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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 

This dissertation examines the role of affect and emotion in contemporary citizenship practices 

along the US-Mexico border. Drawing from mixed qualitative methods, this dissertation employs 

inter-subjective research practice to understand the entanglement between the state, objects, 

citizen, and non-citizen along the border. This study presents two interrelated findings: 1) state 

security objects “impress” and mediate citizen movements, and 2) a dual masculinity of 

offensive and defensive emerges around compassionate actions toward or distancing actions 

from migrants in need of aid or assistance. Drawing on Slavoj Žižek, this dissertation explores 

the border-as-parallax-object to reveal the ways that the border is inscribed beyond the material 

fence. In this way, this dissertation connects disparate literature within human geography 

concerning materiality and psychoanalytic theory. By psychoanalytically reading and coding 

research interviews, this dissertation also develops the concepts of the face-of-the-state and 

ambivalent citizenship to elucidate the impact of security objects on citizen practices. The 

findings build toward a new subfield in political geography: emotional border studies.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION   
 
 

 You know what, it was so much freedom you would not believe it. There was no border at all. And then we have 
what we call, las fiestas. They had queens. One from Nogales, Sonora and one from Nogales, Arizona and they went 
against each other. But the point being is this: they would put steps to both sides [of the border] and the queens sat 
in the middle. Look at it this way: the Mexicans would go up the steps and come to Nogales, Arizona and the people 

from Nogales, Arizona would go up the steps, the other way, into Nogales, Sonora. It was a celebration of both 
sides. And whoever won… I mean it happened to be the one [queen] from Nogales, Arizona, and sometimes [the 

queen] from Nogales, Sonora. But it was for everybody. 
 
 
 

In the summer of 2013, I sat down with Celia1, a 75 year-old resident of Nogales, Arizona to 

conduct an interview about how the buildup of the US-Mexico border has altered relationships 

between the once well-connected communities comprising the border community of Ambos 

Nogales (Nogales, Arizona and Nogales, Sonora). Celia’s invocation of the figures of the border 

queens was not unfamiliar to me, as other research participants revealed these female figurations 

as central to their own memories of the border prior to the state fortifying the material border. As 

Victor, a 72 year-old resident of Nogales suggests: “The queens were symbols of our unity.” The 

Fiestas de Mayo (Figure 1) are still held every year, with candidates competing from both 

Nogales, Sonora and Nogales, Arizona. The queens, however, do not walk through the border to 

meet one another, as was customary prior to the securitization of the border through the 

construction of the wall. The affective draw of stories about the border queens could be felt 

viscerally as I began to explore the centrality of feelings surrounding the queens’ restricted 

mobility. This, in turn, made me consider the gendered and emotional aspects of the border 

during the course of this research. Prior to the wall, the figures of the border queens, female 

                                                
1	  Following IRB protocol, I have changed research participants’ names to pseudonyms in this dissertation in order to protect the 
identity of my research participants.	  	  
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bodies representing a relation of “friendly competition”, propelled feelings of collectivity as well 

as loss between the two communities. 

Figure 1. Border queens. Photo courtesy of the Pimeria Alta Historical Society (1954) 

 
As gendered figures, the queens were repeatedly equated with my informants’ memories 

of a pre-securitized space. The loss of the border queens is a particularly iconic example of this 

masculinist securitization process because, as I found throughout my research, these figures 

produce affect-laden memories among citizens living in these spaces. Moreover, the centrality of 

these figures within border subjects’ memories of a pre-securitized border space also presents a 

challenge to current debates in the scholarly literature over what the border ‘is’ and what it 

‘does’ (Nevins 2002; Agnew 2008; Amoore 2009; Gregory 2011; Andreas 2012). Taking 

narratives of research participants’ memories of border queens as my point of departure, this 

dissertation draws from psychoanalytic theory to examine the ways that emotional relations 

shape encounters among citizens, non-citizens, and security objects along the contemporary US-

Mexico border. The goal is to further understand how the fortified border has mediated socio-



 12 

spatial relations differently than in the recollections by informants of pre-securitized border 

space (Figure 2).  

Figure 2. Friendly border relations. Photo courtesy of the Pimeria Alta Historical Society (1958) 

 
 

After the border’s construction and the various security programs – the Border Safety 

Initiative, Operation Safeguard, Operation Hold-the-Line, and Operation Gatekeeper – Mexican-

Americans and Latino immigrants were unable to cross the border easily, closing off not only the 

queens’ travels, but also familial movements and the many people that once crossed on a daily 

basis (Anzaldúa 1986; Arreola 1993; Fregoso 2003). Earlier, border crossings were informal and 

frequent, with little regulation from the United States or Mexican governments (Figure 3; 

Arreola 2004; Truett 2006). 
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Figure 3. Shared border space Monument 26. Photo courtesy of the Pimeria Alta Historical Society (1893) 

 
 

Today, Mexican-Americans (like all Americans) must obtain a passport to cross through 

the border into Mexico; but unlike other Americans, the citizenship status of Mexican-Americans 

and undocumented Latino migrants is not easily visually distinguishable (Varsanyi 2008a, 

2008b). Historically, during moments when the United States pursued both an ‘open door’ and 

then ‘closed door’ immigration policy towards undocumented migrants, arriving immigrants 

became a national worry, inducing debates about the security of the nation’s borders. These 

debates pivoted on questions over definitions of ‘Americanness’ (Cisneros 2014).  Anxieties 

over who is an ‘American’ are deeply rooted and continue to affect how border residents relate 

and interact with the state and migrants crossing through the border.2  

                                                
2 With greater and greater numbers of immigrants and refugees seeking the US as their place of residence, the public 
often experienced difficulty in differentiating between native-born Latinos from those who immigrated from 
Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, or South America. As Cisneros (2014) explains, “Through the 
demographic and cultural makeup of Latina/o immigration shifted, the predominant cultural assumption of 
contemporary society that all Latina/o – or Mexican – “looking” people were immigrants was entrenched in this 
historical process of constituting the border, the citizen, and the “illegal alien”” (10).  



 14 

Over the past three decades, in particular, border citizens have become increasingly 

familiar with the extension of the state into their daily lives in the name of national security 

(Dunn 1996; Purcell and Nevins 2005; Clark 2012; Coppola 2012; Miller 2012a, 2012b). For 

example, in 1998 the Border Safety Initiative was introduced by the United States government in 

Nogales and surrounding communities along the US-Mexico border. The program attempted to 

deter undocumented migrants and illicit drug traffickers from entering the United States. As part 

of this effort, high-tech security devices, ranging from infrared and stadium lighting to ground 

sensors and remotely controlled unmanned drones, were placed along the border (Coppola 2012), 

while from 1993 to 2011 the Border Patrol tripled in size, increasing from 3,715 to 21,444 agents 

(US Customs and Border Protection 2011). In addition, 6,000 National Guard troops were 

employed to aid in the surveillance of the US-Mexico border. The Drug Enforcement Agency 

(DEA), Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 

have also deployed troops to the region in order to gather information and to provide backup to 

existing Border Patrol agents. As Figure 4 shows, the US government cordoned off sections of 

the United States into Border Patrol sectors.  
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Figure 4. Border patrol sectors parceling out territory to be covered by the agency. Image courtesy of the U.S. 
Border Patrol (2014) 

 
 

Such efforts are viewed as part of a widespread attempt to securitize the border in the 

interest of ‘national security’ (Purcell and Nevins 2005; Nevins 2008; Coleman 2005, 2007, 

2012). Increased detection capability, as reflected in the Border Patrol’s goals, now also 

emphasizes the role of technology in aiding the Border Patrol in providing national security (U.S. 

Border Patrol 2012). For instance, a Border Patrol representative argued that the use of 

unmanned aerial systems (UAS) will help “gain situational awareness to better detect, identify, 

monitor, and respond to threats to the Nation’s borders” (U.S. Border Patrol 2012:15). The 

Border Patrol uses biometrics, mobile surveillance systems, remote video surveillance systems, 

vehicle and cargo inspection systems, night vision devices, thermal handheld imaging devices, 
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unattended ground sensors, personal radiation detectors, radiation isotrope identification devices, 

z backscatter x-ray vehicles, and integrated fixed towers – all along the border (Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Nogales border and lighting device. Photo by author (2013) 
 

 
 

The question of the material border and the surveillance technologies that accompany the 

fortification of the border remains open for scholars interested in the relationship between civil 

society, materiality, and security technologies. Bunyan (2010) argues that while the surveillance 

society pre-dates the events of 11 September, the intensification of surveillance technologies 

abounded within civil society, reflecting the forces of globalization. At the border, the 

surveillance face-of-the-state – both seen and unseen – creates complex socio-political 

relationships among the state, technology, citizens, and non-citizens. This dissertation aims to 

psychoanalytically elucidate how these surveillance technologies and objects are felt – and 

extended into daily interactions – by citizens living along the border (Figure 6).  
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Figure 6. Visual perspective of the border from Nogales, Arizona. Photo by author (2013) 

 
 

Research Context  

As previously mentioned, Nogales was once known for its symbiotic relationship with Nogales, 

Sonora Mexico (Martínez 1994). With a collective population of 760,948, Ambos Nogales is the 

largest border community in Arizona. The City of Nogales, Arizona, comprises 20,837 residents, 

rising from 8,900 in 1970. Nogales is noted for being the “economic capital” of Arizona because 

of its port of entry and is composed of 95 percent Latino identified residents (US Census Bureau 

2010). Because of Ambos Nogales’ historical interdependency, Nogales, Arizona, is an ideal 

location for research on the emotional politics of citizenship along the US-Mexico border (Figure 

7). 
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Figure 7. Border fence outside of Nogales, Arizona. Photo by author (2013). 

 
 

 

The mammoth border that intersects Ambos Nogales today was slow to form. While the 

current political border was for the most part “officially” established in 1855, the nation’s 

frontier consisted little more than “scattered rock cairns and metal obelisks” (McGuire 2013: 

469). Following the Gadsden Purchase in 1854, construction of the southwestern railroad 

ensured a railroad route and was marked as Nogales Pass, Boundary Monument 26 (St. John 

2011; McGuire 2013). It was not until 1898 that the first actual material border was built by the 

United States federal government through the assembly of crossing gates (Arreola 1993), even as 

the Border Patrol agency was created much later in 1924 (see Jones 2012). Several areas of the 

border cutting through Ambos Nogales were merely separated by a dirt easement even as late as 

1899. By the time of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1918), the United States began the 

formation of the first barbed wire fence along the Southwest national border (Figure 8; Arreola 

2004; St. John 2011). Between World War I and II, the border was fortified further by the United 

States government through the implementation of a six-foot high chain link fence structure, 

which remained for seventy years (Arreola and Burkhart 2010).  
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Figure 8. The porous Nogales border. Photo courtesy of the Pimeria Alta Historical Society (Year Unknown) 
 

 
 

Within these seventy years, Nogales, Arizona was named Line City due to its spatial 

organization, which clung to the border (Arreola and Burkhart 2010). Today, the border is still 

commonly referred to as ‘the line’. In McGuire’s (2013) “archaeology of the contemporary,” he 

contends that since the 1990s the fortification of the border wall reflects specific political and 

economic interests of both the United States and Mexico. Moreover, the implementation of the 

1994 policy of prevention through deterrence (Provine and Doty 2011) was yet another example 

of how social relations were reoriented by policy. That is, as the Nogales metropolitan area was 

becoming highly fortified, undocumented migrants were forced to cross into the United States in 

more rural and rugged areas (Dunn 1996; Haddal 2010; Henderson 2011). Before the 1994 

policy mandate, “The chain-link fence that materialized the border reflected, enhanced, and 

implemented” (McGuire 2013: 467) the goals of trade, communication and cultural hybridity 
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(Holm 2012). However, after 1996, the United States government reinforced the Nogales border 

with a steel wall assembled from landing mats (see Figure 9). 

Figure 9. Landing mats. Photo courtesy of the Pimeria Alta Historical Society 

 
 

McGuire (2013) further highlights that by 2011 an even more ‘secure’ material border 

structure was built of a bollard-style steel wall (467). The bollard-style fence has been described 

as “interconnected steel tubes which will tower 15 to 20 feet above ground and will have roots 

running eight to 10 feet below the surface” (Stephenson 2011: 11). The bollard fencing was 

viewed as being harder to “penetrate than the bollard fencing on the outskirts” and it was assured 

that “agents will be better able to see scouts, people trying to cut holes in the fence to push drugs 

through and people waiting to cross, who can now hide behind the fence just a few feet from 

agents, but invisible to them and to the camera towers stationed throughout the region” 

(Stephenson 2011: 11). Further, “the brute materiality of the modern Nogales steel border” 
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(McGuire 2013: 467) reflected a much different social context than did the picket-style fence that 

persisted for seventy years within these communities. With over a half million estimated ‘illegal 

crossings’ into the United States each year, the 2006 Secure Fence Act provided funding for 700 

miles of high-security fencing along the border. Despite these efforts to halt the ‘flow’ of 

migration into the United States, the Government Accountability Office (2013) released a report 

stating that the Border Patrol fails to apprehend fifty-nine percent of individuals attempting to 

cross the border.  

Border spaces, including border cities and countryside, have figured prominently in 

public debates over border enforcement, as many of the vigilantes – known as the Minutemen – 

are stationed near the outskirts of Nogales. The presence of the Minutemen in the deserts of 

southern Arizona desert is as disturbing to many border citizens as that of the Border Patrol. And 

of course, Nogales has been deeply affected by the state of Arizona’s long and complicated 

history of border enforcement, especially in more recent times, where the active questioning of 

citizenship status in Latino communities is commonplace (Romero 2006; Chávez 2013). In fact, 

some suggest Arizona is ‘ground zero’ for immigration reform in the United States (Dear 2011). 

For example, the Arizona government drew national attention for the proposal and controversial 

implementation of the Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act, also known 

as SB-1070. The controversy was driven by the fact that state law enforcement officers were 

given authority to stop, detain and question any person deemed ‘suspicious’ on the basis of 

citizenship status (a practice that has been common in border communities), regardless of 

whether or not that person was actually doing anything against the law. Arizona has long been 

the symbol of the ‘Wild West’ in the national imaginary, a place where rights were unduly 

suspended at the discretion of the state at the federal level. Although Arizona is seen as 
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pioneering this practice, several states, including Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Michigan, 

Minnesota and South Carolina, passed similar legislation, further requiring law enforcement 

officials to ask about a person’s citizenship status simply based upon whether or not a person 

‘presented’ as ‘illegal.’ In this way, Arizona remains a ‘test-site’ for the increased enforcement 

of citizenship status in the United States. Postcolonial scholars, as well as scholars of territory, 

have established that the margins, peripheries, and borders that constitute the nation are often 

‘laboratories’ where processes of domination corresponding to the formation of national identity 

are negotiated and ‘tested’ before national implementation (Bhabha 1994; McClintock 1995; 

Stoler 2002).  

Because of this complex history surrounding the fortification of the border and its 

exclusion of outside others, Cisneros (2014) argues that the US-Mexico border and citizenship 

“form crucial ‘problems’ in contemporary politics and culture” (3). These ‘problems’ extend 

beyond debates of border fence enforcement onto the very boundaries defining citizenship, 

which involves complicated processes of exclusion and inclusion. Both citizenship and the 

border are the products of relations of inclusion and exclusion and of proximity and distance – 

that is, how individuals in these spaces approach or reproach one another (Cresswell 1996). As 

the border is a symbol for the boundary of the nation-state, citizenship also demarcates particular 

inter-subjective boundaries. Given this history, this dissertation views the contemporary border 

as an opportunity to glean insights into American identity processes and the contextual 

conditions shaping inter-subjectivity and state policing practice. The border is not static but 

dynamic. It moves between bodies and objects, and finds alignment and misalignment between 

individuals and nations differently across space and time. 
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Constructing (and Reconstructing) Borders 

Within traditional theorizations, borders are thought to reflect territorial boundaries and refer to a 

“territorialist epistemology” (Brambilla 2015). Thinking of borders as strict sites of the boundary 

between nation-states was usurped by the scholarship of Chicana feminists who greatly advanced 

our understanding of the emotional and political processes surrounding the physical border 

(Alarcón 1990; Moya 2001; Mohanty 2003). Finding theorizations of the border as territory 

reductive of experiences of borders, these scholars, such as Gloria Anzaldúa (1987), offer 

insights into how borders are deeply related to the shoring up of identities and cultural 

symbolisms. Anzaldúa viewed the borderlands as a “third country” and as a place of connection 

and flow between individuals and countries. For these scholars, defining the border as marker of 

territory between nation-states elides a wide range of ways to think about the border as 

producing emotional identifications within individuals.  

Continuing in this tradition, this dissertation contributes to larger efforts to rethink the 

border within human geography (Till et al. 2013). Challenging the notion that the border is a 

static object, a wide-range of research on the border has conceived it as a site of gendered 

violence (Wright 2006, 2011; Morales and Bejarano 2009), as a space of sovereignty and 

citizenship (Darling 2011; Weber 2012), as a place of suffering (Boehm 2011), or as site of 

political negotiation and oppression (Dolhinow 2005; Coleman 2007; Varsanyi 2008a; Nevins 

2002, 2008; Madsen 2011; Mountz 2011; Harrison and Lloyd 2012; Williams and Boyce 2013). 

It is also considered a site of detention (Coleman and Kocher 2011), a site where citizenship is 

encountered by youth (Bejarano 2010; Bosco 2010; Perez 2010; Bosco, Aitken, and Herman 

2011), a place of environmental injustice (Carruthers 2007; Grineski and Collins 2008; Johnson 

and Niemeyer 2008), a space where US security technology expands (Prokkola 2013), an object 
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for discourses of security (Ackleson 2005; Coleman 2005; Purcell and Nevins 2005), a site of 

territory enacted (Agnew 1999, 2008; Paasi 2012), a neoliberal expansion zone (Nevins 2007), 

and a site of economic export processing (Walker 2005; Orihuela and Hageman 2011; Canas et 

al. 2013).  

As can be seen from this recent scholarship within human geography, the sub-field has 

come to focus upon the processes, movements, and connections made by borders. New concepts 

emerging within this literature, such as the idea of bordering as process, borrow from established 

concepts like the “territorial trap” (Agnew 1994) and “spatial socialization” (Paasi 2001). These 

earlier concepts provide the ground for thinking through the various ways that territory and 

borders are practiced. For example, Paasi’s work on the discursive construction of boundaries 

has been highly influential to emerging concepts within border studies. Equally important are 

Louise Amoore’s heuristic devices of “spatial stretching” and “temporal orientation” that 

highlight the ways bordering practices have extended the border beyond the actual fences that 

comprise the material line that appears to demarcate two distinct spaces (2007, 2009).  

More recently, Johnson (2014) has argued for investigations into “border work” – how 

the border is made and re-made by different actors involved in the bordering process.  Others, 

such as dell’Agnese and Amilhat Szary (2015), suggest that the concept of “borderscape” be 

used to help move scholars beyond modernist notions of territory to include explorations of 

personal perception of border landscapes (also see Brambilla 2015). The above work contributes 

to the new geographies of the border by disrupting the notion that the border is ever truly a 

bounded space, and by calling for alternative geopolitical understandings of borders (Brambilla 

2015). Through the theorization of the border as process, scholars like Johnson et al. (2008) are 

seeing the advantages of interdisciplinary efforts that might open questions of place, 
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performance and perspective in order to explore new possibilities for other critical approaches 

within border studies. Whichever concept is chosen to depict complex border relations and 

entities, it is clear that border studies has opened up new research agendas that might include the 

emotional dimensions of borders. Following these new lines of inquiry, this dissertation explores 

the psychic effects of border enforcement. 

Psychoanalytic Orientations toward the Border 
 

This dissertation is oriented by psychoanalytic political practice in combination with the 

question of the object. Soon after I began this research it became clear that border residents’ 

daily experience with security objects was a key component of entanglement and encounter 

between citizens and non-citizens. The intensity of these inter-subjective experiences described 

as encounters between objects and subjects, led me to explore how psychoanalytic political 

practice best illuminates these complex relations. For example, psychoanalytic theory helps us 

address the question of how feelings create ambivalent socio-spatial relations between techno-

objects and border subjects, as well as provide surprising answers about the relationship between 

the psychoanalytic subject and the material border. Interestingly, psychoanalytic interpretations 

of the border and bordered relations are hard to come by, even as psychoanalytic theorists have 

made the borders of subjectivity a central focus (Kristeva 1982; Sibley 1995; Popke 2001).  

In fact, theories of the border almost exclusively focus upon political relations – 

operating within a limited definition of the political – to the exclusion of the affective and 

emotional dimensions of border spaces, as well as the agency of more-than-human actors (see 

Williams and Boyce 2013). Exploring the mismatch between identity (the sayings and 

reifications of language) and being (the doings and openings), psychoanalytic interpretations of 
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the border allow for exploration of the problem of subjective identification in these tenuous 

spaces.  

A psychoanalytic orientation, then, exposes a model of the subject that complicates 

traditional scalar differences reified by traditional geopolitical analyses of the border – where 

territory meets its Cartesian coordinates. By focusing upon the illegible and indiscernible 

dimensions of social interactions along borders (Kingsbury 2010, 2008; Campbell and Pile 2011; 

Robbins and Moore 2013), psychoanalytic readings of the border can produce new 

understandings of border militarization that account for the doubling relationship between 

psychic processes and material objects. Importantly, psychoanalytic theorists, such as Žižek and 

Lacan, are at the forefront of debates about how the material and the psychic comprise inter-

subjective formations within the social domain: psychoanalytic theory is neither 

psychologizing/individualizing nor immaterial. And drawing from my previous research 

experience on how the silences, slippages, and elisions involved in subject formation are crucial 

components of daily life (Shaw, Powell, and De La Ossa 2014; De La Ossa and Moore 2015), I 

continue to pull from Lacanian psychoanalytic theory to provide another avenue for 

understanding the complications that the increasing presence of state security objects in daily life 

brings to the lives of border subjects.  

In this dissertation, I argue that the border is a “parallax object”, a term that Slavoj Žižek 

most notably coined to describe – “that which disturbs the smooth running of things” (2006: 17). 

Accordingly, in the chapters that follow, I examine the emotional and gendered dimensions of 

the border-as-parallax-object, as well as its ‘extensions’ into engagements between citizens and 
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migrants. By use of the case study, I explore how compassionate relations play out along the 

illegal/legal divide through masculine performances of care, and of citizenship, in daily life.3  

 Building towards a theory of ambivalent citizenship, I draw from feminist scholarship 

that emphasizes the importance of the body as a site of analysis (Marston, Jones and Woodward 

2005; Hyndman 2007, 2001; Dixon and Marston 2011; Fluri 2011a, 2011b; Sharp 2011; Smith 

2013, 2012) and from debates within emotional/affective/psychoanalytic geographies (Thien 

2005, 2011; Bondi 2005a, 2005b; Anderson 2006, 2012; Kingsbury 2007; Pain 2009; Pile 2010). 

