
about a variety of art or literature manifestoes – it proves rather limited as a 
heuristic tool because the dynamic necessary for the thrust of the project relies 
heavily on a very limited number of individuals. A collaboratory, however, is a 
collaborative heuristic that hosts a variety of smaller projects bound together by 
key problematizations – e.g., critical methodologies – without requiring a 
massive coordination eff ort to reach a cohesive collective voice. This does not 
necessarily mean that a collaborative endeavour is without problems when it 
comes to co-authoring actual pieces. As the experience above illustrates, the 
actual co-writing of a paper in a co-authored collective or collaborative project 
is a complex process often involving confl icting personal and institutional 
rhythms, work ethos, skills, and so on.
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Collaboratories then naturally also possess limitations and potential drawbacks. 
The general consensus, now based on more than two decades of experience in 
virtual collaborative environments, is that collaboratories are diffi  cult to create, 
manage, support and sustain (Bos et al. 2007; Finholt 2003). While collaboratories 
off er a potential in expanding the number and in increasing the diversity of 
participants to research projects, it remains unclear if ‘collaboratories have 
qualitatively changed scientifi c work’. Moreover, collaboratories ‘require more 
eff ort, in terms of communicating the additional information required to achieve 
common ground’ (Finholt 2003: 18, 19). Bos and his co-authors (2007: 653–654) 
have further identifi ed three types of barriers to a collaboratory’s experience, which 
are necessary to take into account in any project to develop a collaboratory: (1) 
knowledge is diffi  cult to transfer unlike information (see the box above); (2) 
scholars are highly independent (read: scholars are still attached to the single-author 
model of knowledge production); and (3) diffi  culty of cross-institutional work.

Another important dimension to take into account among the limitations of a 
collaboratory concerns the actual material conditions of production of knowledge 
and how they impact on the ability to produce, manage and valorize knowledge 
collaboratively. Academic institutions and practitioners are largely dependent on 
these material conditions and they are also shaped by the interplays between these 
conditions and artifacts and the multiple temporalities of teaching, administrating 
and researching. Scholars, especially junior scholars, also face the confl icting 
requirements of the expected fast pace of publishing in order to develop a 
marketable publication profi le (whether to obtain a permanent position or to get 
promoted) and the rather slow and constraining pace of collaboration and 
collaborative or collective writing. These confl icting, or at times reinforcing, 
rhythms are not only constituted by these material conditions but are also 
constitutive of how the materiality of knowledge production, management and 
valorization is engaged with by the scholars; for instance, whether or not they 
chose to engage in collaborative or collective projects in light of the potential 
career paths (see Guillaume and Kessler, forthcoming).

Despite the intention to create a diff erent modality of knowledge production, 
collaboratories have still been shown to run the risk of reproducing divisions 
among scientifi c communities, privileging an elite scientifi c core against a periphery, 
and to reinforce a form of ‘balkanization’ of knowledge whereby epistemic circles 
will tend to close off  from each other (Finholt 2003: 8–9). This may simply mirror 
the fact that in itself a laboratory is also a material space fostering disciplinary 
practices, (re)producing hierarchies and power relations. A collaboratory, whether 
enacted in a collectively elaborated paper or in a virtual conversation over the net, 
may reproduce these potentially negative eff ects (see Finholt 2003: 7; Hoskin 
1993: 275–276). Despite the stark contrast that some scholars in social sciences and 
humanities want to draw with collaborative environments in natural sciences, the 
development of collaboratories in the former may not prove so diff erent than their 
counterparts in the latter (compare Collier et al. 2006 and Finholt 2003; Finholt 
and Olsen 1997).
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Conclusion

This chapter has shown that collaboratories are potentially powerful environments 
for using collaboration as a critical methodology, despite a series of potential 
limitations. Collaboratories foster ‘encounters, discussions, and sharing of ideas’ 
(Finholt 2003: 22) like few other scientifi c environments. They enable continuous 
and distance collaborations among scholars, thus making possible a creative form of 
co-location that is essential in inventing ‘practices of knowledge production, 
dissemination, and critique that resolutely refuse the symbolic capital driven 
individualism so prevalent in an academic world permeated with its own form of 
consumer capitalism’ (Rabinow 2006: 2). This is so for several reasons. 

