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Introduction

Vulnerability in American Political Discourse

Performing Precarity

Early twenty- first- century American social politics can be character-
ized by reinvigorated debates over immigration, the heterosexual status 
of marriage, access to abortion and contraception, and state- sponsored 
racial violence. A few examples will suffice.

In the wake of the September 2011 World Trade Center attacks, con-
cerns over the relationship between undocumented migration and ter-
rorism combined with changing ethnic demographics to renew old 
tensions over whether certain migrants enhance or hinder American 
cultural and economic vitality. A historic regime of deportation and 
anti- immigration legislation ensued, countered by the celebrated 2006 
immigrant rights marches and a revived migrant justice movement. Im-
migration controversies transcended political partisanship. In 2012, the 
Obama administration deported a record 648,783 migrants (Zong and 
Batalova 2016), earning him the nickname “Deporter- in- Chief.” Despite 
an anti- Obama campaign strategy, President Donald Trump’s surprise 
2016 election was won partly by promising to pass sweeping immigra-
tion enforcement efforts: mass deportations, the building of a wall across 
the southern border, and bans on migrants from Muslim- majority coun-
tries among them. The latter was among his first executive actions.

In 2008, only Massachusetts recognized same- sex nuptials and a total 
of forty- five states eventually passed Defense of Marriage (DOMA) leg-
islation limiting legal benefits to one man and one woman. By spring 
2015, thirty- seven states and the federal government recognized mar-
riage equality, paving the way for the Supreme Court’s 2015 landmark 
decision declaring that state DOMAs violated similar- gendered couples’ 
fundamental right to marry. Contenders for the 2016 Republican presi-
dential nomination subsequently vowed to enable states, municipalities, 
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and individuals to refuse marriage accommodations for LGBTQ indi-
viduals if those requirements violated gay rights opponents’ religious 
beliefs: sentiments that also fueled notorious efforts during the same pe-
riod to deny antidiscrimination protections to gender- fluid individuals.

In the early 2000s, loud debates over the necessity of late abortion 
and the “abortion pill” dominated, obscuring quietly persistent efforts 
to also restrict abortion access by extending waiting periods and creat-
ing medically unnecessary infrastructure, counseling, ultrasound, and 
licensing requirements. Consequently, state abortion restrictions prolif-
erated. Between 2010 and 2015, over 338 state abortion restriction mea-
sures were passed, compared to four that enhanced access (Nash et al. 
2017). Complementing state- level efforts to substantively limit access to 
procedures, the Trump campaign promised to appoint Supreme Court 
justices who would change the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision affirming abor-
tion rights.

In recent years, live footage of police officers killing unarmed people 
of color for minor infractions has proliferated, renewing national atten-
tion to racialized state- sponsored and extrajudicial violence. In 2013 the 
#BlackLivesMatter social media campaign and then the Black Lives Mat-
ter (BLM) movement emerged to contest the intersectional, multilateral 
forces “systematically and intentionally targeting” black lives “for de-
mise” (BLM 2015b). Under the guidance of three queer women of color, 
BLM emphasized the underpublicized impact of structural violence on 
women, gender- nonconforming individuals, and migrant groups. The 
hashtag’s humanist appeal was quickly co- opted toward contrary ends: 
#BlueLivesMatter and #AllLivesMatter (2017) leveraged #BlackLives-
Matter’s call to recognize and contest state- sponsored forms of neglect 
by claiming that law enforcement and fetuses deserve greater state pro-
tections, often pitting these groups against communities of color and 
women.1 Consequently, immigration, same- sex marriage, abortion, and 
state- sponsored racialized violence are again among the centerpieces of 
American cultural, political, and legal debate.

Traversing these controversies are competing narratives about how 
governmental action or inaction make certain groups personally and 
politically vulnerable. This sense of vulnerability can be physical, evident 
in reproductive justice proponents’ observation that abortion restric-
tions threaten women’s well- being or BLM’s attention to the systematic 
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demise of lives of color. But feelings of vulnerability can also be social 
and ideological, such as when “traditional” marriage advocates claim 
that gay rights endanger the heterosexual family, or anti- immigration 
groups worry that undocumented immigrants are harming the cultural 
and ethnic makeup of the nation. Whether it is personal or institutional, 
feeling vulnerable incites politically potent emotions— empathy, anger, 
love, and fear among them. As a result, actors across the ideological 
spectrum attempt to harness both the compassion and the outrage ac-
companying these vulnerabilities to shape politics and policies.