This dissertation additionally (though more implicitly) draws from postcolonial scholarship, 

which often draws from psychoanalytic theory, and which has established that the experience of 

inhabiting a peripheral social location is on par with occupying an ambivalent subject position 

(Fanon 1952; Said 1979; Bhabha 1994; Spivak 1999). Iain Hay’s (1988) supposition that the 

state has an imaginary component – that is, that the state is merely a state of mind – provides 

traction here. In Nogales and the surrounding community, emotional performances of citizenship 

protract the state – that is, performances of citizenship are implied through emotional relations of 

proximity and distance.4  

By combining research on affect/emotion and subjectivity, this dissertation advances an 

emotional geography of contemporary American citizenship. By posing a challenge to traditional 

scalar conceptualizations of the state (Marston, Jones, and Woodward 2005), I investigate the 

ways that the state and citizenship are implored through performances and iterations of national 

identity, relations of power, duty and responsibility towards the state and migrants. What has 
                                                
3 By focusing upon the ways that masculinity is split (offensive and defensive) within my research site, this 
dissertation contributes to masculinity studies (Buchbinder 1998; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Reeser 2010; 
Gorman-Murray 2013; Avramenko 2011; Mott and Roberts 2014; Richardson 2014; Wilton, DeVerteuil, and Evans 
2014), by exploring the ways that citizen subjectivities are ensured by masculine placeholder markings of space, 
body and performance – that is, I highlight the ways that masculine subjectivities provide the basis for markers of 
citizenship. 	  
4 This argument further resonates with Joe Painter’s (2006) concept of the prosaic state, where the state is viewed as 
a set of mundane practices conducted through daily life. 
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often been sidelined in conversations about border enforcement are the ways that citizens have 

negotiated the state and its technological security objects as the fortification of the border was 

pursued. When and how citizens are compelled to provide care for migrants in need of aid offers 

a glimpse into the micro-geographies of globalization. Later, this dissertation demonstrates how 

both state and citizen share responsibility for the other, in that there appears to be a dispersal of 

how responsibility and care are negotiated within ambivalent socio-spatial relationships. 

The Emotional Turn: Theoretical Inspiration 
 
My orientation towards the emotional politics of proximity and distance that shapes citizenship 

draws from what has been called the emotional turn within the social sciences, which has pushed 

scholars to include affect and emotion as part of the suite of legitimate objects of inquiry (Thrift 

2004, 2008; Flam and King 2005; Pile 2010; Bennett 2010; Damasio 2003, 2004, 2010; Leys 

2011). Rather than tacking on affect and emotion in research investigations, many leading 

scholars argue that affect and emotion disrupt many of the taken for granted hierarchical 

relations that comprise social science disciplines, particularly assumptions regarding objectivity 

and research praxis (Davidson, Smith and Bondi 2007; Thompson and Hoggett 2012; Wetherell 

2012). Scholars of affect and emotion, following Tim Dean, suggest “the sociopolitical domain 

cannot continue to be analyzed as if it were free of psychic and sexual processes, as if it operated 

outside the range of their effects” (1993: 85; also see Rose 1995, 1997; Callard 2003). The 

emotional turn within geography moved affect and emotion to the front of debates concerning 

politics (Ahmed 2004a; Kingsbury 2005), care (Bondi 2008; Gould 2009), power relations 

(Tolia-Kelly 2006; Sharp 2009), and everyday life (Lorimer 2005; Pain and Smith 2008). The 

broader challenge from within the emotional turn has been to dismantle traditional Cartesian 
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couplings, such as the public and private, masculine and feminine, political and apolitical, and 

subject and object within scholarly investigations (Thien 2005, 2011).  

Within human geography, scholars have demonstrated how the sociospatial was always 

already colored by the affective and emotive (Callard 2003; Davidson and Milligan 2004; Urry 

2005; Kingsbury 2007; Thomas 2007, 2010). Accordingly, these scholars have highlighted the 

intra-relatedness of social phenomena by enlivening discussions over how particular 

embodiments point towards sensations and feelings as crucial to debates within the realm of the 

‘political’ (Kingsbury 2005; Gorman-Murray 2009). For example, Paul Kingsbury (2008) and 

Rose, Degen and Basdas (2010) have argued that the emotional potentiality of particular social 

landscapes actively shape what is interpreted as political in the first place.  

Given the influence of the emotional turn, there are scholars who are shifting their 

attention to the emotional processes that underpin citizenship. They have come at the directive of 

feminist scholars who established the permeability of the public and private divide within 

scholarship on citizenship (Staeheli and Thompson 1997; Staeheli and Nagel 2006). For 

example, Elaine Lynn-Ee Ho (2009) explores how the contingent, embodied, and contested 

aspects of citizenship involves the emotive dimensions of the subject. Ho argues that a particular 

configuration of emotion as feminine, and as associated with the private sphere, contrasts with 

views of citizenship in the public sphere, and results in the uneasy and unhelpful assumption that 

emotions and citizenship are unrelated (2009). This arbitrary divide, however, has been shown to 

be reductive of the social world, as scholars have established the myriad ways in which political 

and policy decisions are often experienced in personal and emotional ways (Allan 2002; Schmidt 

and Datnow 2005; Strathmann and Hay 2009). In this way, Ho demonstrates how emotional 
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practices and the performance of citizenship designate national belonging, as well as allow for 

certain rights to be claimed and asserted by some individuals.   

In recognizing the emotional dimensions of citizenship, scholars have exposed citizen 

subjectivities as actively defined and articulated by affect. For Lauren Berlant, in The Queen of 

America Goes to Washington City (1997), citizenship is thoroughly saturated by emotions and 

intimate dimensions of life, producing the image of the United States as a “sentimental nation”. 

Berlant argues that citizenship is produced through the affective attachments and the sentimental 

associations within public and private political spheres. As Berlant argues, “The intimate sphere 

of the U.S. present tense renders citizenship as a condition of social membership produced by 

personal acts and values, especially acts originating in or directed toward the family sphere” 

(1997: 5). Berlant emphasizes that it is the intimate relations between subjects that produce their 

citizen subjectivities. She further underlines the ways that the intimate has been enrolled within 

public discourses of citizenship and has produced an entire repertoire of various citizen-

subjectivities that comprise the public political sphere. 

A wide range of scholars from across the social sciences has recently investigated the 

emotional dimensions of the state, beyond just that of citizenship. For example, in Peripheral 

Visions: Publics, Power, and Performance in Yemen (2008), Lisa Wedeen describes how 

subjects perform democracy and Yemeni citizenship. She argues that it is the everyday doings 

that constitute ‘alternative democracies’ of citizenship in Yemen. Drawing from poststructuralist 

theories of the subject, Wedeen claims it is the performances of democracy that produce political 

identifications and affective attachments to the nation. Her attentiveness to the affective 

attachments (the doings) that underlie the political provides yet another way of imagining the 

iterative and repetitive performances and processes by which the state is constituted. Fantasies 
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surrounding these performances offer “a great amount of subject positions, among which the free 

floating subject is able to move from one identification to the other” (Žižek 1997: 16). The 

emotional politics of the state and citizenship have the potential to reveal the affective and 

emotive practices that comprise contemporary American citizenship. And if, as Sara Ahmed 

(2006) suggests, emotions demonstrate how power shapes both the surfaces of bodies and 

worlds, then critical investigations into the geographies of emotional citizenship is paramount to 

critical approaches employed by human geographers. 

Post-structural Citizenship 
 
This dissertation further draws from scholarship within the field of citizenship studies that 

emphasizes the ways that citizenship is constructed as part of the social imaginary (Anderson 

2006; Pratt 2007), which complements scholarship on the emotional dimensions of citizenship. 

Writes Cisneros (2014): “As an ‘imaginary,’ citizenship entails legal and institutional as well as 

figurative and cultural dimensions; citizenship indexes legal status and political rights but also 

refers to one’s inclusion in a sociocultural and ‘imagined’ community” (5). Of course, 

citizenship is deeply connected to the material border, as Cisneros (2014) notes: “Borders not 

only demarcate and divide but also regulate relationships of contact, exchange, and equivalence 

between communities. Meanwhile, citizenship rests in part on ‘bordering,’ demarcation, 

exclusion, and alienization…. citizenship takes shape through and helps materialize both internal 

and external borders, and borders help to define citizenship” (6). As this dissertation 

demonstrates, the desire for belonging, shaped by the concept of citizenship, mediates the ways 

that individuals encounter others, and helps to illuminate how identities are produced as inter-

subjective relations come into being.  



 32 

Similarly, Engin Isin (2002) shows that citizenship is a historically contingent process 

through which the ‘subject of rights’ is constituted. By focusing upon the historical 

contradictions and socially constructed nature of citizenship, scholars like Lisa Wedeen (2008) 

make it possible to view the demarcation of ‘citizen’ from ‘non-citizen’ as reflecting different 

social practices (Giddens 1998; Ehrkamp and Leitner 2006; Nyers 2007; Staeheli et al. 2012). 

The rendering of citizenship as process is a critical shift from the normative framework of 

citizenship as static and economical. As Isin and Turner posit, citizenship is a “social process 

through which individuals and social groups engage in claiming, expanding or losing rights” 

(2002: 4, also see Isin and Turner 2007).  

Citizenship can also be thought of as involving a bodily orientation within space and as 

chiefly centered upon what subjects emotionally focus their attention towards (Ahmed 2006). 

Sara Ahmed argues that the body’s focus and attention towards particular spaces, objects, and 

others create an alignment with the state’s ordering regimes, including its designation of 

citizenship. In other words, Ahmed describes how citizenship orientations “shape not only how 

we inhabit space, but how we apprehend this world of shared inheritance, as well as ‘who’ or 

‘what’ we direct our energy and attention toward” (2006: 3). Following Ahmed, I examine what 

happens emotionally when border subjects come into contact with new border security objects 

and various ‘others’, such as the Border Patrol officer or the undocumented migrant. This 

dissertation emphasizes the way that the subjects’ nearness or distance from these objects and 

subjects secures the very place of contemporary gendered citizenship. The ability to present 

oneself as an American citizen ensures that the border subject ‘take up’ particular gendered lines 

and affinities.  As Ahmed (2006: 15) contends: 

We might speak then of collective direction: of ways in which nations or other imagined 
communities might be “going in a certain direction”, or facing the same way, such that 



 33 

only some things “get our attention.” Becoming a member of a community might also 
mean following that direction, which could be described as the political requirement that 
we turn some ways and not others. We follow the line that is followed by others: 
repetition of the act of following makes the line disappear from view as the point from 
which “we” emerge. 
 
In this dissertation, a ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ citizen identity is held in tension. After all, 

citizen identifications are shifting and are taken up differently at varying moments in space and 

time. They are thus always under constant negotiation and in relation to the objects that mediate 

emotional relations of proximity and distance along the border. Taking this insight into account 

suggests that employing a psychoanalytic geographical framework to this dissertation’s driving 

research question – how is the border inscribed in daily life beyond the material fence – points to 

the necessity of including scholarship that considers how citizen subjectivities are shored up 

through the shifting perceptions of the presence and absence of border security objects and of 

migrants in need of aid from citizens. One key implication of scholarship on both the emotional 

citizenship and the object is that the ‘citizen’ is a much more complex figure than has been 

previously theorized. Inquires into how emotional exchanges – for instance, which glances, and 

gestures actually comprise citizen subjectivity is particularly important, then, to advancing 

scholarship that illuminates the complexities surrounding the citizen.  

As I show throughout this dissertation, border citizens “create the state” (cf. Wedeen 

2008) by performing citizenship through the emotional politics of proximity and distance. I 

endeavor to examine the work that the border does in its extension onto the lines of care and 

attachment that border subjects ‘take up’ through their bodily orientations and practices (Ahmed 

2006). The security objects affect border citizens in the ways that create the state by mediating 

relations between subjects.5 In this way, I demonstrate that the border effects border subjects in 

                                                
5 While the ‘state’ has been defined in variety of ways, this dissertation suggests that the state is implied via sets of 
relations between objects and subjects, finding expression within affective relations between bodies and objects. In 
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unexpected ways that are most clearly articulated by psychoanalytic concepts of the gaze, the 

screen, the parallax object, and psychoanalytic understandings of the psychic processes 

underlying ambivalence. But first, a summary of the data collection and methods is laid out.  

Research Methods 
 
I conducted this research in Nogales, Arizona, and the surrounding community to garner insights 

into how increasing state presence has produced differing ways of emotional relations among 

citizens and non-citizens, and citizens and the state. This research took place across different 

environments, from the home to the grocery store to local fast food establishments. Because I 

have familial connections in or around my research sites, my positionality as a semi-

insider/semi-outsider aided in my capacity to perform this research aimed at illuminating the 

strategies that border citizen-subjects employ as they navigate the presence of state security. This 

hybrid positionality permitted me to traverse gendered expectations, allowing me to enter male 

social circles that are usually closed to female residents of these places. I was not, however, able 

to escape all gendered expectations. For instance, I was often escorted on my travels from 

Nogales to surrounding communities, because it was “common knowledge” that it was unsafe 

and undesirable for women to travel alone in these areas. I, of course, obliged offers for escort 

because these moments offered insights into how gendered identities are literally mobilized in 

my research sites.  

The central research question of how the border is inscribed beyond the material fence 

was taken up through the mixed-qualitative methods of participant observation, semi-structured 

interviews, drive and walk-alongs performed between May-August 2009, April-September 2013, 

and November 2013 to January 2014. The primary method I relied upon was participant 

                                                                                                                                                       
this way, it is possible to understand the state as effected and effective within the emotional domain (also see Miller 
2013; Laketa 2015). 	  
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observation. This ethnographic approach (Bernard 2002; Crawley 2002; Bosco 2006; Denzin and 

Lincoln 2008) gave me a glimpse into the mundane doings of bodies as they engage in with the 

Border Patrol, border security objects, migrants, and other citizens. By observing others, I was 

able to garner a deeper understanding of how border subjects note the presence of the Border 

Patrol, including border security objects, as well as how they perform their own citizenship when 

they believe they are being scrutinized. This method of data collection allowed me to acquire an 

understanding of how subjects are oriented in space toward others and objects, leading to my 

theoretically informed analysis of how border subjects traverse the landscape and how social 

meanings are attached or “stick” (Ahmed 2004a, 2004b) to certain locales or bodies. This 

heightened awareness of the extra-discursive gestures, looks, occupation of space, directionality 

toward and away from particular objects, and so on, frames my methodological and theoretical 

concerns by illuminating the illegible and indiscernible elements that comprise ambivalent 

citizenship practices (further elaborated below).  

Next, I performed the walk-along and drive-along method with participants in order to 

gain a deeper understanding of how spatial practices are intertwined with state presence 

(Kusenbach 2003). I accompanied nine participants during their daily activities, noting the routes 

taken, the specific places visited and the commentary that followed these activities. This method 

was especially useful for gaining insight into the spatial and socio-cultural practices of border 

subjects as they navigate the border landscape in ways that place either distance or nearness 

between themselves and state security objects. Because Nogales, on the Arizona side of the 

border, and its surrounding communities are relatively small in size, it became apparent that the 

narratives that accompanied these trips were more important than noting the specific locales 

themselves. I found that the walk-alongs and drive-alongs presented a novel way of investigating 
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how daily practices and emotions are interwoven as political subjectivities coalesce, as well as 

how affect is established within place (Duff 2010).  

To supplement my observations, I conducted 25 semi-structured interviews that supplied 

data that get to the matter of how citizens think and feel about border landscapes and the 

presence of undocumented migrants and Border Patrol officers within them (Table 1). I also 

asked border subjects to remember or recall Nogales and the surrounding areas of their youth and 

to discuss how the border security complex has changed or altered the character of these places. 

These interviews lasted anywhere from one hour to an hour and a half and often carried over into 

follow-up interviews. I informed participants that they might, at any time, choose to end the 

interview if they felt uncomfortable with the subject matter. To obtain better understanding of 

the gendered component of securitization during the past thirty years, I specifically aimed to 

understand how border residents perceive changes to border landscapes and social relations. I 

focused on how border subjects determine whether or not to frequent certain places and the 

extent to which these decisions are based on the possible or perceived presence of undocumented 

migrants, the Border Patrol, or border security objects. For example, I asked participants the 

following questions: 1) How often do you get stopped by the Border Patrol and asked your 

citizenship status? 2) Have you ever been mistaken as an undocumented migrant? If so, how do 

you respond to this mistake?  3) Is there anything you can do in order not to be mistaken for an 

undocumented migrant? And 4) What do you do when you encounter an undocumented migrant 

in need of aid? Later in this dissertation, I explore the political implications of psychoanalytic 

theory for conceptualizing research on affect and emotion and for how I, as researcher, 

understood and encountered the research relationship by focusing especially upon the underlying 

dynamics involved within semi-structured interviews. 
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Table 1: Interviews conducted from 2010-2014 

 
Male Female 

Nogales 7 7 
Surrounding 
Area 7 2 
Tucson 1 1 

Total 15 10 
 
 

These interviews were often undertaken across multiple sites. My position as a semi-

insider/semi-outsider allowed me to accompany citizens during their daily interactions with the 

state in a discrete manner. Of course, my positionality as a researcher was not always as covert 

as it was during other moments. In moments when I engaged in activities ascribed to the role of 

researcher, such as taking notes and recording interviews, it became painfully obvious that I was 

not from this place. The research objects of the paper, pen, and recording device were obvious 

markers of my outside status. Because of the recognition that these objects produced different 

anxieties, I often decided to take notes after the interviews were completed. Taking notes and 

reflecting post-interview was a tactic that was conducive to allowing emotion and affect to 

circulate between the research participants, the border-as-parallax-object, and me. I found that 

taking notes after the interview allowed me to feel and think about the interview content and 

emotional exchanges pivoting around the content in a deeper, more reflective way. Such a 

debriefing strategy allowed me to connect the content of the interview to the wider emotional 

circulations abounding within the research situation. 

Finally, I employed discourse analysis to analyze the collected data and identify whether 

Mexican-American border residents find hybrid spaces to be more threatening than non-hybrid 
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spaces. Discourse analysis is important to understanding questions about who belongs in certain 

spaces (Wood and Kroger 2000) and how citizenship status is imbricated in that belonging, as 

well as how belonging itself is a highly affective and emotive experience. My analysis focused 

on how border residents identified and described undocumented migrants, how certain words 

were used to describe oneself in relation to undocumented migrants, and what words they used to 

describe their emotional state during the walk-alongs as we encountered state security objects 

and Border Patrol officers. 

Dissertation Overview 
 
Chapter Two explores pertinent literature from three bodies of literature: 1) questions of the 

power of the object and the focus upon materiality in daily life, 2) the psychoanalytic gaze, and 

3) the parallax object. I connect these bodies of literature together, thereby laying the foundation 

for the analyses that emerge later in this dissertation. In particular, I highlight the topological 

nature of the border-as-parallax-object. Next, Chapter Three explores the methodological 

components of the research, delving into a discussion of psychoanalytic analysis coupled with 

questions about the object in qualitative research. In this chapter, I provide strategies for reading 

research relationships in a way that might offer a critique of traditional renderings of 

transference/countertransference – important psychoanalytic processes – within the research 

relationship.6 Here, I provide a more in depth discussion about the analysis of the data collected 

and the research relationships that produced the analytical concepts of the face-of-the-state and 

ambivalent citizenship. Drawing from Bondi’s (2005a) discussion of a theory of 

psychotherapeutic practice, I extend her insights to reveal the emotional complexities that 

comprised the research project.  
                                                
6	  In this dissertation, I define transference and countertransference as the energetic exchanges that occur inter-
subjectively through conversation and body language and are communicated on a number of levels, some extra-
discursively and through affect. I discuss these terms more thoroughly in Chapter Three. 	  
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Chapter Four considers the ways that border subjects see themselves through state 

security objects, what I refer to as the face-of-the-state. This chapter explores the relationship 

between the psychoanalytic gaze and how it mediates relations between security objects and 

border subjects. Here, I argue that border subjects often realize the state through the scopic and 

non-scopic objects of the state. I investigate the ways that the state gaze comprises what Meehan, 

Shaw, and Marston (2013) have described as the political geographies of the object, but I include 

the underlying psychic dimensions of the political geographies of the object. Utilizing the 

parallax object within the research relationship, I show how the face-of-the-state produces 

emotional alignments and misalignments within inter-subjective relations. I additionally 

demonstrate that the gaze involves a feeling aspect, highlighting the embodied dimensions of 

citizenship and state power. To build this argument, I utilize a series of scenes, or ‘seens’ – a 

strategy that I carry over into Chapter Five – where research participants revealed the emotional 

dimensions of their engagement with the state’s security objects. This interpretation moves us 

beyond longstanding understandings of state power as embodied solely within subjects and 

through the logic of domination.  

In Chapter Five, I describe how feelings circulate among and between state objects, 

citizens, non-citizens, and state spaces. Here, I specifically lay out a theory of ambivalent 

citizenship. As an analytic, ambivalent citizenship describes the inherent paradox of citizenship 

in these border spaces – that is, it describes how border subjects’ tenuous citizenship status leads 

to the shoring up of national identity through performances of national identification. While 

Berlant (2011) presents affective attachments to what she calls ‘the good life’, I adjust this notion 

by considering the complex, ambivalent (and masculine) practices of citizenship among my 

informants. In this way, ambivalent citizenship is a modification of Lauren Berlant’s theory of 
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cruel optimism. It accounts for the ways that border subjects are aware of the relations of cruelty 

that exist between the state, the migrant and the border subject – even if this awareness appeared 

extra-discursively through the presence and absence of the parallax object. In spite of the fact 

that men provide masculine displays of aid through their interactions with migrants in need, they 

are also ‘performing the state’. Ambivalent citizenship, then, illustrates a wider range of 

behaviors in how citizens enter into relation with the state and with undocumented migrants. 

These men’s engagements or disengagements with migrants help to consolidate their role as 

masculine citizens. My focus, then, presents another form of subtle geographies, the emotional 

and affective dimensions of citizenship. Additionally, it uncovers strategies for entanglement 

through depictions of the ways that the figure of the migrant and the state call residents into 

action. I end this chapter by highlighting the profound significance that displays of aid have for 

shaping the individuals’ place as proper (masculine) political subjects. And finally, I conclude in 

Chapter Six with some remarks calling for a new sub-field of political geography: emotional 

border studies.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
THE MATERIALIST AND PSYCHOANALYTIC 

COORDINATES OF THE OBJECT 
 

This chapter analyzes social and psychical processes that comprise the citizen, allowing for an 

interpretation of the border ‘citizen’ as produced by a suite of emotional and affective forces – 

mediated by the object. I first review relevant literature from the materialist turn. Second, I draw 

from psychoanalytic theories of the subject to argue for the centrality of inter-subjective 

relationships involved in subject formation. Then, I draw from literature on the gaze to highlight 

the ways that the gaze and the object are caught up within the same ‘frame.’ And lastly, this 

chapter reviews Slavoj Žižek’s (2006) concept of the parallax object. This concept proves to be 

especially central to this dissertation, in that the remainder of the analysis draws explicitly from 

it to reconceptualize the ‘extensions’ of the border. Rather than viewing the subject or object as 

topographical, this chapter draws from psychoanalytic theory in order to advance recent 

discussions in psychoanalytic geographies about the topological dimensions of the both object 

and subject (see Blum and Secor 2011 for a discussion of topological renderings of the subject).  

