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Introduction: 
Geography and the

Reconceptualization of Politics

Prem Kumar Rajaram and Nevzat Soguk*

An introduction to a special issue, this article explores the form
of the political founded upon spatial transformation: an en-
abling framework of recognition setting parameters for the
sayable and unsayable. It points especially to techniques of dis-
cipline, repression, and exhibition through which control over
space is maintained and to the ambivalence, contradiction, and
paradox inherent in place. KEYWORDS: space/place; political;
exclusion; differentiation; identification

Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson have argued that representations
of space in much of the social sciences are “dependent on images
of break, rupture and disjunction.”1 “The political” begins with the
imposition of permanence onto an unhinged and fluid spatiality.
This “permanence” outlines the form of “the political”: It is made
up of a series of transformative processes and imaginations that
allow certain stability. “Permanences” thus sit atop space, denoting
that a particular piece of space has been occupied (and that space
generally is therefore discontinuous).2 Permanences are clusters of
imaginings, social formations of power, and relational networks
that aggregate into place.

The boundarying of a piece of space and its internal ordering
rest on acts of exclusion, differentiation, and identification. The
occupation of a piece of space initiates a concept of the political as
place-based. It thus initiates a political vocabulary of “break, rup-
ture and disjunction” where internally ordered and boundaried
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Splinters of Hegemony: 
Ontopoetical Visions 

in International Relations

Nevzat Soguk*

Drawing on a montage of specific cases from diverse political
landscapes that echo well beyond their specificity, this article
examines border poetics enacted in international migration,
biopolitical poetics harnessed to the resistance by refugees to
government regimentation of their displacement, the disrup-
tive potential of poetics in the war in Iraq, and the poetics of
poverty and wealth in Jamaica. KEYWORDS: ontopoetics; resis-
tance; poetic geography; another geography; borderlines

No. Painting is not done to decorate apartments. It is an instru-
ment of war.

—Pablo Picasso

Shortly before the United States went to war in Iraq in March 2003,
on February 5, the US secretary of state, Colin Powell, walked past
a blue cloth hanging on a wall on the way to a meeting of the
United Nations General Assembly. Powell was at the United Nations
to deliver a call for intervention in Iraq. Behind the blue cloth was
Guernica, Picasso’s masterful commentary on the devastation of the
Spanish Civil War. The cloth had been draped over the massive can-
vas only a day earlier in preparation for Powell’s visit.1

When questioned, the UN authorities stated that the blue cloth
had been draped over Guernica to create a media-friendly back-
ground.2 To many, the blue cloth was a “cover-up” at the behest of
the United States. Not unexpectedly, once the news of the event
was circulated, the discourse around Guernica’s veiling proliferated.
Reaching for the present through the historical horizon, Guernica
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Taking Flight in Condemned Grounds:
Forcibly Displaced Karens and the
Thai-Burmese In-Between Spaces

Decha Tangseefa*

Based on fieldwork in non-ceasefire war zones within and
between Thailand and Burma, this article explores the nexus
between written language, intelligibility, and qualified voice in
order to examine the Karen people as unqualified political
subjects in a quotidian theater of the displaced. KEYWORDS:
borders; state terror; displacement; intelligibility; sovereign
power

Experiences “inside” Burma/Myanmar1 have been harrowing. Like
many lives in many agony-ridden spaces, the torments inflicted on
people under the Burmese dictatorship have by and large been
imperceptible, out of the view of the world. Although the pattern
dates back to 1962, when General Newin took the helm and the
country became a hermit state, it has been most acute since the mas-
sacres in the country’s urban areas on August 8, 1988 (the cursed
8/8/88). Conservative figures show that as of December 2004
between five hundred and fifty thousand and eight hundred thou-
sand people have been forcibly displaced “inside” the country.2

Although these people are living in danger zones, the territor-
ial sovereignty of the despotic state renders them imperceptible to
the “outside” world. Their sufferings have rarely been accounted
for by the international community. Most of their stories have
never been disclosed, and even when they have, they have often
been ignored. No matter how loud they have screamed, a large
number of forcibly displaced peoples “inside” the Burmese nation-
state have been tortured and killed without being heard as they dis-
solve back to the soil they hoped would be their homelands.
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From War to War: 
Lord of the Flies as the Sociology of Spite

Bülent Diken and Carsten Bagge Laustsen*

A reading of Golding’s Lord of the Flies as an allegory of a
biopolitical or postpolitical society that elevates “security” to
the most sacred principle of organization as a permanent state
of exception and attempts to combine it with consumerism. It
is in this context that spite, an impotent and self-sacrificial vio-
lence, reemerges as a postpolitical strategy. KEYWORDS: spite;
security; exception; postpolitical; political infantalization

The Lord of the Flies is expanding his Reich.
All treasures, all blessings are swelling his might. . . .
Down, down with the handful who doubt him!