A collaboratory may foster critical methodology (see Guillaume 2012), in the 
sense of a critical process of knowledge production, because the collaborative 
environment surrounding the researcher might help avoid the ‘scholastic illusion’ 
that takes for granted one’s own representations and logics. A collaborator turns the 
premises of one’s thinking – its social, historical, institutional, ideological, gendered 
and cultural conditions of possibility at the individual and social level – from ‘an 
unthought stage’ (Bourdieu 1994: 217) into a refl exive stage. This is so because a 
method of collaboration directs scholars’ attention to ‘the way diff erent kinds of 
linguistic, social, political and theoretical elements are woven together in the 
process of knowledge development, during which empirical material is constructed, 
interpreted and written’ (Alvesson and Sköldberg 2000: 5). In doing so, a 
collaboratory increases the awareness among researchers of the diff erent dimensions 
of knowledge production, management and valorization.

Centrally, a collaboratory, that is, a specifi c design to methodologically 
implement collaboration as a critical endeavour, helps scholars avoid a form of 
disengagement (Haraway 1988: 590) from acknowledging and accepting that the 
knowledge originating from, pertaining to, and produced by the researcher is 
politically situated knowledge (Haraway 1988). A critical methodology through 
collaboration precisely aims to counteract the managerial and consumerist forms of 
knowledge production, management and valorization that present themselves as 
the ‘normal’ order of things in the academic world. To off set this, the drive behind 
a collaboratory has, in eff ect, to partake of the creation of a capacity to invent ‘new 
forms of work that redistribute individual and collective contributions’ (Rabinow 
2006: 2); forms that are political in the sense of their critical engagement with the 
three logics of collaboration highlighted in the fi rst section. This may be done 
through the enactment of a horizontal platform for knowledge production, 
management and valorization where traditional hierarchies (in terms of gender, 
professional experience, geographic location, academic location) are contested. 
The result of this process is a (hopefully) transformative experience in terms of the 
way knowledge has been produced, managed and valorized.

It is important, however, to avoid moving from the ‘romantic’ ideal of the single 
author to one about the collective or collaborative author. Collective and 
collaborative endeavours are not simply effi  cient and their ‘rewards’ in terms of the 
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current expectations of the academic world are not so many. Yet, authors participating 
in a collective, such as the c.a.s.e. collective, or collaboratory, such as the ICCM, are 
refl ective of an interweaving of ‘varying strands of infl uence and agency, absorbing 
or incorporating diff ering subjectivities, and speaking in multiple voices’ (Stone and 
Thompson 2006: 19, 23) in a resulting published text. In the end, these interweavings 
have enabled the establishment of more or less sustainable intellectual networks of 
scholars but also of research dynamics among its participants even beyond such 
specifi c endeavours. These collective and collaborative networks and dynamics have 
been central to sustain a vision of collaboration as a critical methodology among 
these scholars precisely because they have off ered a supportive environment when 
facing the constraints and demands of the current academic market. 

Notes

1 I would like to thank Claudia Aradau, Stefan Elbe, Matteo Gianni, Jef Huysmans, Darcy 
Leigh, Lara Montesinos Coleman and Trine Villumsen Berling as well as the participants 
of the 2011 and 2012 ICCM workshops in Edinburgh for their useful comments on 
previous drafts of this chapter. The views expressed in this chapter and the translations 
are the author’s only, as are the possible remaining opacities and mistakes.

2 I take ‘discipline’ to mean here a set of discourses and practices about knowledge 
acquisition, management and production aiming at and resulting in an epistemic security 
and stability (Weingart 2010: 4).

3 It is worth noting here, in light of the above discussion about Benjamin, that it is not 
just publication formats that are aff ected here but also that rhizomatic knowledge would 
be read diff erently and would lead to a diff erent conception of what is proper knowledge.
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