My primary objective in this chapter is to provide a theoretical baseline from which to 

build a theory of ambivalent citizenship. By doing so, I hope to illustrate moments of connection 

between what has been thought of as disparate literatures – that is, between literature on the 

importance of the object to materiality and psychoanalytic theory. By discussing the implications 

of key psychoanalytic geographical concepts, I point towards new theoretical nexuses available 

to geographers working with the elusive qualities of the relationship between emotion/affect and 

the object. The emotional politics of the object have the potential to reveal a wide range of 
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affective and emotive practices that comprise contemporary American citizenship. And if, as 

Sara Ahmed (2006) suggests, emotions demonstrate how power shapes the surfaces of both 

bodies and worlds, then critical investigations into the psychoanalytic geographies of the object 

is paramount to critical approaches employed by human geographers. This chapter therefore 

asks, how are objects involved in emotional processes between subjects? How can scholars 

extend theories of the object by considering the emotional lives of objects and of the people 

related to them? To begin, I review literature discussing the materialist contours of daily life.  

New Materialist Dimensions  
 
The materialist turn – including questions about the status and nature of the object – within 

human geography has emerged as a central intellectual interest over the past decade or so 

(Bingham 1996; Castree 2003; Anderson and Tolia-Kelly 2004; Braun 2005; Hinchliffe et al. 

2005; Whatmore 2006). These scholars query the social effects of things within social reality, 

therefore standing in stark contrast to traditional renderings of things or objects as passive and 

merely shaped through human contact (Latour 2005, 2012). New concepts developed within this 

diverse body of literature, such as Arjun Appadurai’s “social life of things”, signal the aliveness 

of things, as they enter into the realm of the social (1988). Charles Lemert’s (2005) sociological 

investigation of daily live illustrates that it is impossible to parcel things and people from the 

impacts that they have on daily life or from one another. Further, new ontological paradigms as 

extended by Bruno Latour’s “network-like ontology”, for example, move “things” to the center 

of social inquiry by positing questions about how things or objects reproduce, alter, and 

intervene into the social (2005). This scholarship has been greatly influential in terms of 

increasing attention towards the mundane and everyday, of which objects and materiality are an 
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intimate part. This section reviews the varied ways in which scholars have worked to include the 

material into considerations of everyday life.  

As part of this wider scholarship, scholars began to include the non-human in 

considerations of urban citizenship, further breaking down the false divide between human and 

non-human worlds. For instance, Sarah A. Moore (2008) argues that garbage is an active 

participant in creating urban citizenship. By considering the active ecological worlds of both 

humans and non-human actors within the human environment, Moore (2008) demonstrates the 

influence of garbage on social order in Oaxaca, Mexico. By taking a relational understanding of 

the urban as productive of both human and non-human politics, she suggests that including the 

material within socio-spatial inquiries of politics emerges as a way to muddy the terrain between 

the materialities of the human and non-human, allowing for investigations of relationalities 

between wider ranges of agents within the city.  

Historians of technology working within the materialist turn, on the other hand, examine 

how older technological objects exist among new technologies, such as the ways that drone 

technology exists alongside older border technologies like checkpoints.  Among these recent 

concerns, Trevor Pinch (2010) calls for scholars to consider the ways that technological objects 

are a part of the mundane practices that comprise daily life. For him, it is important to “realize 

that ‘forcing,’ ‘guiding,’ ‘steering,’ and so on is being done to us all the time by non-humans but 

for the most part goes unnoticed. Every time you drive your car, take a bend in the road, avoid a 

pothole and so on, non-humans are constraining what you do” (Pinch 2010: 85). While subjects 

often go about their day without realizing the impact that objects and things have on the ways 

their daily business is performed, Pinch argues that this elision is precisely the power of these 

technologies, objects, and things – that is, they embody power by mediating relations of 
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interaction without being recognized as doing so. Pinch’s argument echoes Bruno Latour’s 

contention in Pandora’s Hope (1999) that the more ubiquitous technology and technological 

objects becomes, the less they are the focal point of human perception. Given this observation, 

Latour (1990) prefers that the artificial divide between materiality and the social be rendered 

obsolete: “Society and technology are not two ontologically distinct entities but more like phases 

of the same essential action” (129). In fact, Latour (1990) suggests that society is deeply 

transformed by technological objects, as society and technological objects form inter-dependent 

relationships: “all the actors co-evolve” (117, original emphasis). 

Karan Barad (2003, 2007) is among a growing body of scholars who explore the role of 

things in daily life through a materialist feminist framework. For Barad, literature on 

securitization, in particular, has elided the role of things in the expression of insecurities. By 

drawing from the critical theory of Judith Butler and Michel Foucault, Barad extends a theory of 

post-humanist performativity. Highlighting the ways that Butler and Foucault utilize 

performance as central to their understandings of subjectivity, Barad seeks to include the 

performative dimensions of the material in these investigations by emphasizing the social 

histories of things alongside their agency as actors within the social world: “The world is a 

dynamic process of intra-activity” involving an “ongoing flow of agency” including an “open 

process of mattering” (818). Focusing upon what material practices matter and how they emerge 

as issues leads her to the notion of intra-action. For Barad, a theory of intra-action highlights the 

ways that boundaries are delineated between subjects and objects as the effects of power (2007). 

Barad’s unique contribution is the way in which she theorizes how an “agential cut” – the cut 

that allows for the notion that things are separate from one another – produces the separation 

between objects so that the subject may ‘know’ the object. For her, how objects maintain their 
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‘distinctiveness’ from other objects depends upon iterative performances between subjects and 

objects. Distinctions drawn between humans thus are always the product or the influence of the 

material environments that encompass the human.  

Drawing from Barad’s theory of intra-action, Claudia Aradau (2010) suggests that 

Barad’s post-humanist performativity is key to understanding how border security comes to 

matter through the intra-actions between things and subjects. In other words, she suggests that 

securitization emerges through processes of materialization that mediate how differences come 

to matter in social contexts. Further, Aradau argues that these intra-actions have implications for 

how boundaries are drawn in the first place. Moreover, these delineations between things and 

subjects produce state spaces, wherein citizenship is designated and reconfigured at the same 

time that these processes of delineation are entangled in infrastructures of globalization (Bach 

2011).  

Other scholars particularly interested in the role of the built environment, like Matthew 

Gandy, Karen Bakker, and Stephen Graham, draw from the concept of “social-material 

assemblages” which make and re-make relations between bodies and things as they come 

together, fracture, and realign. For such scholars, interrogating the material inevitably leads to 

new ways of thinking about what defines the ‘political’. For instance, in their introduction to the 

edited volume, Political Matter: Technoscience, Democracy and Public Life (2010), Bruce 

Braun and Sarah J. Whatmore ask:  

What if we took the “stuff” of politics seriously, not as a shorthand phrase for political 
activity but to signal instead the constitutive nature of material processes and entities in 
social and political life, the way that things of every imaginable kind – material objects, 
informed materials, bodies, machines, even media ecologies – help constitute the 
common worlds that we share and the dense fabric of relations with others in and through 
which we live? What happens to politics – indeed to the “political” as a category – if we 
begin to take the stuff seriously? (ix, original emphasis) 
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The proposition that the material alters the very category of the political has been a concern for 

affect theorists for quite some time, predating Braun and Whatmore’s call to take the stuff of 

politics seriously. Affect theorists, such as Nigel Thrift and Ben Anderson, have pushed scholars 

of the built environment to consider the affective capacities of these environments as well as to 

inquire into how affect becomes a political category when taken in consideration alongside 

questions of material interactions. Nigel Thrift (2004) argues that affect (the “physiology of 

emotions”) is central to human relations in the city. Affective relations of materiality and 

subjectivity, however, are not necessarily about the touchy-feely aspects of social relations; 

rather, systematic knowledge and mobilization of affect are actively and literally constructed in 

the everyday cityscape. He calls this the “engineering of affect”: “Though affective response can 

clearly never be guaranteed, the fact is that this is no longer a random process either. It is a form 

of landscape engineering that is gradually pulling itself into existence, producing new forms of 

power as it goes” (68). Ben Anderson (2012) follows Thrift in suggesting that affective life 

becomes an object-target of discourses of materiality of security, environmentality, and 

biopolitics. For these scholars, thinking about materiality necessarily involves consideration of 

the affective forces that are produced through environments, objects, and subjects. Affect 

theorists contribute to scholarly endeavors within the material turn by allowing for investigations 

into the pre or unconscious dimensions of subjective experiences with the material.  

Following Graham Harman’s object-oriented philosophy, Meehan, Shaw, and Marston 

(2013) call for new political geographies of the object that, like the above scholarship, oppose 

subject-centered accounts of subjectivity and help to re-define the political capacity of the object. 

Through a discussion of the HBO television series, The Wire, they argue that objects used by 

police are essential to state power – and these objects therefore highlight how state power is 
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given through object relations. They suggest that the object is entangled within what they call 

‘stateness’ – that is, objects have a state effect: “State power is therefore located in the 

interaction or passage between objects, implicated fully in what extensive alliances are 

assembled, and how these alliances are assembled” (8). They seek a positioning of objects 

viewed “not as mere vessels of human intentionality, but as starting points of power” (2). Objects 

do things for the state in this rendering. They embody activity and force, which produce the 

worlds we have come to rely upon. Political geographies of the object, then, seek to understand 

how objects impact subjects and how power gets produced through this impact, because 

according to them: “Technology immediately shifts the temporal rhythms and spatial labor of 

work” (4). In the case of the US-Mexico border, as Meehan and her colleagues (2013) point out, 

state security objects have produced new geopolitical practices. Moreover, in their analysis of 

The Wire they argue that the camera (a security object also employed along the border) becomes 

an object that produces relations of power: “Cameras shape where crime occurs, how power is 

exercised, how “reality” is conceptualized and understood” (5).  

These theorists help to address an issue within the existing literature on materiality and 

the question of the object: how the object and materiality come to be defined in terms of their 

physical extensions into a supposedly empty space, a space that can be mapped and measured 

using mathematical coordinates thereby illustrating objective mental representations of how 

material things stand in relation to one another. Even as scholars such as Sherry Turkle (2008) 

argue that materiality embodies emotions of “startling intensity” (6), describing the object as “a 

companion in life experience” (5), extensive studies of the emotional, and specifically 

psychoanalytic dimensions of the object remain scarce. In addition to affect theorists who pay 

close attention to the psychic dimensions of materiality, one area of research that complements 
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understandings of materiality is scholarship on the psychic dimensions of the object, including 

investigations into emotions and feelings that extend beyond the object.  

I see great potential in considering how the object operates within topological – rather 

than topographical – spatial relations for furthering understandings of how objects/materiality 

circulates in daily life. As the above review of literature demonstrates, objects and materiality 

‘do things’ as active agents within the social realm. Questions remain, however, about how and 

why do these objects have such power? What new ways of thinking come out of 

reconceptualizing the emotional and affective dimensions of the object?  

While the new political geographies of the object offer some conceptual tools for 

theorizing how objects have force, the how and why of this forcefulness is under-interrogated. 

One avenue for additional interrogation may be the Lacanian concept of the ‘object’s gaze’ 

(Feldstein, Fink, and Jaanus 1995). Therefore, I will next review literature on the gaze in order to 

extend insights from within the materialist turn and science and technology studies. Moreover, 

empirical investigations into how the gaze of the border security object secures the very ‘place’ 

of citizenship for border subjects are notably absent. Later in this chapter, I review the ways that 

the gaze of the security object might enrich the above scholarship by offering a novel way of 

investigating the ‘effects’ of state security objects on subjects.  Attending to the forcefulness of 

objects, as Meehan, Shaw, and Marston (2013) urge, I focus more specifically on one aspect of 

that forcefulness; that is, how border security objects position, mediate and ‘look’ at border 

subjects through their entanglement within the visual economy of the border landscape. In 

psychoanalytic geographies, the materiality of life, is constituted by subjects and objects that are 

“never less than doubled, split, mirrored, paradoxical, contradictory and reversible into 

opposites” (Kingsbury and Pile 2014: 7). Thus, a psychoanalytic orientation towards objects 
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focuses inquiry and understanding of the ways in which “objects become sticky, or saturated 

with affect, as sites of personal and social tension” (Ahmed 2006: 11). By focusing on how the 

materiality of the object ‘impresses’ upon the subject the socio-spatial relations of distance and 

proximity, I further develop a theory of ambivalent citizenship below.7 Before I turn to the gaze 

and ambivalent citizenship, in the next section, I discuss Jacques Lacan’s theory of subjectivity, 

which provides the basis for understanding the gaze of the object.  

Triadic Theory of the Subject 
 
Jacques Lacan (2002) is most well known for laying out a theory of the subject involving three 

registers, the Symbolic, Imaginary, and Real. His triadic theory of subjectivity refuses strict 

distinctions between inside and outside, subject and other, conscious and unconscious, and desire 

and demand. The first order Lacan referred to is the Symbolic. The Symbolic is the realm of 

existence that structures, mediates, and differentiates individuals within the social realm. For 

Lacan, the Symbolic constitutes the subject, through the subject’s entrance into the social world 

of conduct.  

The second register is the Imaginary. Here, an individual’s sense of self is the function of 

the ego. Lacan most famously utilizes the mirror stage to highlight the psychic/social processes 

underlying the Imaginary order. Due to the ways that the human infant identifies with the (false) 

image in the mirror, Lacan argues this process is ongoing throughout the subject’s existence. In 

this way, the false identification with the ego-ideal in the mirror, produces relationships between 

individuals as egos.  

                                                
7 Wilton (1998) has explored the problem of proximity and distance by utilizing the Freudian concept of the 
‘uncanny’ to understand how social relations are “troubled by the proximity of difference” (176). Here, Wilton 
argues that contact with strangely familiar others creates an experience of the uncanny.  
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Finally, the third register is the Real. The Real, Lacan contends, is the leftover or the 

excess that escapes the Symbolic and Imaginary orders. For Lacan, the Real is the order where 

anxiety and affect are produced. The Real resists symbolization, and therefore produces  

affective responses.8 The triadic model of subjectivity is mediated by what Lacan refers to as the 

signifier. Delving into the signifier’s importance for subjectivity allows for an interpretation of 

the parallax object as that which reflects the signifier from differing perspectives or parallax 

views. I discuss this relationship further below.  

In Seminars III (1997) and XX (1999), Lacan argues for the primacy of the signifier over 

the signified, turning Saussere’s argument that the signifier and signified depend upon one 

another on its head. For Lacan, the signifier is ‘without the signified’. What Lacan contends is 

important for his theory of the signifier is that meaning is not made from these signifiers, rather 

signifiers have effects. These effects are the positionalities that are taken up by individuals within 

the social world. Muller and Richardson (1988) describe the signifier as “completely 

independent of its signified, serving, by its displacement, as a movable pivot around which 

revolves a shifting set of human relations” (58). In this way, the subject is the product of 

displacement by the signifier. As Lacan states, “The subject is nothing other than what slides in a 

chain of signifiers, whether he knows which signifier he is the effect of or not. That effect – the 

subject – is the intermediary effect between what characterizes a signifier and another signifier, 

namely, the fact that each of them is an element” (Seminar XX, 1999: 49). Further, for Lacan, 

“the notion of structure and that of the signifier appear inseparable” (1997: 50). In this way, the 

signifier informs the Symbolic order, which operates as a system where signifiers ‘matter’ 

                                                
8 The interaction between these orders is particularly interesting in considering how qualitative research is 
influenced by these social and psychic interactions. Firstly, this model suggests that Imaginary identifications 
interact to produce the ways that researchers participate in and understand narratives that research participants’ 
offer. The stories told might also function as a mask of the mirrored ego through which the research participant is 
structured. 
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because of the differences these signifiers produce from other elements within the system. Lacan 

describes how the signifier is effect in the following passage from Seminar III: 

I’m at sea, the captain of a small ship. I see things moving about in the night, in a way 
that gives me cause to think that there may be a sign there. How shall I react? If I’m not 
yet a human being, I shall react with all sorts of displays, as they say – modeled, motor, 
and emotional. I satisfy the description of psychologists, I understand something, in fact I 
do everything I’m telling you that you must know not to do. If on the other hand I am a 
human being, I write in my log book – ‘At such and such a time, at such and such a 
degree of latitude and longitude, we noticed this and that’ (1997: 188).  
 

Lacan does not exclude phenomenal objects in his definition of the signifier. In fact, the object as 

signifier is one aspect that is particularly novel about Lacan’s approach and allowed me to 

conceptualize the ways that the border as object was, indeed, the product of the signifier that 

created the border-as-parallax-object, intervening within the research situation. Consider the 

following passage from Seminar III, where Lacan describes the non-linear relationship between 

signifier and signified with his analysis of body language: 

Now, in no way can we consider that the fundamental endpoint is to point to a thing. 
There is an absolute non-equivalence between discourse and pointing. Whatever you take 
the ultimate element of discourse to be reduced to, you will never be able to replace it 
with your index finger – recall the quite correct remark by Saint Augustine. If I designate 
something by pointing to it, no one will ever know whether my finger is designating the 
object’s color or its matter, or whether it’s designating a stain or crack, etc. You need 
words, discourse, to discern this. Discourse has an original property in comparison with 
pointing. But that’s not where we shall find the fundamental reference of discourse. Are 
we looking for where it stops? Well then, it’s always at the level of this problematical 
term called being (1997: 137).  
 

Here, Lacan provides two points of traction for our understanding of social relationships 

produced by the border-as-parallax-object within the research relationship. First, Lacan is 

suggesting that body language, such as pointing towards the parallax object, does not offer direct 

signification of which the subject can be certain. The myriad meanings that might be drawn from 

a research participant pointing towards an object, for example, suggests that meaning is 

polyvocal. Second, Lacan is indicating the ways that the signifier always eclipses being, not on 
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the physical properties of a thing, but upon other signifying chains in an always shifting manner. 

Clearly, in this model of the signifier, meaning is continually deferred onto other signifiers and 

always refers to another signification. These processes of substitution, movement towards and 

away, and shifting significations between objects and subjects is best expressed through Lacan’s 

usage of topology.  

Topologies of the Object 
 
Psychoanalytic scholars, particularly geographers, have utilized psychoanalytic theory to extend 

the spatial boundaries of the subject. In this theoretical move, the subject is expanded to include 

outside objects. For instance, Paul Kingsbury (2007) used the Lacanian concept of ‘extimacy’ to 

describe how the subject is radically extimate, meaning that what is most intimate to the subject 

is what lies outside of the subject’s body. This might be considered one of the first scholarly 

attempts to articulate (although implicitly) the topological dimension of the subject/object within 

human geography. In a similar vein Virginia Blum and Anna Secor (2011) draw from Lacan’s 

thorough engagement with the mathematical concept of topology to make an argument for 

thinking about the material and the psychic as inhabiting the same place. This scholarship draws 

from Steve Pile’s (1996) earlier argument that the city is a site of desire or as Secor writes (2013) 

“… one could say that the city and the subject are distributed and splayed out, a Mobius surface 

that encircles its own limit” (440; also see Dixon and Jones 2015).  

Using Lacan’s discussion of how the subject is represented by the topological figures of 

the Mobius, torus, cross-cap, and Borromean knot, Blum and Secor (2011) suggest that Lacan 

overcame the impasses experienced by Freud, specifically in his attempts to understand the case 

of the Rat Man from his topographical model of the psyche (superego, ego, and id). Blum and 

Secor (2011) highlight how topographical conceptualizations of the psyche led to several 
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analytical problems that translate temporal distortions into spatial distortions (1041). By viewing 

the subject as topological, what comes to matter are the ways that subject is connected, bended, 

and stretched. The value of Lacanian topology for understanding both subject and object cannot 

be overstated, as Secor suggests (2013): “Lacanian topology can both help us work through the 

ontological or metaphorical status of topology and brings questions of subjectivity into 

conversation with spatial theory” (436).  

Later in this chapter, I explore the concept of the parallax object to elaborate on this 

understanding of the topological dimensions of the object. By considering the topological 

contours of the object, the mismatch between materiality and signification is resolved in that  

what comes to matter are the ways that the object within space “is not defined by the distances 

between points that characterize it when it is in a fixed state but rather by the characteristics that 

it maintains in the process of distortion and transformation (bending, stretching, and squeezing 

but not breaking)” (Secor 2013: 431). Before I discuss the parallax object in more detail, one 

more aspect of Lacanian topology – the gaze – must be defined. 

The Gaze of the Object 
 
Lacan nuances the gaze as advanced by Frantz Fanon and W.E.B. DuBois, from whom Jean-Paul 

Sartre (2012) developed his own notion of the gaze.9 In his seminar on The Four Fundamental 

Concepts of Psychoanalysis (1998), Lacan alters Sartre’s concept of the gaze through an 

interpretation of Hans Holbein’s painting The Ambassadors (1533). Sartre analyzed ‘the look’, 

through which the subject realizes that the other is also a subject (2012). This look includes 

                                                
9	  Frantz Fanon and W.E.B. DuBois have offered clear platforms for thinking through the process of seeing oneself 
through the eyes of the other. For instance, in Black Skin, White Masks (1952), Fanon argues that the affective and 
emotive dimensions of lived experience relies on the gaze of the other, whereby the gaze of the other transforms the 
black subject into object: “I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things, my spirit filled 
with the desire to attain the source of the world, and then I found out I was an object in the midst of other objects 
[…] Sealed into the crushing objecthood” (109).	  	  
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much more than sight, “Of course what most often manifests a look is the convergence of two 

ocular globes in my direction. But the look will be given just as well on occasion when there is a 

rustling of branches, or the sound of a footstep by silence, or the slight opening of a shutter, or a 

light movement of a curtain” (Sartre 2012: 257). This point interested Lacan greatly and allowed 

him to consider the ways that the gaze comes from sources other than the eyes of the subject.  

Lacan suggests that The Ambassadors painting illustrates the complicated ways that the 

subject perceives the presence of the gaze. In his analysis of the painting, Lacan questions how 

the depiction of two world travelers is interrupted by a figure located towards the bottom of the 

painting. While not easily distinguishable at first glance, Lacan argues that the figure of the skull 

represents the location of the gaze. The gaze of the skull, he suggests, is also completely 

dependent upon the spectator’s own spatial perspective. In this way, the gaze makes an 

impression upon the spectator, even though the spectator appears as an excluded subject of the 

painting. As Homi Bhabha (1994) describes the relationship between observer and this painting, 

“As you walk away from the portrait and turn to leave, you see that the disk is a skull, the 

reminder (and remainder) of death, that makes visible nothing more than the alienation of the 

subject, the anamorphic ghost” (57). The very act of feeling excluded from the painting creates 

the alienation to which Bhabha (1994) refers. Two key points from Lacan’s analysis that 

contribute to this dissertation’s argument are as follows: First, Lacan argues that the painting 

sees the spectator, in that it positions the spectating subject and the painting in a relation of inter-

subjectivity within the realm of the visible. Second, the gaze involves the other but it also 

indicates a look not seen. He explains this further: “the gaze is everything in the field of vision 

except the actual look of a person” (1998: 2). Inverting the origination of the gaze, Lacan argues 
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that the gaze is not located in one subject who looks at another, but rather that the gaze is located 

in the ability of the subject to see the other. He writes (1998: 73): 

In our relation to things, in so far as this relation is constituted by the way of vision, and 
ordered in the figures of representation, something slips, passes, is transmitted, from 
stage to stage, and is always to some degree eluded in it – that is what we call the gaze. 
 