—Stefan George, 1907

The film Lord of the Flies, based on William Golding’s novel of the
same title,1 is a dystopic comment on war. For Golding, as for his
contemporaries such as Adorno and Horkheimer, war was more
than just a dark spot, an exception, in the history of civilization.
The life of a group of boys on a desert island, depicted in the film
with ruthless precision, does not illustrate a case of regress to pre-
social forms but rather an ever-present possibility of our system, a
state of exception. Indeed, in stark contrast to the standard inter-
pretations, the two clans that the boys establish on the island, led
by Ralph and Jack respectively, explicate the two sides of the same
social bond. The upside consists of the image of society as rule-
governed and institutionalized, the citizens being law-abiding; on
the downside, we encounter fantasies of transgression, potlatch,
and perversion: democratic utopianism versus fascist violence, soci-
ety versus the mob. The two topologies coexist, and thus it would
be a mistake to see one of them as being closer to nature, more
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Security, Spatiality, and 
Social Suffering

Phillip Darby*

This article outlines a schema for developing an alternative
knowledge about security, privileging non-European peoples
and focusing on the sources and potentiality of insecurity.
Urging attention to the everyday and the personal, to the claims
of the other, and to forms of social suffering, the analysis fore-
grounds the part that spatiality can play in reconceptualizing
security without making spatiality itself the subject of analysis.
KEYWORDS: security, spatiality, social suffering, the everyday,
subjectivity

It is symptomatic of our time that universities all over the world are
rapidly expanding their international-studies programs to meet
demand when established disciplinary formations concerned with
the international are unable to offer much in the way of leads
about how to break out of the impasse in which we find ourselves;
violence in many manifestations, “state failure,” and disasters of
various kinds challenge Western imagery of a world being set right
through the workings of the market, the process of democratiza-
tion, and the commitment to development.

The gulf between international doctrine and practice on the
ground is underscored by the use of the construct of “emergen-
cies” to present recurrent breakdowns as somehow exceptional,
rather than endemic to the system. These and other signs of clo-
sure in the prevailing narratives of the international speak to the
need to reopen the question of the political—a matter that has
long been a concern of this journal and that this special issue of
Alternatives takes up by addressing the role of spatiality. It should
also be said that in the dominant Western tradition, the nub of the
question of the political, as it connects the international to the
national, is the subject of security.1
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Dystopic Geographies of Empire

Prem Kumar Rajaram*

Through an economy of contemporary colonial power, this
article examines the twin tropes of discipline and aesthetic rep-
resentation in order to trace the intimate effects of contem-
porary colonial power on bodies placed in spaces of excep-
tion. KEYWORDS: colonial present; colonized bodies;
geographies of dysutopia; spaces of exception

In this article I sketch the nature of the economy of what I call con-
temporary colonial power. I investigate how this power is exercised
through twin tropes of discipline and aesthetic representation and
argue that the economy of contemporary colonial power is to be
traced to its intimate effects on bodies placed in what may, with
some qualification, be called spaces of exception. 

The article begins with a brief analysis of the structure of colo-
nial power in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I suggest
that this power was centered on discourses of normalization that
discipline bodies and render them governable subjects. The next
section develops the idea of the body as the exemplary site for the
coming into formation of political forces, making structures of
power visible. I then move on to account for the structure of colo-
nial power in contemporary times, locating it genealogically to
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century colonialism, before investigat-
ing the exercise of colonial power in common ways in two ostensi-
bly distinct spaces: Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq and Semenyih immi-
gration detention camp in Malaysia. I explain colonial power as a
process of ordering space and its inhabitants and temporality, sug-
gesting that the nature of colonial power may be understood best
in how it becomes fleshed out on the bodies of those most mar-
ginal. Thus I attempt to account for a form of power that is both
general, in its operative spacing procedures, and specific, in the
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