As Lacan highlights here, it is through the subject’s ability to see that the subject is open to the 

other’s intruding gaze, as well as to the gaze of things located from within the subject’s field of 

view, up to and including the landscape. The subject, therefore, arbitrates the presence and 

absence of this gaze through the environment – that is, “what determines me, at the most 

profound level, in the visible, is the gaze that is outside” (Lacan 1998: 8). The subject’s own 

looking produces a feeling of being surveyed by objects and others. Lacan’s often-cited 

meditation on whether or not a shimmering sardine can see him is instructive here (1998: 91-95) 

because it offers two compelling arguments that have implications for scholars examining the 

role of the gaze of security objects and subjects in daily life. First, there is a doubling – iterative 

– relationship between the subject and object’s ability to see one another. It follows that, if Lacan 

is able to see the sardine can, then it is possible for the sardine can to see Lacan. In other words, 

the very act of looking towards the shimmering sardine can implies that it is indeed possible that 

he can also be looked at from things and subjects outside of himself. The environment through 

which the subject is positioned situates the subject within the gaze of the other. The imagination, 

then, plays a key role in the process through which the subject ‘understands’ their position within 

this gaze. In effect, the imagination aids the subject in positioning the subject within the ‘picture’ 

of the gaze: “in the scopic field, the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is to say I am a picture” 

(1998: 106). The subject imagines this picture and intervenes within this structure by 

manipulating this ‘screen’ (1998: 91-110).  
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Relationships of presence and absence are structured through the field of the gaze in what 

Slavoj Žižek refers to as the parallax object. Here, Žižek elaborates on the relationship between 

the gaze and knowledge “the gap that prevents our access to [Truth] … There is a truth, 

everything is not relative – but this truth is the truth of the perspectival distortion as such, not the 

truth distorted by the partial view from a one-sided perspective” (281, original emphasis). The 

next section explores this concept more in depth. 

The Parallax Object  
 
In this section, I illustrate how the parallax object renders obsolete any division between the 

subject of psychoanalysis and materiality. Drawing from his reconceptualization of Hegelian 

philosophy in tandem with Lacanian psychoanalysis, Žižek (2006) seeks to renovate traditional 

understandings of the relationship between object and subject to include psychic processes such 

as the gaze. Key to Žižek’s understanding of the relationship between object and subject is 

perspectival space and the doubling of the gaze between object and subject: “the subject’s gaze 

is always-already inscribed into the perceived object itself, in the guise of its ‘blind spot,’ that 

which is “in the object more than the object itself,” the point from which the object itself returns 

the gaze” (2006: 17). In this way, Žižek complicates the binary of object-subject by adding a 

third agent, that of the gaze, similar to Lacan’s rendering of the power of the object for 

subjectivity. Žižek’s theory of the object pushes Lacanian psychoanalysis in a direction whereby 

materialism reflects these processes more explicitly. As Žižek puts it: 

Materialism is not the direct assertion of my inclusion in objective reality (such an 
assertion presupposes that my position of enunciation is that of an external observer who 
can grasp the whole of reality); rather it resides in the reflexive twist by means of which I 
myself am included in the picture constituted by me – it is this reflexive short circuit, this 
necessary redoubling of myself as standing both outside and inside my picture, that bears 
witness to my material existence (emphasis added, 2006: 17).  
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Several important points can be drawn from the above rendering of materialism. First, Žižek 

suggests that the object and subject are a part of the same picture underlying the processes of the 

gaze. The subject cannot separate from the object because the subject’s picture includes the 

object within its frame. Materialism, therefore, describes the “picture” through which the object 

and subject are distributed. In other words, rather than viewing material reality as the presence 

of phenomenal objects separate from or outside of the subject, Žižek demonstrates that these  

domains are actually made separate as a product of how they are taken up within perspectival 

space. In this way, the ‘parallax view’ mediates subject and object. As Žižek (2006) states, “The 

difference between subject and object can also be expressed as the difference between two 

corresponding verbs, to subject (submit) and to object (protest, oppose, create an obstacle)” (17). 

These processes occur within the same frame or ‘picture’.  

Within this configuration, the object impresses upon the subject by way of how it 

mediates relationships taken up through perspectival space. The great potential in Žižek’s 

argument lies at the intersection of connection between scholarship from within the materialist 

turn and psychoanalysis. Žižek’s argument adds a dimension of complexity to the relationship 

between object and subject:  

If, then, the subject’s activity is, at its most fundamental, the activity of submitting 
oneself to the inevitable, the fundamental mode of the object’s passivity, of its passive 
presence, is that which moves, annoys, disturbs, traumatizes us (subjects): at its most 
radical the object is that which objects, that which disturbs the smooth running of things. 
Thus the paradox is that the roles are reversed (in terms of the standard notion of the 
active subject working on the passive object): the subject is defined by a fundamental 
passivity, and it is the object from which movement comes – which does the tickling. 
But, again, what object is this? This answer is: the parallax object (original emphasis, 17).  
 

The parallax object, then, refers to “that which objects, that which disturbs the smooth running of 

things” (2006: 17). Theorizing the object as the parallax object significantly alters 

understandings of the relationships between the doublings – the perspectival feedback loops – 
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between objects and subjects within social space. Žižek further argues that the parallax, 

therefore, functions similarly to the Mobius strip:  

Every field of “reality” (every “world”) is always-already enframed, seen through an 
invisible frame. The parallax is not symmetrical, composed of two incompatible 
perspectives on the same X: there is an irreducible asymmetry between the two 
perspectives, a minimal reflexive twist. We do not have two perspectives, we have a 
perspective and what eludes it, and the other perspective fills in this void of what we 
could not see from the perspective (2006: 29).  
 

According to this formulation, ‘reality’ is that which sits in the gap between two points of 

perspective. The parallax object, then, sits between the Lacanian orders of the Real (the hard 

kernel) and the Symbolic (the signifier). In this dissertation, I draw upon the ‘power’ of the 

parallax object to ‘move’ subjects and ‘place’ them within social space in ways that align with 

differing proximities and distances to/from the state and citizenship.  

The parallax object allows me to delve deeper into the ways that the border parceled what 

could be spoken and what remained silent within research interviews, and to illuminate the ways 

that the border is refracted in daily life. While the parallax object has been used to describe how 

different perspectives are taken up toward objects of inquiry, thus illuminating how some objects 

of inquiry disturb the smooth functioning of academic thought (Moore 2012), this dissertation is 

unique in that the concept of the border-as-parallax-object has yet to be explored 

methodologically and empirically. Methodologically, this dissertation utilizes the concept to 

innovatively read interview materials and the research relationships formed for the disturbances 

(silences, pauses) and flows in conversations. Providing an alternative rendering of discourse 

analysis, I combine the parallax object with psychotherapeutic insights to elucidate the politics of 

proximity and distance. Drawing from the research relationship, I empirically highlight how 

relationships are approached or reproached in response to state presence or absence, as was 

relayed to me by research participants and from my own observations.  
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During varying moments in this dissertation, the border-as-parallax-object materializes, 

disappears and then reappears taking a different form, such as in bodily movements and silences, 

sighs, and gestures. In this way, the object is both material and immaterial, extensions of bodily 

movements and interjected into emotional responses. This dissertation, then, takes Meehan, 

Shaw, and Marston’s (2013) call that “objects are questions that invite investigation; they are 

forces to be reckoned with” (8), and rethinks the psychic dimensions of the object by 

investigating the ways that objects have emotional lives and are a part of topological (Blum and 

Secor 2011), rather than topographical, life-spheres. In the chapters that follow, the border-as-

parallax-object renders the material/psychic divide indistinguishable in its circular movements in 

daily life. Here I demonstrate that debates on the topological structure of the subject extend into 

debates over the inside/outside nature of objects. In this way, this dissertation further explicates 

Sara Ahmed’s (2004, 2006) claim that emotions are the products of circulations between objects 

and subjects. Furthermore, while psychoanalytic theory has been critiqued for specific elisions of 

power dynamics of gender, I examine how psychoanalytic concepts such as the ‘gaze’ and the 

‘screen’ effect articulations of masculinity and femininity. As my previous work with 

psychoanalysis and the role of masculinity in tandem with questions of power demonstrates (De 

La Ossa and Moore 2015), psychoanalytic inquiry can examine both the flows and stoppages 

involved in gendered identities. 

Given the above psychoanalytic arguments, I argue that existing theorizations of 

materiality and object-centered ontologies and epistemologies are significantly enhanced through 

Lacanian and Žižekian theories of the topological subject and object, the gaze, and the parallax 

object. In Pandora’s Hope (1999), Bruno Latour suggests: “While a division between nature and 

society rendered invisible the political process by which the cosmos is collected in one livable 
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whole, the word “collective” makes this process central” (304). Here, Latour argues against the 

distinction between nature and society, opting instead for a more relational understanding of the 

ways that collectives are formed through interactions of ‘nature’ and ‘society’. Latour argues that 

the consequences of not appreciating the ways that the non-human contributes to the collective 

are grave. He makes it clear that if we continue to elide the ways that society is composed in part 

of the nonhuman, then we will be unable to fully understand associations and relationalities 

between the non-human and human. Here is one moment, in particular, where I believe that 

Lacan’s and Žižek’s understanding of the gaze and parallax object might provide a point of 

traction for understanding how exactly these ‘collectivities’ come into relation within the visual 

field. This case study emphasizes the ways that the nonhuman and human are entangled in the 

social world, drawing from the above literature to highlight the ways that border subjects realize 

the gaze through the security object, through what I refer to later as the face-of-the-state. 

Conclusion 
 
The distinct bodies of literature that I have reviewed in this chapter allow for a psychoanalytic 

understanding of the object. From scholarship on new materialism, this dissertation draws 

(implicitly) upon the concepts of intra-action and the political geographies of the object. From 

scholarship on Lacan’s triadic formulation of subjectivity, this dissertation utilizes the concept of 

the gaze. From Žižek’s (2006) scholarship on materialism and the object, this dissertation draws 

heavily upon the concept of the parallax object. These concepts illuminate how objects mediate 

relations of inter-subjectivity along the border. The psychoanalytic coordinates of the topological 

object framework offer understandings for how subjects encounter the state through the gaze as 

well as through the emotional circulations that constitute the relations of proximity and distance 

that this dissertation investigates. This specific framework offers views of how citizens negotiate 
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the tensions of belonging, as well as how one navigates citizenship as ambivalent feelings extend 

beyond the face-of-the-state. As I demonstrate in the following chapters, ambivalent citizenship 

is the psychic response to the topological aspects of the object. As this chapter has emphasized, 

the relationship between materiality, the object, and subjectivity is paramount to understanding 

how diverse and discrepant demands from the state are negotiated by citizens in these 

contentious spaces. The following chapters of this dissertation weave these theoretical insights 

together to offer a theory of ambivalent citizenship. By doing so, this dissertation offers a unique 

concept, face-of-the-state, to highlight two interrelated findings from this case study. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

PERVASION OF THE PARALLAX OBJECT WITHIN THE 
RESEARCH RELATIONSHIP 

 
The notion of objectivity within qualitative research has undergone extensive revision for quite 

some time, especially at the behest of feminist scholars. One aspect of qualitative research that 

has been largely overlooked, however, is the presence of the object within the research 

relationship. I seek to recover the object within the research relationship to provide an alternative 

rendering of ‘objectivity’ within qualitative research. Given insights from scholars working on 

affect and emotion on the importance of the research relationship (Pile 1991; Proudfoot 2010; 

Hutcheson 2013; Bondi 2014), this chapter places the object into the research relationship. 

Specifically, I examine how objects shape, mediate, and inform emotional encounters between 

researcher and research participants. My desire to feature the object follows psychoanalytic 

political practice to illuminate the ways that Slavoj Žižek’s (2006) parallax object provides 

strategies for reading interview and observational notes, as well as for interpreting research 

transference and countertransference.  

Traditionally, transference and countertransference are defined as the projection of past 

events and feelings onto the other (transference) and the other’s response to this projection 

(countertransference) (Hill 2010). Here, I utilize the terms to indicate the transfer of energy or 

affect between research participants and me as researcher within the research setting, providing 

clues into perspectives laden with emotion even as these perspectives might be shaped by past 

experiences. Particularly in a moment where scholars like Sara Ahmed (2004a, 2006) are 

recognizing that emotions are the products of circulations between objects and subjects, this 

chapter unearths possibilities for deeper comprehension of these emotional circulations. To do 
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this, I focus primarily upon feelings circulated within semi-structured interviews in order to 

explicitly engage the strategies and techniques that I used during fieldwork in order to 

understand the deeper psychical processes that informed both a distanced and proximate research 

approach. The border-as-parallax-object, as I will demonstrate, mediated both approaches.  

My feelings navigated me through the research situation and helped me understand the 

complex emotional political relationships that I encountered. But, ‘my’ feelings were not really 

mine, as psychoanalytic theory highlights. Landén (2011: 548) emphasizes this point: “The small 

glimpses from my fieldwork process show that identity, or ‘self,’ was never something for me to 

‘discover’ because it was never a separate process that went on ‘inside’ me as a subject”.  

Landén and other scholars utilizing Lacanian theory in the field (Brown 2006; de Freitas and 

Paton 2008) provide a radical critique of traditional analyses involving ‘reflexivity’ in qualitative 

research. Because of the impossibility of maintaining a ‘self’ that is separate from the others, 

landscapes and objects encountered, research often produces ambivalent and confusing emotions. 

I explore the complexities of the research relationship next. 

The interviews that I discuss in the remainder of this chapter took place in research 

participants’ homes. By utilizing my familial contacts, I made use of the snowball technique to 

widen my access to differing citizen experiences along the border. I was often introduced to 

research participants by a familial contact, therefore solidifying my position as a semi-insider. I 

introduced myself as a researcher of emotional geographies who was interested in the ways that 

citizens have responded to the increasing presence of the Border Patrol. I stated that I was mostly 

interested in gathering stories from citizens, and that these interviews were open-ended, 

following the flow of conversation from topic to topic without me imposing structure upon the 

research situation. What was particularly important for me during these interviews was that I 
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allowed conversations to flow in order to dig deeper into the ways that the parallax object 

intervened into their lives. Before turning to how to find the parallax object methodologically, 

the following section describes some of the ways scholars have opened avenues for interrogating 

and extracting information about the research relationship within qualitative research. 

Researcher Feelings 
 
Qualitative research often provides novel perspectives on social phenomena by pointing towards 

aspects of human subjectivity that have been elided in so-called objective – rational and detached 

– interpretations of daily life. For example, such investigations might allow for interrogations 

into how social practices might be performed unconsciously. In this way, qualitative research 

carries the potential of revealing surprising aspects about the social world. Citing the subjective 

and political dimensions of all (both qualitative and quantitative) research endeavors (Abu-

Lughod 1990), feminist scholars pushed for investigations into the ways that research 

relationships are laden with gender and other relations of power. Explicit investigations into the 

subjective nature of qualitative research allowed feminist researchers to question the position of 

the researcher-writer who ‘presents’ research findings, which are the product of the research 

relationships that are formed. For some scholars, this has meant that the writing process takes on 

a new direction. For instance, Ruth Behar (1996) advocated for writing ‘vulnerably’ about the 

research process. One aspect of writing vulnerably has been to take the researcher’s experience 

and use it as research material. Understanding the researcher as part of the subjective process 

that comprises the research experience, scholars have shown how knowledge production is a co-

constitutive process. A counter-discourse to objectivity in research is produced, allowing inquiry 

into how power is negotiated within the research situation.  
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The choices made during the drawing up of the research plan and design as well as the 

interpretation and analysis of data, according to many scholars, are thoroughly drenched in the 

cultural and social assumptions of the researcher conducting the research. As Pilcher and Coffey 

(1996) contend, research findings are arrived at differently given the researcher’s personal 

history, subjective positionality, theoretical training, and sensitivity to the undertones of the 

fieldwork. Of prime importance is the quality of the research relationship because these 

important emotional ties shape data collection. Especially attuned to the power of researchers’ 

subjective positionality, Jaana Lahteenmaa (2012) developed the concept of emotional 

presuppositions. This concept is important for scholars working across a wide variety of fields. It 

highlights the prior unconscious suppositions of the researcher that serve to restrict and define 

how research questions are articulated and analyses developed. This scholarship therefore 

approached Ruth Behar’s (1996) concern that, “[u]sually, in ethnographies the intellectual and 

emotional connections between the observer and observed have not been thought out adequately” 

(14). The power of interrogating the subjective voice of the researcher who is caught up in the 

research situation cannot be overstated. For Behar (1996), “a personal voice, if creatively used, 

can lead the reader, not into miniature bubbles of navel-gazing, but into the enormous sea of 

serious issues” (14).  

Inter-subjective Research Relationship 
 
For psychoanalytic geographers, the research relationship is paramount to discovering new ways 

of interpreting and encountering emotion within the research setting (Pile 1991; Bondi 2005a; 

Davidson, Bondi, and Smith 2012). As far back as 1991, Steve Pile suggested that the research 

alliance provides important information about the quality of rapport between researcher and 

research participant. Drawing from researchers impressions of the quality of the research 
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relationship allowed for what Pile (1991) described as ‘interpretive fieldwork’. In this same 

paper, Pile pointed toward the Freudian ideas of transference and countertransference, which, 

more recently, contributed further insight into the complexities of the emotional dimensions of 

the research relationship. In opposition to the claim that psychoanalytic theories of the 

relationships between research and subjects reinscribe the notion of an emotional state and 

subjectivity contained within an ‘individual’, scholars like Liz Bondi highlight the ways that 

psychoanalytic theories shift focus toward the inter-subjective and inter-psychic dimensions of 

the subject. Bondi’s broad and long ranging scholarship has demonstrated that the subject’s 

unconscious comprises a multitude of positionalities and do not ‘belong’ to the individual: a 

subject uninformed by the social, therefore, does not exist.  

Given this, psychoanalytic geographers have asserted that psychoanalytic methods are 

applicable outside of the clinical setting because these methods help illuminate social problems 

(Thomas 2007, 2010, 2011). Mary E. Thomas argues that psychoanalytic methods allow for 

inquiries into interview processes that are influenced by both conscious and unconscious 

processes (2007, 2010). These methods allow for the attunement to multiplicity within discourses 

and practice – what Paul Kingsbury (2009) compares to the polyvocality comprising subjectivity: 

“When an analysand speaks, analysts are trained to listen to not just one voice, but to many 

voices, that is, to the polyvocality of speech” (482).  

In this psychoanalytic line of investigation, the experiences of our research participants 

are always somewhat beyond our research calculations because of the polyvocal character of the 

subject. Qualitative research shifts so that it focuses not so much on “getting the story right (to 

effect a cure/resolution), but rather, it focuses on what can be learned through making successive 

substitutions of the stories told, and it is through this that we learn something about the Real” 
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(Brown 2008). In this way, my methodological concerns were far less about discovering a Truth 

and more about the ways that stories and relationships were entangled in particular 

configurations, and how these configurations produced the ‘meaning’ that I ascribed to the data. 

Because both researcher and research participant bring their emotional and affective 

orientations to the research relationship (Pile 1991; Bondi 2005a, 2005b; Laurier and Philo 2006; 

Tolia-Kelly 2006; Longhurst, Ho, and Johnson 2008), inter-subjective research practices have 

garnered traction, and are for many scholars the preferred methodological orientation when 

carrying out research on emotion and affect. In this way, inter-subjectivity rather than objectivity 

or subjectivity has become the most contemporary lens available to qualitative researchers for 

examining the social world (Hutcheson 2013).  

Drawing from her experience as a hybrid scholar (between psychotherapy and 

geography), Liz Bondi (2005a) suggests that inter-subjectivity within the research relationship 

might best be taken up by considering the ways that research practice (potentially) draws upon 

psychotherapeutic practice. Bondi contends that geographers would benefit from taking two 

important insights from psychotherapy when conducting inter-subjective research. First, Bondi 

argues that psychotherapy refers to a theory of practice similar to all other social theories 

employed by geographers. Second, Bondi emphasizes that relationships figure centrally within 

psychotherapeutic practice. Methodologically, psychotherapeutic practice is an “intrinsically 

interpersonal, transpersonal, relational enterprise” (Bondi 2005a: 440). Drawing from this insight 

allowed me to explore the ways that my feelings were produced in relation with research 

participants. This provides key insights into the structure of the political situation and the 

Imaginary dimensions of the state that produces citizen-subjects in these spaces.  
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Reading and understanding research relationships in this way is complementary to 

feminist approaches aimed at discovering how subjectivities are produced within context. For 

Bondi, psychoanalytic concepts offer opportunities to continually probe for deeper 

understandings of the relational dimensions of research involving emotion and affect. These 

concepts, Bondi (2005a) alleges, place the researcher as witness rather than as detached authority 

over the research context and relationship. What I believe is most fascinating about 

psychoanalytic concepts as applied to my research situation was the way they allowed me to 

inquire into how a research relationship is the ways that feelings are ‘extinguished,’ ‘exhumed,’  

‘replaced,’ and ‘substituted’ between researcher and participant. In the course my research, I 

found that how these feelings were ‘released’ depended on the position of the parallax object. 

The strong affective draw of the object within the research relationship, as I experienced it, 

remains undertheorized in current literature. Therefore, the remaining sections of this chapter 

explore the ways that objects structured and mediated the research relationships I encountered by 

‘splitting’ what could be spoken (allowing for research catharsis) from what would remain silent 

between participants and myself (the hard kernel of the Real). I will argue that the research 

relationship comprises not just two (or more) subjects but that participating parties include what 

Slavoj Žižek (2006) has referred to as the parallax object. 

Border-as-Parallax-Object within the Research Relationship 
 
Accounting for the object within the research relationship is no small feat. Objects are always 

already pervading the social. Because of their pervasiveness, they often go unnoticed even as 

they mediate relationships between subjects. By attending to the signifying chains that abounded 

within the research situation and among the discourses of research participants, however, I argue 

that the border was the parallax object that intervened within the research relationship. That is, 
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the border was placed or inscribed within the research relationship in a plethora of ways that I 

make transparent in the remainder of this chapter.  

Understanding the border-as-a-parallax-object allowed me to inquire into the ways that 

this object impinged upon the underlying communications involved in the research relationship. 

In this way, the border was the object that was ‘registered’ and ‘transmitted’ throughout 

interviews with citizens, in the ways that it ‘disturbed’ the flow of conversation. The border-as-

parallax-object never allowed for a full comprehension of direct references, but simply pointed 

towards the ways that the subject was subjected to the signifier (as reviewed in Chapter Two). 

Given Lacan’s notion of the primacy of the signifier, a host of questions emerged during the 

research of this project: 1) How did the border-as-parallax-object effect research relations and 

my own interpretations? 2) How would I ‘make sense’ of interview data, given that reference to 

one element can, in fact, refer to a myriad of elements? I turned to embodied knowledge through 

the experiences of transference and countertransference as well as practicing mindfulness to aid 

in this inquiry.  

The border-as-parallax-object emerged within the research situation largely through its 

parceling out between what could be said (present) and what would remain silent (absent). The 

border-as-parallax-object made its impression within the research relationship and appeared to be 

the unknown known within the research space (see Nast 2000). The border-as-parallax-object 

appeared throughout the interview process as that which disturbed the flow of conversation and 

served to mediate what could be spoken and what was off the table to be discussed. As parallax 

object, the border was imprinted upon the collective or mutual unconscious; it extended into 

discussions of citizenship and feelings about the state and the presence of migrants; and it 

produced tension and ease within the research relationship. In this way, the transference-
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countertransference relationship could not escape the role of the border-as-parallax-object in 

structuring the conversations that took place during the course of this research. This happened in 

various ways, but was most obvious in the ways that gestures of nearness or distance towards 

others seemed to reflect ‘bordered’ relations and invoked certain emotional exchanges between 

research participants and myself.  

The border-as-parallax-object allowed or disallowed subjective alliances, inquiries, and 

research possibilities. I connected how energy flowed and how it was blocked in order to 

describe what I later develop in this dissertation as the politics of proximity and distance. Flows 

were identified with how they reflected the border-as-parallax-object in such a way that was 

effortless, and blockages had to be negotiated within the research relationship. At its most basic 

level, I saw the flows and blockages as signals of the parallax object doing its work within the 

research relationship, providing clues into how it also works upon research participants’ lives.  

I am not the sole scholar interrogating the ways that the object pervades qualitative 

research. Gillian Rose (2012) recently theorized the ways that objects answer back within her 

methodological approach that involves reflexivity and critique. For Rose, ways of seeing inform 

how the researcher perceives place. Ways of seeing or researcher practices, Rose argues, produce 

objects. Rose argues that what must be accounted for is the ways that researchers encounter the 

object. This argument, similar to mine here, refers to a doubling relationship between seer and 

seen and between subject and object. Clearly, interrogating the real and imagined landscapes for 

the objects encountered produces new ways of seeing and theorizing landscapes and objects 

within the research relationship. The following section illustrates the strategies and tactics for 

encountering the parallax object within the research relationship.  
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Tactics for Exploring Emotions Mediated by the Object  
 
I followed Clara E. Hill (2010), who lays out a series of therapeutic – and I argue research – 

skills that aid in the exploration of an individual’s thoughts, feelings, and personal, structuring 

narratives. Hill is explicitly offering suggestions for psychotherapists engaged in the therapeutic 

process. I found her suggestions to extend beyond the therapeutic setting to the research setting 

and they were particularly helpful in providing ways of reading the object within the research 

relationship. I discovered Hill’s suggestions for how to build rapport and conjure emotion 

especially useful in my research context. While Hill (2010) offers a three-stage model 

(exploration, insight, action) for investigating psychical processes, I preferred to stay within the 

exploration phase in order to remain open to the possibility of new insights about the parallax 

object and to stay away from imputing my own interpretations upon participants’ remarks and 

behaviors. According to Hill (2010), this phase allows for exploration of the individual’s 

interests and concerns on a deeper level: “In the exploration stage, one goal is to attend 

nonverbally to clients and listen carefully to everything they say” (29). I observed, listened, and 

explored ideas through nonverbal gestures, open questions and restatements. I reflected on 

participant’s feelings as well as probed for participant’s feelings (Hill 2010: 29).  

Because of the presence of the parallax object, one skill offered by Hill, and from which I 

drew heavily while in the field, was restatement. I reflected back to research participants that I 

understood their core ‘messages’. These were either spoken or unspoken, depending upon how 

the parallax object was situated within the research relationship. My very ability to reflect back 

to participants what I understood as the ‘critical emotional points’ moved the exploration phase 

forward by facilitating the expression of emotion as either proximate or distant. The disjuncture 

between what was spoken and how these words or absence of words were emotionally conveyed 
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was at the forefront of my concerns. As Hill notes, “Sometimes the content of what the client 

[research participant] says is not as important as the feelings about the topic, particularly if there 

is a discrepancy between content and feelings…. Helpers [researchers] need to listen to the 

“music” (i.e., the underlying message) in addition to listening to the words. They need to try to 

hear both content and what the client feels” (2010: 120).  

Attending to the ‘music’ and the explicit messages sent by research participants, filtered 

by the parallax object, involved being attentive to eye contact, facial expression, head nods, body 

posture, body movements, and use of personal space (Hill 2010). Hill argues that these messages 

might be additionally conjured by providing minimal encouragers. I followed this insight to 

encourage communication with research participants by stating, “Can you tell me more about 

that?” “I am wondering how X connects with Y phenomena?” I utilized open-ended questions 

and prompts such as “What was that like for you?” and “Tell me about your experience.” Such 

prompts allowed research participants to continue exploring their own emotional predispositions, 

as well as promoting affective transference between research participants, the parallax object, 

and myself.  

While exploring these topics and asking open probing questions, I made it clear that I 

respected the participants’ boundaries and if the questions were becoming ‘too personal’ or 

intrusive – through signals of discomfort – I vocalized my respect for participants’ boundaries 

and would cease to follow a particular line of inquiry. These moments, where it appeared that 

participants were eager to move on from a topic, provided me with key information about 

relations of distance within the research relationship, especially about the relationship that the 

research participant had with the parallax object. In these moments where I recognized the 

anxiety stemming from the parallax object, I re-directed conversation to allow the participant to 
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direct the conversation. In this way, I was mindful not to overextend beyond what seemed 

comfortable to the participant. The parallax object, I argue, directly reflected how participants 

viewed interview prompts. Again, the moments of anxiety where boundaries were ‘disturbed’ 

allowed for a deeper understanding of the parallax object and the structures that pervade the 

research situation. As feminist researchers have emphasized for quite some time (Gallop 1982; 

Spillers 1987), the boundaries of what is acceptable or ‘appropriate’ offers glimpses into the 

structure and logic of the ‘political’. 

Maintaining an ‘eye’ on the ways that participants engaged or averted my gaze during 

particular moments within the research setting allowed me to understand how eye contact is a 

key body language that sends messages about the parallax object and indicates whether or not the 

researcher has overstepped the participants boundaries, or to indicate emotional and affective 

responses to different engagements, whether within a semi-structured interview, or during ride 

and walk-alongs when citizens encountered the state. As Hill (2010) suggests, “Looking and 

gaze aversion are typically used to initiate, maintain, or avoid communication… Eyes are used to 

monitor speech, provide feedback, signal understanding, and regulate turn taking” (131).  

Geographer Jesse Proudfoot (2010), following Žižek, has written about strategies for 

working through and beyond the gaze: looking and walking awry. These strategies proved to be 

useful, for they allowed research participants to talk about emotional experiences without being 

‘looked upon’ by me. Recognizing moments when the research subject changed or shifted her/his 

eye contact behavior allowed me to consider how eye contact is the product of the research 

participant’s perspective of the parallax object. For example one participant held direct eye 

contact during most of the research encounter, and then fell into gaze aversion. I interpreted this 

moment to be a ‘disturbance’ in the ‘smooth functioning’ of the research relationship. These 
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disturbances often spoke volumes in the sense that they pointed to the fact that the topic was 

emotionally relevant to the participant.  

Because the complex socio-spatial and emotional issues of citizenship appeared to be 

more than a one-time interview per participant endeavor, I often requested follow up interviews 

with research participants to continue exploring issues of national identification, compassion, 

and state presence. Rather than focusing upon the quantity of interviews undertaken for this 

research, I shifted my attention towards the quality of the research relationship and the depth of 

insight I garnered about the relationship between feelings and the state, security objects and the 

border-as-parallax-object. By developing these research relationships over time, I was able to 

inquire into the ways that my questions often provoked ambivalent (unclear positionalities in 

relation to the parallax object) feelings within participants. With extended interviews, and the 

building of research rapport or the ‘research alliance’ (Pile 1991), I was able to more fully 

comprehend how the state is enacted in these spaces from my research participants’ frame of 

reference of the parallax object. In some ways, then, I followed what phenomenologically 

oriented psychotherapist Carl Rogers’ calls a client-centered approach (also see Bondi 2003), by 

emphasizing the inter-subjective experiences that structure behaviors towards others and the state 

by entering the ‘private world’ of the participant. Doing so, according to Rogers (1951), requires 

that the investigator suspend judgment and attempt to understand the research situation (and the 

parallax object) from the perspective of the research participant.  

What seemed to be most important was not that I claimed to understand the experiences 

of research participants, but rather, that I was attempting to understand the complex relationships 

enacted within this particularly emotionally intense landscape. Given that I am also subject to the 

influence of the parallax object, I understood that “the reality that I see is never “whole” – not 
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because a large part of it eludes me, but because it contains a spot, a blind spot, which indicates 

my inclusion in it” (Žižek 2006: 17).  

I resisted a few research participants’ reflex to place me in the role of objective 

researcher, to position me as a stable identity within social relations reflected by the parallax 

object. Rather, I chose to explain to research participants that the parallax object also affected 

me in emotional ways, in that I did not always have the ‘answers’ either. I felt that this allowed 

for an egalitarian alliance between myself as researcher and research participants. To my 

surprise, this transparency between my ambivalent feelings and the questions that I asked 

participants allowed participants to inquire into the aims of the dissertation project. I made it 

clear that it was an investigation of the ways that emotion circulates in these securitized spaces as 

well as how these emotional circulations drew citizens towards or away from migrants, border 

security objects, and state actors. Several participants asked follow up questions about what 

would happen with information shared by them and who, specifically, developed the research 

design of this project. Operating from an open orientation allowed for conversations to 

proliferate about research practice and this project’s aim.  

The trusting relationship, then, facilitated conversation and allowed me to draw attention 

to the conflicting feelings evoked within participants in our discussions, allowing for what 

Norcross (2011) argues is a re-establishment of therapeutic [research] rapport. In fact, deeply 

exploring these conflicting feelings that emerged through the research relationship allowed for 

my concepts of ambivalent citizenship and face-of-the-state to be developed. These concepts are 

the direct reflection of the feelings that were communicated during my interactions with 

participants. By checking in with participants about their conflicting feelings (that I often felt 

through transference), I was able to develop and construct these concepts collaboratively with 
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participants. Steve Pile (1991) argues that this collaborative process takes place through “a 

relationship in which both interviewer and interviewed try to come to an understanding of what 

is taking place around them” (459). And if, as Hill (2010) suggests, “simply telling them to feel 

comfortable and saying that it is a safe environment is not enough to reduce the fear of some 

clients in forming a relationship” (123), then building rapport within the research relationship 

was a paramount concern of this dissertation’s research process.  

Mindfulness of the Parallax Object 
 
When I became overwhelmed or distracted by the content of the information conveyed or the 

intensity of the emotional circulations observed or felt, I utilized the strategy of mindfulness for 

traversing the complications of transference and countertransference. As Hill (2010) observes, 

“Rather than rushing around and multitasking, mindfulness entails focusing attention by 

nonjudgmentally observing physical perceptions, sensations, emotions, and thoughts” (79). I was 

compelled to practice mindfulness in the field in order to nonjudgmentally concentrate on what 

‘messages’ about the parallax object and daily life along the border were being conveyed by 

participants both verbally and non-verbally. In fact, I found that approaching the parallax object 

in a meaningful way required that I practiced mindfulness within the research relationship.   

Liz Bondi (2014) and other scholars have pointed towards the concept of transference 

and countertransference to illustrate how these psychic processes operate within the research 

context, especially within interviews. For Bondi (2014), “[r]esearchers cannot help but be 

embroiled in unconscious work, including unconscious transference relationships, with research 

participants” (17). Bondi (2014) suggests that, “[t]he interview provides an opportunity for the 

interviewee to talk about and otherwise convey aspects of his or her experience and in so doing 

to discharge his or her feelings, whereas the role of the interviewer is to contribute to the 
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conversation with the purpose of supporting the interviewee’s narration” (18). Bondi argues that 

researchers need to manage their own emotions during these moments. I found that I was able to 

manage my feelings or reactions towards the information conveyed by practicing mindfulness in 

these situations, as discussed above. Bondi (2014) contends that researchers should not discharge 

their feelings onto the research participant in the same intense way that emotions might be 

discharged from participants to researcher. Although there are differences in the ways that 

emotional ‘discharges’ are circulated within the research relationship, these moments were useful 

for me to reflect upon: “[i]f the interviewer’s thoughts and feelings are sustained rather than 

obliterated, they may be useful in deepening the understanding of the interviewee’s subjective 

experience” (Bondi 2014: 19). In this way, reflecting upon my own emotional reactions to a 

participant’s emotional discharge allowed me to inquire into the deeper levels of the 

interviewee’s experience in daily life in these securitized spaces.  

“You feel me?” 
 
I became aware that countertransference was involved in the ways that I either digested or 

rejected research participant’s interview content. These embodied reactions resulting from the 

parallax object steered the direction of our conversations. For example, in an interview with 

Mary, a 43-year-old woman, I was led to ‘explore’ or ‘follow’ particular themes that she 

discussed about gender and national identity. In this way, taking up a particular orientation – 

influenced by the parallax object – allowed for deeper exploration from which I understood my 

‘digestion’ of interview material. Here, I unconsciously allowed the material to infiltrate and 

guide research inquiry. Some interview content that invoked feelings of sadness, for example, 

was ‘integrated’ and allowed the emotional content to drive the research inquiry. On the other 

hand, feelings of anger and shame prompted me to unconsciously ‘move away’ from these 
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discussions. This movement away was directed by the parallax object and felt like an internal 

distancing or bordering within my own subjective world. Of course, this was not a ‘flat out 

rejection’ in the sense that I continued to explore the themes expressed, but noted my own 

subjective feelings of aversion. 

Upon reflection, I realized that I erected my own internal borders when several research 

participants vocalized certain misogynistic viewpoints that made the research relationship feel 

tense. In more clear words, I ‘digested’ information during moments when I was processing, 

integrating, and exploring themes unveiled by research participants. In other moments, such as 

the one I mention above, I ‘rejected’ information or affect transferred by research participants. 

Upon review of recorded interviews and observational notes, I found that I transitioned to a new 

topic when I felt an embodied rejection to the research content. This experience, I believe, 

occurred several times during the entirety of the research process. This approach/reproach 

behavior appeared to be unconscious and it was not until I understood more about the dynamics 

of transference and countertransference that I began to delve into the ways that my own 

emotional and affective stances were stirred by contents of the interviews in a myriad of ways. 

Next, I borrow a technique utilized by Liz Bondi (2014) to illustrate how an interview garnered 

from this case study illuminates the ways that emotion and affect involve inter-subjective, 

embodied, and ‘object-ive’ dimensions.  

Unspoken Messages 
 
Ramón, a research participant who figures prominently within this dissertation, is a 64-year-old 

man who lives in the area surrounding Nogales, Arizona. Ramón often commutes to and from 

Nogales and Tucson and is versed in the spatiality of the state in these particular areas. In many 

ways, Ramón revealed himself as an expert on the state in that he has vast knowledge of the 
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ways that border enforcement has ‘taken many different faces’ throughout the years. Ramón’s 

ability to point out the direction of security objects placed strategically by the state alongside 

different routes between Nogales, Tucson and surrounding areas was fascinating to me. These 

security objects seemed to be ‘invisible’ to the human eye, but Ramón was attuned to their 

locations. Not only was Ramón what I perceived as an expert of the state, but he also had 

extensive experience interacting with undocumented migrants. Ramón reported that he had 

encountered more than 100 migrants during his drives to and from Nogales. In many ways, 

Ramón’s positionality as a border subject referred to his ability to shape-shift by meeting 

demands from the state and from migrants in need of aid.  

During our three interviews together, Ramón described his hesitancy (his fractured being 

in the face of the parallax object) to speak about the many encounters he had with migrants 

passing through the area.10 I only recorded one of these interviews because it became apparent 

that the recording device was a source of anxiety for Ramón, and made him pause in sharing 

some of the more conflicting feelings he held in relation to current state practices.  

Initially, Ramón was also hesitant to enter into the research relationship. He questioned 

the premise of my research inquiry, seeming baffled that I was interested in understanding how 

emotion and citizenship were intertwined. I assured him that he would set the parameters of the 

interview and the interview content. I was initially interested in the ways that Ramón resisted the 

content of the interview because the resistance illuminated the working of the parallax object 

within the research relationship. I felt the boundaries of what was possible and impossible to 

speak about viscerally. In moments when Ramón was uncomfortable with the way that I posed a 

                                                
10	  I found that interviewing Ramón over several occasions allowed me to ask follow up questions from previous 
interview(s). The time taken between interviews also allowed me to reflect upon the topics that remained 
unapproachable and those that seemed to flow easily. The interviews were always conducted in person, and lasted 
anywhere from an hour to an hour and a half. 	  
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particular question, he would redirect the conversation or remain silent, filling the space with 

saturated, heavy affect. For example, one question that was clearly off the table pivoted around 

my inquiries into how his thoughts/feelings circulated around the deportation of migrants to 

whom he had provided aid. At times, it was clear that Ramón’s silence erected a boundary 

between us. When Ramón remained silent and looked off into the distance when I inquired into 

his feelings about deportation of those he had aided, it was clear that he was deeply effected by 

the encounters he had with migrants. While this statement was never spoken, it was clearly 

communicated within energy transfer of the research relationship. In this way, his silence ‘spoke’ 

(Levitt 2001).  

  For Bondi (2014), this moment within the research relationship can be described as 

referring to ‘unconscious communication’, whereby “speech carries multiple layers of meaning, 

hence the notion that we always say more than we (consciously) mean, or that there is always an 

“excess” which is often affectively freighted” (10). Furthermore, Bondi argues that unconscious 

communication, beyond/absent from language, signals that research rapport has been established 

and that there is an inter-subjective activity between researcher and research participants that 

allow for ‘transmission,’ ‘reception,’ and ‘messages.’ 

I was particularly attentive to the silences – which I found out were a large part of the 

research process during my investigation of feelings about the state presence. Taking insights 

from psychotherapists who utilize silence as a tool within the therapeutic [research] relationship, 

I analyzed the many different purposes that silences serve. As Levitt (2001) reveals, “Silences… 

[are] important aspect of client [researcher] experience, but they also act as in-session markers 

that therapists may use to access these covert processes and bring them into therapy dialogue” 

(305). In this way, I was able to impute what Levitt (2001) argues is the active rather than 
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passive nature of silence within the research relationship. As my research experience 

demonstrated (De La Ossa and Moore 2015), silence ‘speaks’ and is ‘active’ rather than 

‘passive’ and provided me with fruitful information about the ‘disturbed functioning’ following 

the parallax object. Within my research situation, I utilized silence in a way that was especially 

attuned to the implicit processes of emotion. For example, while speaking with Lupita, a trusted 

informant, I noticed that her silence spoke volumes about her intense (and incommunicable?) 

feelings about changing state presence:  

Jessica: Can you tell me a little more about how you remember the border when you were 
young? [pensively spoken, unsure of what emotional memories might be evoked by this broad 
question] 
 
Lupita: [sighs] It was so, uh, different, mija. We didn’t really, uh, think of the border, we didn’t 
think about it because it was not a problem then. [silence for approximately 20 seconds]  
 
Jessica: [I begin to speak to break up the silence] How has…[Lupita interrupts, following upon 
her silent reflection] 
 
Lupita: To be honest with you, mija…[silence for approximately 10 seconds], it’s really hard to 
explain what it felt like when I was young and how I feel now.  
 
Rather than speaking to cover up moments of silence within the interview, I stayed quiet to allow 

Lupita to reflect and follow up on what she was attempting to articulate. Of course, the silence 

also allowed me to gather my own thoughts/feelings about Lupita’s pensive responses. By 

allowing silences to exist in our conversation, Lupita was able to convey the ways that her 

feelings about this change in securitization go beyond spoken discourse. Lupita simply could not 

sufficiently describe her feelings about her memories of pre-securitized space. This observation 

was key for this study because I began to realize that I needed to pay close attention to the 

practices of participants in order to garner a deeper insight into the ways that state is ‘felt’ 

because it was so difficult for research participants, like Lupita, to articulate their feelings about 

this change in any coherent, verbal manner. Throughout the research process, I kept an eye on 
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how difficult it is for research participants to tell me about such intensely emotion-laden 

information. I remained open to the ways that disclosure and silence form a doubling relationship 

within the research relationship.11 

Conclusion 
 
With few clear methodological innovations on emotion and affect within human geography, this 

chapter sought to illustrate how coding and identifying feelings within the research relationship 

provides one entrée into debates about how to elicit and interpret emotion and affect in the field. 

Focusing on relationality, fluidity, and multi-spatiality, I was able to identify connections 

between diverse subjectivities produced through the political field in order to develop the 

concept of the face-of-the-state and advance a theory of ambivalent citizenship. The illumination 

of ‘ordinary affects’ within the research relationship, those “public feelings that begin and end in 

broad circulation, but are also the stuff that seemingly intimate lives are made of” (Stewart 2007: 

2), contributed to methodological techniques that I employed and aided in discovering the 

affective dimensions of citizenship. To do this, I primarily feature narratives and tropes through 

which processes and practices of national identification emerge in these socio-political spaces, as 

they were recalled by citizens and performed through daily life in the present.  

Chapters Four and Five represent ‘moments’ of inter-subjectivity, moments that were 

continually shifting and realigning in different ways, following the nuanced path of emotion and 

affect. The individuals from whom I draw my empirical evidence in the following chapters allow 

for an analysis of the ways that the gaze and parallax object form complex signifying chains, 

effecting relations between citizens and non-citizens, and citizens and the state. As Lacan points 

out, researchers are all motivated by desire, but this desire never aligns neatly with its object (to 
                                                
11	  Of course, I was aware that at different moments, my silence could have been read to express different emotions 
or orientations towards the research participant, since silence can express a host of different feelings and levels of 
engagement such as respect, boredom, empathy, understanding, and reflection.	  
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provide a narrative of citizen subjectivity). As Tony Brown (2008) states, “The narratives we 

offer within reflective writing never catch up with us, but that need not stop us from trying” 

(403). The concepts that I present, face-of-the-state and ambivalent citizenship, are emergent 

only through the interactions that took place within the research relationship and should be noted 

as such.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

FACE-OF-THE-STATE: THE SCREEN OF CITIZENSHIP AND 
THE BORDER-AS-PARALLAX-OBJECT 

 
 

I see only from one point, but in my existence I am looked at from all sides (Lacan 1995: 72). 
 

The evil eye, which is nothing in itself, exists in its lethal traces or effects as a form of iteration that arrests time – 
death/chaos – and initiates a space of intercutting that articulates politics/psyche, sexuality/race. It does this in a 

relation that is differential and strategic rather than originary, ambivalent rather than accumulative, doubling 
rather than dialectical (Bhabha 1994: 55). 

 
 
 
 
Imposition of Security Objects 
 
With over twenty thousand Border Patrol agents stationed along the border, the increased 

presence of the state has been investigated in terms of how these state subjects impede the 

passage of undocumented migrants from entering the United States (Nevins 2002, 2008). One 

facet of the state that has been less well interrogated is the question of its extension through 

security objects – these objects often extend the ‘border’ beyond the actual ‘line’ or boundary 

between nations. For example, the Border Patrol constructed permanent interior checkpoints as 

far as 25 to 75 miles from the actual material fence by 2008. As detailed on the agency’s website, 

“Border Patrol checkpoints are a critical enforcement tool for securing the Nation’s borders 

against all threats to our homeland. Checkpoints restrict the ability of critical organizations to 

exploit roadways and routes of egress away from the border. Checkpoints provide an additional 

layer in our Defense in Depth strategy.” Of 72 newly installed checkpoints, 33 of them were 

permanent and others were considered ‘tactical’. Alongside the use of interior checkpoints, the 

Border Patrol began an extensive canine training program. Currently, the Border Patrol has over 
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1,500 canine-human teams aiding in the securitization of the border, adding to yet another ‘face’ 

of the state within the border region.  

 
 In the Border Patrol 2012-2016 Strategic Plan (2012) two specific objectives were laid 

out. First, the Border Patrol voiced desire to enroll the community through engagement programs 

that “assist the U.S. Border Patrol” (8). Second, the Border Patrol described plans to increase the 

use of security technology along the border: “The Border Patrol leverages various forms of 

technology to gain situational awareness to better detect, identify, monitor, and respond to threats 

to the Nation’s borders.” The agency further stressed, “Without technology, the Border Patrol 

cannot operate in an effective, efficient, and risk-based manner” (15). What the second objective 

highlights is the central role afforded to security technology in patrolling the border (Figure 10 

and 11). More recently, the Border Patrol announced its decision to move towards utilizing 

security and technological objects over the employment of more officers. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 86 

Figure 10. State security objects in the “everyday.” Photo by author (2013) 

 
 

New security technologies are producing distinct socio-spatial relationships between state and 

citizen. For instance, by October 2005, the United States government began using UAS 

(commonly referred to as drones), to patrol lands in which citizens also live. These systems, or 

Predator B aircrafts, were equipped with sophisticated surveillance equipment, such as electro-

optical infrared sensors. Flown remotely, Predator B aircrafts can ‘see’ as far as ten miles away. 

These sophisticated systems allow the state to detect movement and monitor border activities 

from a greater distance. As Border Patrol Chief Michael Fisher states, they were intended to 

extend the ‘eye’ of the state: 
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Guardsmen will fly RC-26 fixed-wing aircraft with detection and monitoring capability 
of 12 nautical miles. Such capability will enable the Border Patrol to work in more 
challenging terrain and give the patrol a faster reaction time to prevent illegal activities. 
These airborne assets will be able to look away over the horizon of a person on the 
ground and [allow us to] be able to flow personnel into the area (U.S. Border Patrol 2011, 
emphasis added) 

 

Table 2 shows the technological objects currently employed by the agency to survey socio-

spatial relations. These include Mobile Surveillance Systems, Integrated Fixed Towers, Vehicle 

and Cargo Inspection Systems, Night Vision Devices, Radiation Portal Monitor, Unattending 

Ground Sensors, Personal Radiation Detectors, Remote Video Surveillance Systems, and 

Unmanned Aerial Systems (U.S. Border Patrol 2011). 
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Table 2: Security Technologies and their Reported Purposes, U.S. Border Patrol 2011 
 

SECURITY TECHNOLOGY DESCRIPTION  
Mobile Surveillance Systems 
(MVSS) 

These systems are affixed to short masts on top of Border Patrol 
trucks that sit on top of hills, aiding in covering greater amounts of 
land beyond what fixed towers are able to offer. These systems 
allow officers to zoom in and inspect areas of concern. 

Integrated Fixed Towers (IFT) These towers are located in desert areas along the border and 
provide in            information about unknown movements or activities taking place.  

The towers are equipped with daytime and infrared cameras. Each  
tower is visible to one other tower and produces images that are  
then sent back to Tucson through live stream. These towers are  
especially equipped with radars that alert officers of movement. 

Vehicle and Cargo Inspection 
Systems 

These systems allow for mobile “checkpoints” on rural roads away 
from more fortified areas. These vehicles are noted as providing a 
second line of defense ‘away’ from the material border. 

Night Vision Devices NVD devices produce images in near to total darkness. 
Radiation Portal Monitor  Detection device that provides screening of trucks for traces of 

nuclear and radioactive materials. 
Unattending  Ground Sensors Ground sensors are scattered throughout the desert surrounding the 

border. These sensors pick up movement within meters of the 
sensor. Ground sensors are often unreliable in determining ‘threat’ 
due to the fact that they pick up any movement, whether animal or 
human. 

Personal Radiation Detectors Small pocket size device intended to alert for traces of radioactive 
and nuclear materials. 

Remote Video Surveillance 
Systems  

RVSS allow for wide range visual capabilities and are located on 
the 80-foot towers placed along the fence to the east and west of 
Nogales. 

Unmanned Aerial Systems  Aerostat systems are comprised of an aerodynamic helium-filled 
balloon, carrying several types of surveillance equipment. These 
systems allow for a longer range of sight (up to thousands of miles) 
and can fly at altitudes of up to 5,000 feet. Further, these systems 
are often in the air for several weeks at a time – operating 24/7. 

 

These new technologies are being developed and implemented within border landscapes as a 

way to extend the ‘face’ of the state beyond what was formerly possible (Figure 11). The 

emergent question is, in a moment when the state seeks to extend its gaze via security objects, 

how do citizens encounter these new technological objects? This chapter seeks to uncover the 

power of the security object, which I will demonstrate, powerfully positions the subject within 

the border landscape.  
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Figure 11. State Eyes Overlooking Border Space.  Photo courtesy of Pimeria Alta Historical Society 

 
 

In Chapter Two I discussed the ways that psychoanalytic theories of the object’s gaze 

provide traction for my case study in that it allows for investigation of the ways that subjects and 

objects form inter-subjective relationships as well as how the US-Mexico border might be best 

understood as a parallax object. In this chapter, I delve into how state security objects and 

subjects produce certain relationships of distance and proximity between citizens and the state. I 

demonstrate throughout this chapter that there appeared to be minimal difference in the ways that 

citizens emotionally encounter either the security object or security subject. As scholars of the 

gaze have established, the ‘look’ resides at the limits of language, so in order to advance a 

discussion about the affective dimension of the security object, I draw upon my observations, 

including insights gleaned not just through the words spoken by research participants but also 

their bodily gestures and silences. These gestures and silences contributed to the power and 
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effect of spoken words by illuminating the complexity of the state’s gaze – the inter-subjective 

formations – that are produced between subjects and security objects. Therefore, this chapter is 

developed by recounting the affective transference within the research relationship that aided in 

the elucidation of how feelings are evoked by the gaze of the state, what I later refer to as the 

face-of-the-state. In so doing, I provide several research scenes (‘seens’) as I develop this 

concept through this chapter. This chapter, then, empirically investigates the affective and 

emotive processes that accompany the extension of the object in daily life, as well as how the 

border-as-parallax-object might be read into interactions between myself as researcher and 

research participants. 

Face-of-the-State 
 
The gaze that mediates and shapes subjectivity along the US-Mexico border is what I refer to as 

the face-of-the-state. This analytic describes the ways that border subjects denote how they feel 

‘seen’ by state security objects and subjects, suggesting that the security object’s gaze frames the 

politics of proximity and distance in my research site. As highlighted in this chapter, the face-of-

the-state does not necessarily align with the aims of Cartesian optics as some might assume. 

While the state is operating from a ‘geometric point’ (Metz 1982), the border subject’s counter-

gaze operates against this Cartesian logic. Instead, the border subject is produced through the 

gaze of the state security object, what Lacan refers to as the ‘picture’. What was important to 

research participants, then, was not the specific ‘location’ of these objects, in that citizen 

perception often mismatched the actual Cartesian location. Throughout interviews with citizen 

subjects, the location of the security object acted topologically, shifting from an intimate, close, 

infringing position to a distanced locale somewhere ‘out there’. Contrary to the supposition that 

security objects are encountered as static or fixed within border landscapes, the relationships of 
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distance and proximity that the object mediates within the lives of research participants was 

relayed to me through transference. Before turning to more illustrations of this process, it is 

necessary to review a few Lacanian arguments that drive the face-of-the-state analytic.   

The relationship between the Lacanian concepts of the ‘picture,’ the ‘spot,’ and the 

‘screen’ is as follows: “if I am anything in the picture, it is always in the form of a screen, which 

I earlier called the stain, the spot” (1995: 107). Lacan describes the stain and the spot 

interchangeably throughout his writings to emphasize the process by which the subject ‘knows’ 

or ‘acknowledges’ that they are caught up in the gaze and draws attention to oneself in specific 

ways (1995: 107). Therefore, the border subject could be construed as the stain within the border 

landscape who is “given to be seen” by the state’s gaze (1995: 74). Consider the ways that 

Rebecca, a 38 year-old research participant, describes how she is seen from all angles by the 

state: “When we drive up to the checkpoint, we start straightening out the car. Even if we don’t 

have anything to hide” [laughs and moves her arms about as if she were tidying up the space in 

front of her]. Rebecca’s anxiety became palpable in the transference relationship as she 

continued, “I don’t, uh, know. I don’t think I want to look like an illegal, so I sit up straight.” 

What Rebecca highlights here is that she draws a particular kind of attention towards herself, a 

body posture that she believes aligns with ‘American citizenship’ to deflect the state’s gaze. 

Here, Rebecca situates herself as the ‘stain’ of the border landscape. Although Rebecca does not 

directly reference the ‘gaze’, Lacan suggests that this lack of explicit referencing or 

acknowledgment of the gaze is the result of its very ubiquity. At once, the gaze – or, the face-of-

the-state – is both hidden and present.12 The security cameras and objects placed along the border 

                                                
12	  This argument resonates with several scholars working within Science and Technology Studies who suggest that 
the ubiquity of objects leads to the “sliding away” of them within human perception (Barad 2007; Hayles 2008; 
Bryant 2011; see also Haraway 1998).  
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are utilized for the surveillance of undocumented migrants and drug traffickers; however, other 

border subjects nevertheless report that the state is also watching them.  

Border subjects’ feelings of being seen by the state through both security objects and 

security officers lead citizens to manipulate the presentation of self. Border subjects attempt to 

evade the face-of-the-state through what Lacan calls the ‘screen’ (1995: 92-110). The screen of 

citizenship is manipulated because “man knows how to play with the mask that is beyond which 

there is a look. The screen here acts as the site of mediation” (Lacan 1995: 92). In contrast to the 

animal that engages with the surface as it appears, the human being “is deceived in relation to 

what lies behind” (original emphasis; Foster 1996: 141). The screen of citizenship becomes the 

site of “picture making and viewing, were we can manipulate and moderate the gaze” (Foster 

1996: 140).  

 Accordingly, the face-of-the-state produces affective and emotional relationships 

between objects, subjects, and the state. Thus, the power of the face-of-the-state is its ability to 

produce affective reactions between and among subjects. This analytic is also a descriptor of the 

extension of security objects into daily life within Nogales and its surrounding areas. The mere 

fact that citizens report feeling watched highlights the face-of-the-state’s capacity to produce 

difference amongst the population. The face-of-the-state, then, realizes the “citizen” through 

both scopic and non-scopic objects. In this way, the face-of-the-state harkens back to one of the 

quotations that this chapter began with: “The evil eye, which is nothing in itself, exists in its 

lethal traces or effects as a form of iteration that arrests time – death/chaos – and initiates a space 

of intercutting that articulates politics/psyche, sexuality/race. It does this in a relation that is 

differential and strategic rather than originary, ambivalent rather than accumulative, doubling 

rather than dialectical” (Bhabha 1994: 55).  
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During the course of this research, I found that anxieties were emergent amongst border 

citizens over appearing legal in the face-of-the-state. Specifically, more than half of research 

participants described tactics, or “techniques of camouflage” (Bhabha 1994: 63) for getting 

around the gaze of the state. Sometimes this might have meant that citizens avoid certain security 

objects embedded within the landscape. Other times, the uses of symbolic markers of American 

identity were utilized. Such mobilization of these markers of identity suggests that the ‘screen’ of 

American citizenship is a site of manipulation for some border subjects. Gökarıksel and Secor 

(2014) have similarly utilized the concept of the gaze to understand how veiling does not 

necessarily mean that the gaze is ‘blocked’, rather that the visual economy is manipulated by 

veiled women as they produce their own visibility. In this way, the veil and the manipulations of 

the self to indicate American citizenship status reveal that the visual field is open to overt and 

implicit manipulations by subjects. The circulation between desiring and looking is what shapes 

the visual field, as Gökarıksel and Secor (2014) highlight: “[…] the Lacanian gaze is not simply 

a projection of the gaze of others turned back upon the subject. Insofar as the gaze makes the 

subject appear (as whole, as herself an object/subject), the gaze is itself the object-cause of desire 

in the scopic field, the hook upon which the fantasy of visibility hangs” (179). Through the gaze, 

then, the citizen subject is caught up within the field of the visual economy. Below I discuss how 

border citizens manipulate the screen of citizenship, by providing empirical discussion of the 

ways that citizens encounter the state gaze. 

The Visual, the Visceral 
 
Scene (Seen) 1 
 

We drew out two folding chairs from the side of the house and placed them in the dirt 

under the tree in the front yard. Our chairs sat side by side, as we stared at the dirt road in front 
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of us. Ramón, a 64-year-old research participant, was finishing drinking water from a plastic 

bottle and I held a soda can in my hands. Both the water bottle and the soda can made ‘popping’ 

noises as we each put different pressure on them throughout the conversation.13 For instance, 

Ramón ‘crunched’ or ‘pinched’ the water bottle several times as we spoke about his experiences 

with the state. The movement of his hands upon the water bottle in his hands, at times, signaled 

his unease with several of my questions. For Ramón, the water bottle was the object where 

Ramón was able ‘release’ energy produced via the research questions and the research 

relationship. Approximately 25 minutes into our conversation, a Border Patrol truck whizzed by 

on the dirt road in front of us. Ramón’s eyes followed the truck and he complained, “Those 

trucks don’t respect the people who live around here.” I followed up this statement by inquiring 

into what Ramón thought/felt was disrespectful about the Border Patrol trucks. Ramón looked 

down towards the dirt beneath our feet and exhaled without saying one word. The border-as-

parallax object was clearly ‘speaking’ through Ramón’s body language.  

Ramón and I established a comfortable research relationship during our three interviews 

together, as evidenced by his less formal posture toward my presence at his home. Because of 

our increasing comfort levels, I was able to participate in a ride-along with he and his wife, 

Carlita, during one of their travels from Nogales to a surrounding area. Within ten minutes a 

Border Patrol vehicle peeled out and followed Ramón’s truck and began to follow closely behind 

us. Ramón adjusted his rear-view mirror and shifted his gaze towards the mirror. Ramón was 

frustrated by the proximity of the Border Patrol truck, stating with irritation in his voice, “This 

guy wants to run me off the road!” Ramón’s wife interjected, “Pull over!” Ramón did just that 

and we sat pulled on the side of the road as the Border Patrol truck left us in a cloud of dust. 

                                                
13	  What I later realized was that the pressure that we both placed upon our beverage containers in was a signal 
within the research relationship that affective energy was flowing.	  
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What was most interesting about this state-citizen interaction was that Ramón’s eyes remained 

fixated upon the rear view mirror as we began to drive again. My eyes followed Ramón’s gaze, 

as I wondered what Ramón was looking at in the rear-view mirror. Clearly, the Border Patrol 

truck was gone and we were alone once again on the road. Sitting up from my slouching 

position, I cleared my throat [signaling my apprehension and influence of the parallax object], as 

I stated sarcastically, “Do you get run off the road by those guys often?” Ramón, again, glanced 

through the rear-view mirror and smirked at my question. This moment in particular stuck with 

me, as I began to consider the ways that the gaze extends beyond the material presence of the 

state. The Border Patrol vehicle had long since passed and yet Ramón’s eyes shifted back and 

forth between the rear-view mirror and the front of the road, as if the state was still tailgating 

him.  

The three of us sat in silence for about three minutes as we continued driving down the 

road. Ramón broke the silence as he pointed towards the tops of a few hills [highlighting the 

ways that bodily movement can also break silence]. Several seconds after Ramón pointed he 

spoke by asking me a question, “You see that top of the hill?” I nodded my head in confirmation. 

Ramón followed up, “That’s where they got all their cameras up there.” I repeated with curiosity 

in my voice, “Cameras?” Carlita followed up, “Yeah, they’ve got a lot of cameras up there to 

watch.” I sat there thinking about how the presence of these cameras might affect those that 

travel between these spaces. Although these cameras were explicitly embedded within the 

landscape to observe illicit activities and migrant crossings, the often unspoken 

acknowledgement is that they also look down at citizens. Ramon’s gesture towards the cameras 

on the top of the hill (which I am not certain I was able to visually ascertain) opened up avenues 

for discussion about how Ramón and Carlita first noticed the cameras on top of the hill. For them 
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and other citizens that I interviewed, the emergence of scopic and non-scopic objects within the 

landscape signaled the presence of a ‘new face’ of the state. Their bodily movements and 

silences reflected the border-as-parallax-object within the research situation.  

Scene (Seen) 2 
 
I met Selena, a 23 year-old resident of Nogales, by happenchance. She accompanied one of her 

friends whom I had planned to interview during a day in December 2013. She appeared to be 

instantly interested in the aims of the project and reported that her youth did not indicate a lack in 

knowledge of state practices in the area. Selena was animated as we spoke about what she 

referred to as the importance “of people getting a better view” of the issues surrounding the 

border. Selena’s uninhibited enthusiasm for discussing issues surrounding this project was 

uplifting, given the weariness I encountered from other research participants. I was happy to 

develop research relationships with younger border residents in order to gather a wide variety of 

perspectives and to gauge the inter-generational effect of the state, so Selena and I scheduled a 

time to meet.  

During our hour-long meeting at a popular fast food restaurant, Selena opined on the 

ways that the state’s objects extended beyond the boundaries of the ‘public’ domain. For her, the 

extension of the state intruded upon the private space of her home. Describing this extension 

with annoyance in her voice, “When it’s [security objects] in your backyard, you pretty much 

know that they [the state] can see you all the time and that just makes you second guess who’s 

looking.” Selena held my gaze as she spoke these words with intensity in her voice. I noticed that 

she pushed her body away from the table. Her body movement away from myself and the table 

coupled with her powerful description of state objects signaled to me that she was engaging in 

kinesics – a close relationship between bodily movement and communication. The intensity of 
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her description widened my gaze towards her. I was curious to know how proximate these 

objects were to Selena’s “backyard.” I asked, “How close are the actual cameras?” Selena shifted 

her gaze as I finished asking my question. She then pursed her lips together and moved her upper 

body towards the table, “Well, I guess I don’t know exactly where the cameras are, but you feel 

me?” I felt the purpose of the message behind Selena’s words and nodded my head. Although 

Selena did not know the exact location of the security objects we were discussing, the feeling 

accompanied by cameras (and other security objects) carried across distance. In other words, 

what was important for Selena were her feelings about the proximity of state scopic objects (see 

Figure 12). These scopic objects were not physically present in her backyard, the objects felt 

proximate to Selena. Selena’s response to my question about state objects, as well as many other 

research participants’ responses, highlighted the ways that their perception of them reflected the 

relations of the psychoanalytic gaze and the parallax object within border landscapes. In this 

way, I argue, the gaze includes state scopic objects but extends beyond them by emotionally 

impressing upon citizens 
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Figure 12. The border seen in the distance. Photo by author (2013) 

 
 

I interpreted the purpose of Selena’s intense emotion within the research relationship as 

serving the purpose of creating a common emotional reference towards the power of the state’s 

gaze. I later asked Selena if there were other qualities that security objects have that made her 

uncomfortable. Selena quickly followed my question by replying, “You know those things 

[security objects] can be anywhere really [emphasis placed upon the sentiment at the end of the 

sentence]”. Her emphasis upon the ever-present quality of security objects highlights the ways 

that a certain anxiety extends from the object into the social fabric of my research locales.  

David, a 46 year-old research participant, echoed Selena’s claims about the ubiquitous 

quality of surrounding security objects, “They [Border Patrol] have cameras and they have 

sensors, but still people get across [lifts eyebrows and raises pitch in voice]. Where the cameras 

are now, I don’t know, ya know? They put one up about a mile – a mile and a half – from where 
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I live, on top of a mountain, on top of a hill up there [pointing towards the direction of the hill], 

and they [Border Patrol] pretty much had everything ready and I guess they decided not to and 

they moved it somewhere else, where I don’t know [spoken in a whisper]”. Although David did 

not disclose explicitly that not knowing where the cameras were placed was bothersome, his tone 

shifted during our conversation to indicate annoyance with the state and its objects. 

Scene (Seen) 3 
 

Sitting with Ana in her home, we started our conversation by talking about the sweet 

scent of the monsoon air – which was quite abundant during the summer of 2013. Ana, a 46 

year-old research participant, was introduced to me by a friend and accepted my proposition to 

engage in a one-on-one interview. Ana’s family was well established within my research locales, 

and early into the conversation she made it clear that she was well versed in the happenings of 

her hometown. About ten minutes passed before I began to delve into the research problem. I 

carried my current line of thought into Ana’s interview and queried the ways that Ana noticed, 

felt, and encountered security objects both in daily life and in her travels to and from Tucson. 

Ana squinted her eyes and moved her head closer to me as if she was trying to hear a whisper. I 

became aware by her body language and facial expression that Ana was deciphering what I 

meant by ‘security objects’. I cleared my throat and tried to think of a better way to articulate the 

material objects of the state. But, before I began to revise my question, Ana spoke first: “You 

mean all the cameras?” I shook my head in affirmation. “Oh, of course…ugh…[clears 

throat]…they [silence for 15 seconds] were a shock to many of us in…the uh…community. 

They (Government?) said it wouldn’t be a big issue for us here but… [silence for 10 seconds, 

glanced away].” The conversation carried along and then Ana shifted the direction of the 

conversation to the ways that non-scopic objects can “see” border citizens as well. In other 
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words, she, along with other research participants, suggested that cameras were not the only 

objects that contained a ‘seeing’ quality to them. Ana stated that when she travelled to a 

surrounding community outside of Nogales, ground stakes placed by the Border Patrol made her 

“nervous”. During an outing in this area, Ana emphasized the ways that non-scopic objects ‘see’ 

citizens in the ways that mediated her spatial movement:  “When I saw the rebar in the ground I 

knew they were put there by the Border Patrol [5 second pause and exhale] so I just turned 

around and went back the way that I went…I didn’t want to get stopped or nothing, so I had to 

turn around [sighs and touches her forehead with her hand].” In this way, Ana’s narrative 

highlights the ways that both high tech and no-tech objects of the state mediate citizen 

movements. I followed up Ana’s narrative by asking about whether or not she encountered a 

Border Patrol officer that day. Ana’s response is illuminating of the ‘feeling-ness’ of the gaze in 

these spaces: “No, we didn’t see them.” An encounter with a Border Patrol officer is not 

necessary, for some research participants, to feel as if the state is present (Figure 13).  

 
 

Figure 13. Border landscape outside of Nogales, Arizona.  Photo by Author (2013) 
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The Screen of Citizenship 
 
Security objects such as sensors and drones also have the effect of making the border subject feel 

‘seen’. For example, consider how Susana, a 34 year-old research participant, senses the state 

gaze: 

I was talking to my mom the other day and she told me that my little cousins came over  
for a sleep over and they were outside and it was really dark and… like all of a sudden 
they could hear the humming from something. And they couldn’t figure out where the 
noise was coming from [squints eyes, indicating the parallax object intervening] and then 
my dad realized it was a drone [eyes widen, again the parallax object appears]. They got 
the kids and they went inside [looks away]. 
 

Similarly to Jean-Paul Sartre’s (2012) supposition that the rustling of leaves or the movement of 

curtains can make the subject feel seen, so did sounds extending from border security objects – 

even as these objects were reported by research participants to be invisible to the eye. In this 

way, research participants reported that the use of senses outside of vision detected the presence 

of security objects. Feeling seen by the security object involves bodily sensations indicating the 

importance of embodiment for the gaze and the screen of citizenship (see Figure 14). 

Distancing oneself from the objects of the state was not an uncommon sociospatial 

relationship enacted in these spaces. For example, most of the citizens that I interviewed cited 

the presence of state security objects as justifications for why they avoided particular border 

spaces. Specific descriptions of distancing – in body movements during the retelling of 

experiences with these objects and in descriptions of the ways that bodies were either drawn 

towards or repelled as these narratives were affectively remembered – demonstrate the ways that 

the politics of distance is mediated by the proximity of the security object. 
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Figure 14. Citizens’ gaze towards security towers. Photo courtesy of Pimeria Alta Historical Society (1986) 
 

 
 

Martin, a 57 year-old research participant, highlighted the ways that he uses his truck as a 

symbol or ‘place-holder’ of his citizenship status in the face-of-the-state: “They [Border Patrol] 

know my truck, and they know where I live because of my truck [hits his chest with his hands].” 

When the illegals come through the border somebody comes and picks them up and the Border 

Patrol know they don’t belong here because they look suspicious to them because of their trucks 

[points to his truck].” Martin’s gesture towards his truck suggested to me that it was an extension 

of his complex identifications as an American citizen. The line of his body (cf. Ahmed 2006) 

was engaged in a proximate relationship with his truck as the object that identifies him as 
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‘citizen’ in these spaces. Because it is difficult to visually distinguish between ‘legal’ Latinos 

and ‘illegal’ Latinos in these spaces, I found that visual markers offered opportunities to 

manipulate and screen self and citizenship.  Objects like trucks help citizens maintain their 

positionality as ‘familiar’ – and therefore legal – within border landscapes. 

In a separate conversation with Ramón, he tells me that his truck explicitly designates his 

citizenship status: “They [Border Patrol officers] wave. They know my truck, so they wave.” 

This friendly and proximate approach is not always equally met, as Ramón continues, “And 

some of them [Border Patrol], I wave and they don’t do nothing. They don’t even [wave was 

‘registered’ but unspoken through transference, as Ramón remained silent for 5 seconds before 

exhaling]…. They ignore you.” Being ignored by the state created anxiety for citizens like 

Ramón in that acknowledgement was assurance that the state gaze recognized them as citizens. 

Through transference of the parallax object, I picked up on the ways that being visible in certain 

moments was important to shoring up citizenship. The research relationship, in this moment, 

communicated how feelings circulated around being seen and unseen by both security objects 

and subjects.  

Raúl, a 61 year-old research participant, told me that he adopted another strategy for 

manipulating the screen of citizenship. He placed an American flag decal on the front of his 

truck’s windshield. This strategic placement, Raúl suggested, expedited his encounters with 

Border Patrol officers: “They wave me through now [eyes wide, waving his arm].” What was 

most surprising to me, however, was not that Raúl believed that his decal expedited his 

encounters with officers, but that he also believed that the decal also signaled his citizenship 

status to security cameras: “I think those cameras [pointing towards a direction of the ‘cameras,’ 

but I saw no visible cameras] [silence for 10 seconds] see that I have this flag and I think they 
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[the cameras] see I’m legal.” Raúl, therefore, couples together both security object and subject as 

sharing a perspective on his citizenship status. He tells me more of this relationship: 

When they [‘undocumented migrants’, arms gesture away from his body towards the 
border] come up through the border, somebody comes and picks them up and the Border 
Patrol… maybe those cameras and sensors too…sees them and knows that, um, that, um, 
that they don’t belong in this area because I’ve seen them [Border Patrol] follow them, 
and farther up the line they will stop them. They look suspicious to them I guess because 
the trucks, they don’t belong here [gestures with his arms towards his body and points to 
the ground].  
 

As these research participants highlight, the face-of-the-state projects a gaze that is assumed to 

be concurrent between Border Patrol officers and security objects to the extent that their aims are 

indistinguishable: to order the social fabric of daily life in these locales, shaping a ‘citizen’ 

identity around their attachment and identification with national symbols. Further, citizens’ 

manipulation of the ‘screen’ could be viewed as “simply a way of defending oneself against the 

light” (Lacan 1998: 98). In so far as the border subject isolates the function of the screen of 

citizenship, the screen is therefore a façade through which the border subject diverts (creates 

distance) or attracts (performs proximity) the face-of-the-state along the illegal/legal axis.  

Conclusion 
 

The subject is the effect of the impossibility of seeing what is lacking in the representation, what the subject, 
therefore, wants to see. The gaze, the object-cause of desire, is the object-cause of the subject of desire in the field of 

the visible (Copjec 1994: 37). 
 
Understanding how to navigate the presence of state security objects and state subjects involves a 

cultural fluency that is the product, I believe, of the daily negotiation of these objects/subjects. 

The ability to navigate the encroaching state in these spaces refers to an unspoken spatial fluency 

of the securitized state. Of course, my ability to describe the unspoken emotive and affective is 

undercut by the fact that the ‘look’ resides on the boundary of that which can be spoken. I relied 

upon gestures, affective transference of the parallax object, and my sensations in relation to the 

state to understand how gestures towards cameras and objects that are invisible highlight the 
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omni-presence of the state-optic in these spaces, as well as for highlighting how the ‘screen’ 

functions through its very invisibility.  

This chapter has offered an account of the border security object as active in shaping 

border subjectivities to emphasize the ways that the gaze mediates the border subjects’ socio-

spatial relationships, what I have referred to as the face-of-the-state. Lacan (1995) offers the 

supposition from which the face-of-the-state draws: “You never look at me from the place at 

which I see you” (103). This rendering of the gaze highlights the complexity of the gaze as 

something that is ungraspable, yet tangible through manipulations of what Lacan referred to as 

the screen. In this chapter, I offered insights into how border subjects manipulate the screen of 

citizenship as a response to the face-of-the-state. Moreover, I considered the role of the gaze in 

configurations of legality and illegality. My attention to the intimate dimensions of state security 

objects and subjects – the feeling one receives in relation to these objects and subjects – 

emphasizes how the face-of-the-state enrolls border subjects through daily practices, including 

socio-spatial navigations. If, as Bruno Latour (1990) argues, it has been difficult integrating 

technology into theories of the social, this may be one entry point into how the social is 

thoroughly entangled with technical objects. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

AMBIVALENT CITIZENSHIP: SOCIO-SPATIAL RELATIONS 
OF COMPASSION  

 
 

For our own safety now we don’t deal with the migrants. The men do that. But my nana (grandmother) used to do 
the same thing as men [care for migrants]. She would say, “If I’m mean to them (migrants), then they will be in 

return mean to me. She used to let them sleep there and she used to fix them lunch and let them sleep there so they 
could go on their route and she would give them water. She used to do that. And the boys, you know they would say 
later on in her life that she shouldn’t do that because they might hurt her. She said, “No, I believe they would hurt 

me if I was mean to them.” But she was never mean to them. She treated them like human beings, like they are 
supposed to be treated. Some people are lucky, and right there on the border, that’s where I used to live and how 
would I like it, you know? They (undocumented migrants) have their reasons (Recorded Interview with Patricia, 

July 2013) 
 

In a given scene of suffering, how do we know what does and does not constitute sympathetic agency? (Berlant 
2004: 4) 

 
 
 

Ambivalence as Socio-Spatial Relationship 
 
Sigmund Freud (1922) initially referred to ambivalence as two contradictory forces pivoting 

upon the tensions between love and hate, which was directed towards an outside object. While 

this definition has been taken up most prominently in scholarly literature, Freud also offered a 

socio-spatial rendering of the concept. For Freud, ambivalence also described the passivity and 

activity the subject demonstrates toward the object. Following this specific rendering of 

ambivalence, I highlight the socially ambivalent nature of citizenship for many of the male 

research participants participating in this dissertation project. Ambivalent citizenship, therefore, 

refers to the feelings of approach/reproach propelling certain socio-spatial relationships. 

Ambivalent citizenship has the analytical capacity to include the silences and slippages involved 

in the shoring up and dismantling of ambivalent national identifications. Ambivalent citizenship 

complicates Nussbaum’s notion of compassion (2001; also see Maxwell 2006) because within 

this research situation the ‘freedom of choice’ to approach the other compassionately is more 
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complex due to injunctions given by the state and the extension of the face-of-the-state within 

the landscape.  

In Chapter Four I analyzed the ways that security objects ‘position’ and mediate socio-

spatial relations between citizens and the state. This chapter extends this argument by elaborating 

further upon contemporary U.S. citizenship practices through the performance of Americanness. 

Here, I examine how compassionate citizen-subject practices chafe against demands from the 

state and from migrants in need of aid. I specifically highlight the gendered dimension of these 

compassionate practices. Throughout this chapter, I seek to establish the analytic of ambivalent 

citizenship. This describes not only the paradoxical feelings comprising the migrant and state 

encounter, but also highlights the contrary spatial relations underpinning the analytic. While 

studies have shown that the state issues conflicting demands on a number of levels (Linn 2005; 

Pache and Santos 2010), I suggest that border citizen-subjects find themselves within a cruel 

optimism (Berlant 2011). As I demonstrate, compassionate response towards migrants in need of 

aid is caught up in ambivalent feelings. On the one hand, research participants highlighted what 

feels like their ‘responsibility’ to provide care for migrants – who have been pushed to more 

remote areas – in need of aid. On the other hand, research participants conveyed ambivalence 

over providing care due to what they perceive as the face-of-the-state. This chapter explicates the 

key finding that when a citizen-subject encounters a migrant(s), he approaches (relations of 

proximity) or reproaches (relations of distance) depending upon whether or not they believe the 

state is watching.  I argue that there is a dual discourse of masculinity – both offensive and 

defensive – operating in these spaces, the pivot of which is the face-of-the-state. This chapter, 

then, investigates the ‘effects’ of the face-of-the-state on manly compassionate relations between 

citizens, non-citizens, and the state.  
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As the introductory quotation to this chapter illustrates, Rosita’s insights about gendered 

caring relations towards migrants suggests that a new socio-spatial configuration between 

masculinity/femininity and compassion is taking place along the border. Intimate compassionate 

response provided by male citizens provides one moment in which citizens blur the distinction 

between the binary of illegal/legal, propelled by emotive and affective interactions with migrants 

in need of aid. The remainder of this chapter investigates the micro-geopolitics of citizenship that 

allow for an alternative rendering of citizenship as encompassing feelings that propel or repel 

compassionate relations between individuals. The ambivalent feelings, as I demonstrate below, 

are evident in moments when the perceived nearness of security objects or subjects often leads to 

the withholding of compassionate response, whereas citizens’ feelings that they are alone – 

beyond the face-of-the-state – is met with the extension of compassion towards the other. 

Compassion  
 
For communities along the US-Mexico border, increased militarization has lead to personal 

conflict between citizens’ obligations to the state and migrants. This section explores the 

competing forces shaping this conflict within scholarship on compassion and cruel optimism. 

Several scholars have contemplated the role of compassion for the other in relation to the 

political field. For instance, philosopher and political scientist Martha Nussbaum argues (2001) 

that: 

Compassion makes thought attend to certain human facts, in a certain way, with concern 
to make the lot of the suffering as good, other things being equal, as it can because that 
person is an object of one’s concern. Often that concern is motivated or supported by the 
thought that one might oneself be, one day in that person’s position. Often, again it is 
motivated or supported by the imaginative exercise of putting oneself in that person’s 
place (2001: 342).  
 

For Nussbaum, compassion is a precursor to the possibility of human rights – that is, compassion 

is closely related to benevolent action towards the other. Debates within scholarship on 
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compassion, splitting along two main perspectives, draw upon emotion and its role for producing 

feelings of compassion for the other, as Nussbaum highlights:  

The debate over compassion constructs two visions of political community and of the 
good citizen and judge within. One vision is based upon the emotions; the other urges 
their removal. One sees the human being as both inspiring and vulnerable, both worthy 
and insecure; the other focuses on dignity alone, seeing in reason a boundless and 
indestructible worth. One sees the central task of community as the provision of support 
for basic needs, bringing human beings together through the thought of their common 
weakness and risk. It constructs a moral emotion that is suited to supported efforts to aid 
the worst off. The other sees the community as the kingdom of free responsible beings, 
held together by the awe they feel for the worth of reason in one another; the function of 
their association will be to assist the moral development of each by judgments purified of 
passion (2001: 368).  
 
Central to Nussbaum’s conception of compassion is the pivotal role that thought and 

emotion play in creating the image of community. These are predicated upon notions of freedom 

of choice, freedom of speech, as well as other ‘unalienable’ rights conferred upon the political 

subject. While Nussbaum has emerged as a central figure within debates on compassion and 

human rights, some scholars argue that she falsely connects political liberalism with agency 

(Phillips 2001; Maxwell 2006; Goetz, Keltner, and Simon-Thomas 2010). Moreover, some 

scholars question whether or not a subject’s ‘choice’ to be moved to compassionate action is the 

correct description of existing power relations among individuals – that is, Nussbaum’s idea of 

compassion as gesture is always based upon power. For the suffering, it presumes a hierarchy 

(Phillips 2001). And as scholars within disability studies have demonstrated, it is questionable 

whether or not the compassionate gesture is always benevolent in nature (Benin and Cartwright 

2006). Geographer David Harvey (2000) bases his critique of Nussbaum’s conception of 

compassionate citizenship on her lack of consideration of socio-spatial dynamics: 

“Cosmopolitanism bereft of geographical specificity remains abstracted and alienated reason, 
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liable, when it comes to earth, to produce all manner of unintended and sometimes explosively 

evil consequences … There can be no universality without particularity and vice versa” (555).  

Geographical work on compassion ties in research on affect and emotion to illuminate 

how different meanings get attached to compassionate work or compassionate practices, as well 

as how ‘care’ can be a ‘public’ act (Popke 2006, 2009; Lawson 2007; McEwan and Goodman 

2010). As Fiona Williams puts it, “care is not only personal; it is an issue of public and political 

concern whose social dynamics operate at local, national and transnational levels” (2001: 487). 

Scholarship on compassionate-work highlights the inter-dependent nature of social life. While 

these interdependencies are often negotiated through gendered relations (Smith 2005; Lawson 

2007), this chapter suggests that interrogations into compassionate relationships can also reveal 

new sites of political negotiation of citizenship. And as Brown suggests, “questions of 

care…cannot simply be mapped onto existing liberal democratic maps of the political. They 

transform its very foundations” (2003: 835). Scholars engaging with questions of how 

masculinity and the spatiality of compassion coalesce in particular contexts have worked to 

reclaim care as a potentially critical concept by deeply engaging the relationship between the 

duty of compassion and the performance of masculinity (Del Casino 2009; Barker 2011; Tarrant 

2013). In the context of my research sites, over time the solidification of the border has meant 

greater risk for migrants. As a report recently released from the National Foundation for 

American Policy (2013) concludes, the number of migrant deaths increased by 27 percent in 

2012 to 477 deaths, up from 263 deaths in 1998, even as it has been reported that fewer migrants 

are attempting to cross the border (Anderson 2013). Given this context, more migrants encounter 

desperate situations necessitating compassionate response from border citizens. In the following 
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section, I discuss and adjust Lauren Berlant’s concept of cruel optimism (2011) to more 

accurately describe the relations of compassion revolving within my research sites.  

Adjusting Cruel Optimism 
 
Berlant’s cruel optimism aids in the illumination of the flows in which border citizen-subjects are 

caught. It also fits nicely in a description of migrants’ spatial separation from the ability to access 

the United States economic sphere, whereby desire for access to U.S. citizenship – through 

economic ‘opportunity’ – is a desire that, more often than not, endangers their well-being. That 

is, the desire for citizenship might be thought of as “an obstacle to flourishing” (2011: 1). 

Obstacles to flourishing are taken up in different forms, but always stand in the way of the free 

flow of desire propelling the subject towards that which opposes one’s ability to attain the ‘good 

life’. The border, then, can be thought of as an obstacle to flourishing.  

From my perspective, there are three subject positions involved within this process along 

the border: 1) the state, 2) the migrant in need of aid, and 3) the border citizen-subject. The first 

relation of cruel optimism is the Border Patrol agent’s imperative to defend the ‘good life’ by not 

allowing others (undocumented migrants) to have it (or share in it). The second relation of 

cruelty that border citizen-subjects are caught up with is the migrants’ journey to the United 

States, which is, in itself, cruel optimism par excellence. That is, migrants’ desire for access to 

the American economy often stands in the way of their own flourishing, in that death and 

deportation rates are substantial (Anderson 2013). The third relation of cruelty is the exposure of 

citizen-subjects to both of these forces – between the state denying the good life to migrants and 

migrants’ inability to achieve safe passage through the border. While these flows or relations 

could be read along the illegal/legal binary, Berlant’s (2011) model of cruel optimism allowed 
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me to specifically investigate how desire and attachment towards national identifications mediate 

these relations along the border.  

When investigating compassionate responses towards the other, it became clear to me in 

interviews with citizen-subjects that elisions between what might be considered cruel (creating 

distance between oneself and the migrant in need of aid, but also turning migrants in to the 

Border Patrol) and optimism (providing migrants with water and food) were often revealed 

within my research site. Explaining these complex sociospatial relations of compassion, I quickly 

realized, required a complex theory that accounted for the ways that compassionate response 

slipped back and forth between cruelty and optimism – often obfuscating the difference between 

the two.  

While I agree that Berlant correctly characterizes attachments to the idea of the ‘good 

life’ as particularly affect-laden, it became apparent to me during the course of this research that 

not all national attachments are unconscious or unknown.  That is, border citizen-subjects’ 

attachments are not blind – as it is the research participants’ own recounting of their 

compassionate relationships that reveals the ambivalent nature of the relations of cruel optimism 

operating within these spaces. In this chapter, I uncover how citizen-subjects do not blindly 

desire American citizenship, a fact that revealed itself to me during the silences and ambivalent 

feelings invoked during interviews. Citizen-subjects know, even if unspoken, that what the 

citizen-subject desires is, in fact, cruel. Compassionate engagement provides one way for the 

border citizen-subject to suture these cruel relations, at least temporarily. By including the 

doubling relationship between silence and disclosure in discussions about manly citizen 

compassion, I adjust cruel optimism to develop my analytic of ambivalent citizenship. Here, I 

refer to ambivalent citizenship as an active awareness of cruel optimism. Ambivalent citizenship, 
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then, is an emergent form of masculinity, an elaboration upon the ways that men perform 

compassionate work in the absence of the state.  I ultimately show that the pause – or silence – 

reveals the ‘location’ of ambivalent citizenship and the workings of the parallax object within the 

research relationship.  

I realized early on in the research process that feelings associated with the 

compassion/withholding encounter were often very difficult for research participants to express 

verbally. If feelings were articulated, I found that these feelings were deflected or re-directed 

towards another topic or emotional outlet. In order to extrapolate these feelings beyond words, I 

actively practiced mindfulness through a pause-inquire model of engaging the research 

participant. In other words, I had to tailor my approach in order to accommodate the sensitivities 

of research participants. Understanding when and how to push farther into a topic that research 

participants were seemingly avoiding required skilled mindfulness in research practice.  

Moreover, it became apparent to me that these men were, clearly, emotionally affected by 

encounters with migrants in need of aid due to the ways in which silences and pauses served to 

reflect the emotions that they could not explore verbally. These silences provided an opportunity 

for mindfulness in that they helped me maintain a non-judgmental approach towards their 

difficulty in verbally expressing feelings while allowing two competing or ambivalent emotions 

to co-exist without pushing the research participant to rectify or resolve this tension. In other 

words, when research participants paused and glanced away, I understood these moments to be 

particularly affect-laden and the product of the parallax object. Some research participants’ overt 

attempts to ‘detach’ themselves from feelings connected with encounters with migrants in need 

of aid felt contrived, and I took notice of this internal feeling during the course of interviews. As 

Roberto reported, “When the Border Patrol comes to pick them [migrants] up, I don’t think 
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about it again  [looks away and pauses for 5 or so seconds]. They [migrants] are their [the 

state’s] problem.” Throughout the analysis of data collected, then, I point towards the silences 

and slippages that obviate ambivalent citizenship.  

Next, I show the ways that political brotherhood implicates the manly citizen-subject 

within the larger Border Patrol. Moreover, I consider the ways that relations of proximity and 

distance, as well as themes of disability and dislocation, contribute to configurations of the 

masculine compassion work that gets performed. I now turn to a discussion of how cruel 

optimism – and ambivalent citizenship – operate empirically at the border. 

Relations of Proximity and Distance  
 
The surrounding communities just outside of Nogales, Arizona, increasingly encounter migrants 

in need of aid and perform the bulk of ‘compassion’ work for them, as my discussions with 

research participants revealed. While citizen-subjects are performing this work, research 

participants also stressed how compassion-work is dictated by the state.  

Scene (Seen) 1 
 

As an interview with Ramón illustrated, compassion-work is performed in ways that 

abide by the informal guidelines set by Border Patrol officers who patrol the area surrounding 

the research participants’ homes:  

I talked to a Mexican descendent [pause for five seconds and averts my gaze], he’s in the 
Border Patrol. He would say that we could give them [migrants] water. That we could 
give them something to eat [pause for five seconds], as long as we don’t let them onto our 
property. See [redirects his gaze towards mine], if they come walk on the road and they 
see me or somebody, and they are hungry, and they want water, we can give it to them, 
over, the um, fence [gestures towards the fence]. We cannot let them onto our property 
[disengages my gaze], because the Border Patrol would see that. 
 

Here, Ramón described to me the ways that the face-of-the-state mediates the compassionate 

response that he is ‘allowed’ to provide for migrants in need of aid. Throughout the extensive 
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discussions that I had with Ramón, he revealed the ways that feelings of ambivalence shaped his 

citizenship. The ambivalence towards his citizenship status figured most prominently in his 

aversion to my line of questioning about how the Border Patrol, in some ways, controlled the 

manner in which Ramón was allowed to engage or interact with migrants. Practicing mindfulness 

of the parallax object within this moment allowed me to reflect upon the series of body language 

cues and re-direction towards another topic of conversation. Ramón averted my gaze as I asked 

this question; instead he looked toward the direction of the border. The question itself, then, 

appeared to invoke the materiality of the border as Ramón’s gaze reflected a moment of 

ambivalence over his relationship toward others and his citizenship. Rather than answering my 

question, Ramón shifted the flow of conversation towards what he felt was the loss of his 

privacy: 

We don’t have no privacy we had. We don’t have privacy anymore [pause for a long 10 
seconds, gaze returns to mine once again], and that’s one of the main things I’m mad at 
because no matter what – there’s too many of them [quick pause, through affective 
transfer I knew Ramon was referring to both border security objects and subjects] – and 
[5 second pause], uh, you don’t have the privacy, let me put it that way [moves his head 
sideways to denote his inability to fully articulate his feelings about the loss of privacy]. 
The Border Patrol drive like crazy [voice inflects], they drive you off the road [annoyed 
laugh]. I’ve had two incidents where they almost hit me because they didn’t see me 
[disengages my gaze]. Things like that, you know? [affective transfer]. That’s why I said 
there’s too many of them, and uh, they [whispers] don’t need this many of them [voice 
trails off].  
 

I read Ramón’s aversion towards my question as a signal of his desire to avoid what – I felt 

through transference and mindfulness – was an emotional response that was beyond his ability to 

articulate verbally. The slippage between the topics of compassionate practices, state 

intervention, and privacy was instructive of a host of negative feelings surrounding ambivalent 

citizenship practices. Later in the conversation I was able to approach the topic of migrant care 

again. Ramón reported that during interactions with Border Patrol agents, it was clear that 
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citizens were to be ‘transparent’ in their interactions with migrants. Ramón stated, “They 

[Border Patrol] want to make sure that they can tell who are citizens and who are not.” The time 

that I spent with Ramón illuminated the ambivalence that circulates around citizenship and 

compassion, especially in light of the fact that there exists minimal visual difference between 

Latino migrants and Latino border citizen-subjects.  

Scene (Seen) 2  
 

This particular issue of visuality and citizenship was raised during a conversation with 

Tony, a 56 year-old research participant. I asked Tony whether or not the Border Patrol had ever 

mistaken him for an undocumented migrant. Tony leaned away from the table, as he sighed 

deeply. At that point, I was unsure if I had overstepped boundaries of the research relationship 

due to the intensity of his posture and the depth of his sigh. I began to ask another question, but 

Tony interrupted me as I began my next line of inquiry: “You know what? [exhales] It did 

happen to me [raises eyebrows and smirks]. I was walking down the road and an officer slowed 

down next to me…and I looked him…and I knew he was checking to see if I was illegal.” I 

allowed a ten second pause as I waited to see if Tony would follow up on his narrative by 

commenting further upon his feelings about the encounter. Tony, however, remained silent as 

the parallax object intervened. I then asked Tony how it felt to be confused for a migrant. He let 

out a deep sigh and remained silent. In this moment, I realized that Tony was unable to articulate 

the ambivalent feelings invoked by this question, especially since other topics of conversation 

did not evoke this type of posture and continual sighs.  

Following my conversations with Tony and Ramón, I realized that research questions that 

‘placed’ or associated research participants too closely to the ‘positionality’ of undocumented 

migrants created discomfort within the research relationship. I read feelings of resistance to be 
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the embodied product of their ambivalent citizenship, which could be glimpsed as it extended 

into the research relationship. While these feelings remained silent – beyond discourse – they are 

reflected in the tropes of illegality and legality felt daily by citizen-subjects (Boltanski 1999; 

Berlant 2004). It appeared that citizen-subjects ‘managed’ their ambivalent feelings by 

mobilizing the themes of disability and dislocation in relation to compassionate socio-spatial 

relations and the illegal/legal divide. The following section explores these themes further.  

Disability and Dislocation 
 
Interviews with research participants revealed that there is compassion for the suffering migrant; 

however, I found that a defensive masculinity emerges through encounters with able-bodied 

migrants who are passing through border spaces. In this section, I discuss the splitting of 

masculinity that produces an offensive and defensive masculinity that hinges upon border 

citizen-subjects’ distinction between aid and assistance. This split masculinity underlies the 

conflict of ambivalent citizenship.  

Scene (Seen) 3 
 
Consider Roberto’s description of a face-to-face encounter with a migrant:  
 

I think just last week I was coming from Nogales and up in the mountain between here 
and Nogales [points towards the direction], there was this illegal guy. He had a big 
backpack and I stopped because I saw a guy – he was thirsty and he had a backpack – so, 
you know, he needed a little help. So I gave him – I had a six-pack of beers, and I gave 
him two beers and I told him, “drink it fast because Border Patrol are going to pick you 
up.” He wanted to get picked up and sent back, you know? [affective transfer, 5 second 
pause] I don’t think he wanted to continue because he…. It was too rough [spoken with 
compassionate tone]…besides that (beer) we gave him some tortillas and we gave him 
pork skins, whatever it is we had there. We give them water or food but we don’t let them 
in because that’s what the Border Patrol told me. I would get in trouble doing that [looks 
away towards the direction of the border, invoking the border-as-parallax-object].  
 

Roberto’s description of an encounter with a migrant in need of aid highlights the felt 

dimensions of the encounter. His encounter with a migrant in need of aid also details how 
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citizens provide compassionate responses for migrants by meeting their basic needs, even if 

through a particular configuration of compassionate masculinity. Although Roberto provided 

compassionate response to this migrant, the face-of-the-state was implicitly invoked as he 

suggests that his compassionate relations must remain within the ‘public’ realm, indicating that 

the face-of-the-state intervened. 

I found that Roberto and other research participants enter into masculine displays of aid 

by providing food and beverage through the positioning of themselves as ‘providers’, but that 

this positionality is negotiated by the face-of-the-state. For example, José tells me that he saw a 

migrant passing through one of the remote dirt roads surrounding Nogales, but he did not 

approach the migrant in a compassionate way because “I saw there were some cameras there 

[silence for 10 seconds]. I knew one of the trucks [Border Patrol] would come.” What struck me 

about this discussion was the way in which José’s tone of voice seemed to reflect sadness – a 

cynical tone about the eventuality of the migrant being picked up by Border Patrol agents. This 

moment was among many that led me to view cruel optimism as actively “known” within my 

research locales. I sensed that if José felt ‘alone’ in the situation with what appeared to be a 

migrant in need of aid, he would have stepped in to provide aid. The face-of-the-state served as 

the mediator in the compassionate relationship between José and the unknown migrant. These 

encounters, whether resulting in compassionate response provided or withheld, were drenched in 

ambivalence as research participants either remained silent or discussed their activity and 

passivity towards the other in need of aid. The border-as-parallax-object was most present during 

these moments of ambivalent response, indicating that the uneasy relations between optimism 

and cruelty in terms of migration flows was filtered through research participants ambivalent 

affective and emotional responses.  
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Ambivalent citizenship parcels compassionate responses into either defensive or 

offensive masculinity. This dual discourse of masculinity operates as border citizen-subjects 

shape shift between these proximate and distant approaches towards migrants. The proximate 

relationship is demonstrated through what I call an offensive masculinity.  

Scene (Seen) 4 
 
To further illuminate this complex ambivalent dynamic of citizenship, consider the following 

conversation between Martín and Raúl, two young men who reside along the border region: 

Martín: I saw one of them [migrants] a while back at the gas station and he asked me for money, 
but I didn’t give it to him.  
 
Raúl: [turning towards me] The illegals want a free ride, you see? [referring to my prior question 
about citizen perspectives of undocumented migrants]. 
 
Jessica: [remained silent and mindful] 
 
Raúl: They [migrants] just want money from us. [points towards Martin and himself]. 
 
Martín: Yeah, I won’t do it [give migrants in need of assistance money; said in a matter of fact 
manner, perhaps in response to feelings that I did not entirely understand his logic]. 
 
 
It can be inferred from the above conversation that a defensive masculinity emerges through 

encounters with able-bodied migrants who are not in need of aid from citizens. In this 

conversation, both Martín and Raúl reflect discourses of withholding, an exposure of relations of 

cruelty at the border. Later, I further explored the idea of undocumented migration with Martín. 

Reporting his feelings on the topic, he said: “Well [5 second pause], I feel that they’re letting too 

many in, there’s not that much room for anybody else. There’s too many of them [said 

declaratively]. There’s not enough room for them. And they expect me to help them through, but 

that’s not my problem.” On the other hand, a face-to-face encounter with a migrant in need of aid 
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produces an offensive masculinity, as I described above. Moments later, Martín softens his 

position towards migrants when discussing a face-to-face encounter: 

A while back I saw two guys who got lost and didn’t have any water. So I helped them 
out a bit. I gave them a beer and I said I could call the Border Patrol. Nobody was around. 
They wanted me to, you know? [voice inflects and eyebrows raise, indicating 
ambivalence in his response]. They knew they couldn’t make it through without water. 
 

Martín’s shifting response aligns most closely with an ethics of care as described by philosopher 

Emmanuel Levinas (2003; also see Howitt 2003; Popke 2006, 2009). In the conversation 

described above, the responsibility to provide care for the other (migrant) is caught up in 

ambivalent feelings of reporting migrant’s location to officials as well providing compassion 

through empathetic response. Martín justifies his approach (giving water) with a reproach 

(calling the Border Patrol), revealing the contradictory nature of cruel optimism at the border. 

While Levinas’ philosophical ruminations on what he referred to as the face-of-the-other 

provides an ontological argument of the inter-dependency between humans, discussions with 

research participants highlighted how citizen-subjects negotiate the other in need of aid, 

especially in light of the fact that these spaces are heavily surveyed by the state. So, while the 

figure of the migrant in need of aid signals a sort of masculine ‘disability’ inscribed via the 

inability to care for oneself – manly citizen-subjects enter into relation with migrants given the 

opportunity to shore up their own masculine identifications through enacting the role of 

provider’. 

Performances of provision by citizen-subjects are reminiscent of Sara Ahmed’s (2000) 

discussion of the shifting subject positions between the police and the citizen within the 

Neighborhood Watch Program. Ahmed contends that the model of ‘good citizenship’ is 

produced through these shifting relationships. She highlights that by “becoming the police” (30), 

the good, masculine citizen takes on the responsibility of the state through self and other 
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policing: “the ‘good citizen’ is one who watches (out for) suspicious persons and strangers, and 

who in that very act, becomes aligned, not only with the police (and hence the Law), but with the 

imagined community itself whose boundaries are protected in the very labour of that look” (30). 

She further argues that self and other policing involves feelings of compassionate care: “self-

policing communities are inscribed as moral communities, those that care. Caring evokes a 

figure of who must be cared for, who must be protected from the risks of crime and the danger of 

strangers” (30). In this way, we might read masculine compassionate-work performed by men 

within my research situation as the state inadvertently ‘contracting’ masculinized compassionate 

response onto the border citizen-subject. Here, these men are engaged in the flows of cruel 

optimism most explicitly.  

Scene (Seen) 5 
 
And to be sure, citizen-subjects are providing compassionate work in the face of a perceived 

absence of the state, as Alberto highlights: 

When I see they need help, I want to give them some help because no one is taking care 
of them. Conditions aren’t that good out here in the summers. If I don’t help them, then 
who will? [remains silent for 5 seconds] I don’t know if the Border Patrol is on their way 
[spoken as if he’s posing a question]. I don’t know if the cameras are picking them up 
[elides the difference in positionality between cameras and Border Patrol agents]. 
 

What can additionally be drawn from Alberto’s statement on his compassionate relations towards 

migrants is that some manly citizens feel obligated to care for migrants in need of aid. Alberto 

was not the only border resident to imply that the state has failed to provide care for migrants 

crossing into Arizona. In fact, this was an overarching theme taken up during discussions with 

research participants. These key insights illuminate the complex socio-spatial political 

relationships that exist between citizen-subjects, migrants, and the Border Patrol.  
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To summarize so far, I have argued that citizenship and provisions of compassion are 

negotiated through a type of implicit political brotherhood through masculine displays of aid, 

mediated by the face-of-the-state. The relationship between the state as the heavy hand and the 

border citizen-subject as the compassionate hand (providers of cultural comfort foods and beer) 

recalls the good-cop/bad-cop dynamic. While the Border Patrol takes a heavy handed approach 

to the migrant – by deporting them back to their country of origin – the border citizen-subject 

provides fraternal, masculine compassion toward the migrant in need of aid, empathizing with 

the migrant’s dire situation and suturing the contradiction of cruel optimism for a moment. For 

instance, I asked Carlos why he decides to help migrants in need of aid. With almost no 

hesitation, Carlos responds, “I feel bad for them [silence for three seconds]. And I can talk to 

them [silence for five seconds]. I give them beer because that’s what I’d want [silence for 10 

seconds]. Their plan didn’t work out … and they will probably try to do it again, because I’ve 

seen them try to do it again.” It is clear that feelings of empathy and compassion center upon 

manly citizen-subjects ‘imagining’ or ‘transferring’ feelings of what it might feel like to be in the 

position of the migrant. Here, one important overlap between compassionate practices and 

ambivalent citizenship lies at the juncture where citizen-subjects withheld discussing concerns 

about migrants’ chances for successful passage – for the ‘good life’ that Berlant refers to. 

Discussions about successful passage seemed to be off the table, as many research participants 

reported that they had little faith that migrants would accomplish the ‘good life’ that they set out 

for. Further, what appeared to mobilize a compassionate response was the fact that the manly 

citizen-subject was able to see himself as other, through the (usually male) eyes of the other.  

These masculine subjectivities produce offensive and defensive images of the citizen, 

structured around patriarchal norms of protection and reinforced through performative displays 
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of aid. In other words, it became clear to me during the course of this research that men provide 

care for undocumented migrants only when their masculine role as ‘providers’ is emphasized. By 

drawing from the particular ways in which ambivalent citizenship, compassion and masculinity 

are connected, traction is garnered for understanding the ways that many male research 

participants described women as ill ‘equipped’ in providing care work for migrants. Instead, 

many of the men I interviewed saw it as their role to ‘protect’ women from encounters with 

undocumented migrants. In this way, migrants were constructed as “strangers” (Cresswell 1996; 

Ahmed 2000) – figures of potential danger due to their out-of-placeness. Manly citizens, on the 

other hand, were constructed as the sole gender capable of providing compassionate response for 

migrants in need of aid because they were also able to provide protection at the same time as 

they engaged in a fraternal relationship with migrants in need of aid.  

Scene (Seen) 6 
 
One trope in particular that was repeated during interviews with manly citizens was the idea that 

women would get too ‘emotionally attached’ to migrants in need of aid. For example, during an 

hour-long interview with Juan, a 48 year-old research participant, he described how his wife 

would suffer from an inability to emotionally navigate encounters with migrants in need of aid:  

Carla would cry if she talked to illegals crossing the line. So I deal with them because she 
would get too involved, you know? [affective transference and five seconds of silence] 
She doesn’t know who these guys are. She wouldn’t see that these guys could be bad.  
 

Juan emphasized a particular association of women being incapable of emotionally navigating a 

face-to-face encounter, which emerged often in interviews with men. It appeared that manly 

citizen-subjects were describing to me the ways that women were considered too emotionally 

aroused by these encounters, invoking ‘separation anxiety’. As Alberto stated: 
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I try to make sure that my daughters do not ever have to encounter illegals by themselves. 
I need to be there so I can protect them from those guys, you know? [affective 
transference and five seconds of silence] 
 

I re-stated what I thought was the most important part of Alberto’s statement back to him: “So, 

you feel that you need to protect them from potentially dangerous migrants?” Alberto nodded his 

head and stated, “I know they would be scared.” Compassionate feminine care, therefore, was 

constructed as threatening the socio-spatial boundaries between citizens and non-citizens. What 

was most interesting, however, was not that women were associated with emotion, but that men 

denied being emotionally aroused by these encounters, except to describe how empathetic 

responses pivoted around imagining the self in the place of the other. Here, the silences and 

redirections spoke volumes about the ways that feelings circulated between border citizen-

subjects, non-citizens, and the face-of-the-state.  

Conclusion 
 
As I have highlighted in this chapter, manly citizen-subjects are put in a paradoxical position by 

the state to both distance themselves from migrants in need of assistance and to provide 

compassionate response for migrants in need of aid, creating a dual discourse of masculinity. I 

have demonstrated that each approach towards the other takes up aspects of the cruel optimism 

paradox. This overarching finding resonates with Bondi’s (2008) suggestion that, “…care is 

double-edged and deeply paradoxical. These paradoxes are embodied in emotional experiences 

of care and caring. Care oppresses and inspires; it hurts and nurtures; it demeans and it fulfills; it 

enrages and it moves; it evokes love and it evokes hate” (3). This chapter has elucidated the 

shifting gendered dimensions of care that is performed when the border citizen-subject believes 

that the state is or is not ‘watching’. I have suggested that this specific implication of the border 

citizen-subject within the border complex produces ambivalent emotional responses that serve to 
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place minimal difference between citizen and non-citizen, while at other times, great separation 

is created between the citizen and the figure of the migrant. Compassionate practices are 

threaded through feelings of ambivalence due to conflicting messages given by officials and the 

migrant in need of aid. Ambivalent citizenship extends scholarly understandings about how 

citizenship is felt, gendered, and complicates daily life.  

Scholars of feminist geopolitics argue that a depiction of the state from disembodied 

perspectives produces myopic accounts of daily life, because they conflate state policy with top 

down processes (Dowler and Sharp 2001; Dowler 2011). Following this feminist tradition, I 

connected this relational understanding of the state with recent geographical work from within 

the “emotional turn” to focus upon the affective, embodied, and emotive dimensions of 

citizenship (Wedeen 2008; Bayat 2010).  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS AN EMOTIONAL BORDER 
STUDIES 

 
By way of conclusion, I turn to Žižek  (2006): “…the subject is defined by a fundamental 

passivity, and it is the object from which movement comes – which does the tickling. But, again, 

what object is it? The answer is the parallax object” (17, my emphasis). The politics of proximity 

and distance pivot around the border-as-parallax-object and denote the socio-spatial movements 

towards and away from landscapes, others, and the state that might be considered as emotional 

responses to the object. Illuminating the broader socio-spatial processes of borders has not been 

an easy task, given the indeterminacy of both the subject and object and their topological 

contours. As this dissertation elucidated, attempting to understand complex border(ed) relations 

calls for attention to both the broader circulations of power, as well as the subtle, embodied 

‘lines’ that subjects take up towards the border-as-parallax-object.  

In this dissertation, I applied the concept of parallax object to the border only to find that 

the border-as-parallax-object was best understood through my experience of the research 

relationship. That which appeared to ‘tickle’ the subject appeared as gestures, pauses, silences, 

sighs, and shifts in eye contact. These reactions of the border-as-parallax-object were often 

inarticulable, but made real within the research relationship. Through transference and the often 

drawn upon remark, “You feel me?” – this moment – the tickling object – has been the central 

focus of this dissertation. 

 Further, this dissertation has demonstrated the crucial role that the affective and 

emotional extensions of the security object play in processes of national identification and 

compassionate response along the Arizona-Mexico border. Despite important interrogations into 
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the material appearance of borders around the world (Johnson et al. 2011), there has yet to be a 

larger effort within human geography to explore critical perspectives of emotion and borders, 

even as scholars such as Anssi Paasi (2011) have called for such lines of inquiry: “Rather than 

neutral lines, borders are often pools of emotion, fears and memories, that can be mobilized 

apace for both progressive and regressive purposes” (62). This dissertation offers a sustained 

effort to investigate emotion in and through the material appearance of borders 

methodologically, empirically and theoretically. 

  In this way, this dissertation is a reimagining of the border by shifting understandings of 

how we come to know, sense, and feel borders in daily life. These feelings have the power to 

enact, replace or render borders obsolete between individuals. This dissertation has additionally 

offered an example of the ways that borders may be examined for their inter-subjective qualities, 

and the ways that inter-subjective research practice might best address the social complexities 

surrounding the border. That is, this dissertation has demonstrated the ways that the border is 

inscribed in daily life beyond the material fence in ways that evoke particular feelings between 

border subjects, security objects, the state, and undocumented migrants in need of aid. In this 

way, this dissertation revealed inter-subjective entanglements between citizens, non-citizens and 

state actors.  

 This dissertation is moving the emotional dimensions of the security object to the front of 

debates within human geography allowing for connections between political geography, 

materialist philosophy, and emotional/affective/psychoanalytic geographies, providing for more 

in-depth understandings of the embodied dimensions of the state and laying the ground for a sub-

field within human geography: emotional border studies. Moreover, by studying emotive 
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experiences of securitized landscapes, a more comprehensive understanding of shifting identities 

correlating to the changing face-of-the-state is put forth.  

Specifically, my research context is a landscape where practices of citizenship have 

changed drastically over time. Through the imposition of new border security objects and 

technologies, as well as the buildup of the material border, new socio-spatial relationships have 

emerged between the state and border citizen-subjects. Through analysis of extended interviews, 

participant observation, walk and drive-alongs, I have demonstrate that the state’s presence alters 

the ways that citizens interact and encounter both the landscape and the migrant in need of aid. 

For example, border fortifications in urban areas create the need for migrants to cross more 

intense terrain. This means citizens living in rural border landscapes now encounter migrants in 

need of aid; the ways that citizens approach or reproach the migrant(s) in need of aid depends 

significantly upon the ways that citizens perceive the state to be ‘present’ (proximate) or ‘absent’ 

(distant) within the encounter situation. I highlight how many research participants disclosed that 

if they believe the state to be watching, men often refrain from aiding migrant(s) in need of aid. 

If men do provide aid, however, a masculine compassionate relationship is evoked – an 

alternative political brotherhood – between citizen, non-citizen, and the state. I demonstrate that 

compassionate care within my research context is caught up within demands by the state to 

provide compassion, but only under certain circumstances.  

I have further argued that employing a psychoanalytic framework to the overarching 

research question – how is the material border inscribed beyond the material fence – provides 

one more entrée to examine how the citizen is a much more complex figure than has been 

previously theorized. My inquiry into what emotional exchanges, glances, and gestures underlie 

manly citizen subjectivity advances our understanding of the impact of the increasingly fortified 
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state on inter-subjectivity, as well as the shifting relations of proximity and distance between 

individuals living along the border. Broadly and mostly implicitly, I have argued through this 

case study that the unconscious and conscious are not discrete divisions, as my re-working of 

cruel optimism in Chapter Five illustrates. By twisting Berlant’s (2011) theory of cruel optimism 

to include the ways that unspoken ‘acknowledgment’ of relations of cruelty exists between the 

state and the citizen/non-citizen, I demonstrate how these relations are negotiated empirically. 

Undertaking this particular project, oriented by psychoanalytic political practice, meant 

that I had to develop new ways of encountering emotion within the field in order to glimpse the 

subtle, often unspoken, aspects of citizenship and compassionate practices directed and 

intervened upon by the parallax object (Žižek 2006). I theorize that the border is the parallax 

object within the research situation because it “disturbed the smooth functioning” of 

conversations about citizenship and feelings. In Chapter Three, I specifically examined the ways 

that the border-as-parallax-object intervened within the research relationship to illuminate the 

matrix of the unspeakable and spoken, as it related to feelings about citizenship, security objects, 

and encounters with undocumented migrants. Building upon the parallax object within the 

research relationship in Chapter Three, I developed the concepts of the face-of-the-state and 

ambivalent citizenship by deciphering transference feelings that were unable to ‘get around’ the 

power of the parallax object within the research relationship. By including the object within the 

research relationship, I demonstrated alternative ways of reading 

transference/countertransference. The border-as-parallax-object highlighted my own feelings as 

productive of inter-subjective research relationships. Perhaps it is possible to understand a new 

rendering of ‘participant action research’ through the ways in which I allowed research 

participants to direct the emotional flows within the research relationship. Reading body 
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language, silence, and remaining mindful within research practice, as I have argued, contribute to 

methodological debates about how, exactly, to elicit and research emotion and affect. In this 

way, this dissertation offers a new form of ethnographic writing.  

 With raising concerns over the fortification of borders between nations, scholars have 

mostly overlooked the ways that citizenship shapes how one emotionally responds to the other. 

This research, then, points to potential future research on the relationship between compassion 

and citizenship. If, as Martha Nussbaum argues, compassionate response towards the other 

defines the political realm, this case study highlights how compassionate response is related to 

both unspoken and spoken restrictions, rules and parameters by which the citizen is ‘moved’ 

towards or away from the other. One potential area of research that might extend my argument 

here is to investigate more in depth how the citizen responds when the ‘distant other’ is no longer 

‘distant’. Of course, the complexities of the gaze are involved within these encounters, and future 

research on humanitarianism and feelings of compassion might investigate the ways that the 

psychoanalytic gaze accounts for or contributes to how humanitarianism performances are 

enacted within a given situation. By illuminating the ‘unspoken’ parameters by which 

individuals ‘decide’ to provide aid for the other, an entirely new repertoire of research agendas 

emerges. Further, this dissertation hints towards the role of ethics within the public and private 

realm. Future research might take up this argument by investigating the ways that ethics and 

emotions form complex assemblages around imperatives given by the state. Clearly, the ethical 

decision to aid the other is more complicated than current research suggests (although see Popke 

2006), allowing for future research on the presence of the distant other pushing this dissertation’s 

line of argumentation further. 
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