If vulnerability is associated with physical suffering, then activists 
often use bodily and performance- oriented tactics to capitalize on this 
association and highlight the forces generating various kinds of cultural, 
political, and bodily vulnerabilities. For instance, when transnational 
human rights organizations build shrines for migrants lost in the Ari-
zona desert on the journey north, they emphasize how the border fence 
kills people more than it protects US citizens. In contrast, camouflage- 
accented militia groups such as the Minutemen retrace the footsteps of 
the Border Patrol and undocumented immigrants, drawing attention 
to how the government’s failure to seal the southern border threatens 
national security and therefore American culture. Similarly, gay rights 
media feature queer families asking not to be divorced, a tactic that 
highlights how bans on same- sex marriage impede children’s and part-
ners’ access to health care and domestic violence protections, increasing 
their bodily vulnerabilities. Heterosexual marriage activists respond by 
borrowing queer tactics and renewing their vows in group ceremonies 
in the name of protecting heterosexual matrimony, religious rights, and 
children from the purported threat of gay immorality. In 2012, female 
lawmakers staged congressional walkouts to challenge extreme abor-
tion restrictions and proposed cuts to reproductive health services, 
arguing that they would strip economically disadvantaged women of 
basic life resources, increasing everyday precarity. Outside, antichoice 
activists bounced smiling infants next to placards of dismembered fe-
tuses to frame abortion as a form of racial genocide that threatens the 
future of the human race. In 2012, activists donned hooded sweatshirts 
declaring “I am Trayvon” to protest the pursuit and lethal shooting of a 
hoodie- clad, unarmed black teenager, Trayvon Martin, by George Zim-
merman, a neighborhood watchman. The protesters highlighted how 
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the sweatshirt embodied the intersectional vulnerabilities produced by 
white supremacist logics, summing up how Martin’s race, gender, and 
age rendered him an out- of- place threat when he walked to his family’s 
home in a predominantly white community. These intersectional struc-
tures of vulnerability help ensure that many youth of color could be Tra-
von, but for time and place. Birthing the BLM movement, the ensuing 
trial witnessed supporters of the neighborhood watchman declaring “I 
am George Zimmerman,”2 co- opting the “I am Trayvon” but- for logics 
to claim that youth of color make white communities precarious (see 
Oliviero 2016).

As these examples indicate, competing and contested claims of vul-
nerability live at the heart of contemporary US political culture, pitting 
citizens against migrants, queers against straights, women against fe-
tuses, communities of color against police. Far from fringe, activists’ 
media- directed and often sensational representations of threat and pre-
carity shape the tenor of political debate and inform contemporary legal 
responses to immigration, gay rights, abortion, and police violence. In 
these depictions, perceptions of threat, violence, risk, and precarious 
social conditions often substitute for each other, collapsing differences 
among them and crafting a broader political culture of what I call vul-
nerability. The distinctions between vulnerability and precarity will be 
taken up in more detail in Chapter 1.

Progressive Visions of Vulnerability Politics

This book explores the ramifications of using a vocabulary of vulnerabil-
ity to organize political claims. If being or feeling vulnerable is presumed 
to be a preventable or otherwise illicit condition, then social and legal 
efforts to eliminate or minimize precarity seem commonsense, appeal-
ing to justice- minded actors across the political spectrum. Individuals 
may dispute the roots and solutions to persistent social phenomena 
such as sexual violence, racisms, labor exploitation, animus- based social 
exclusions, poverty, and sexism, but it takes more ideological gymnastics 
to deny the suffering and vulnerability they produce.

The emotional clarity that depictions of violence and precarity prom-
ise has inspired progressive efforts to reorganize social justice claims 
around the production and prevention of vulnerability. Feminist, legal, 
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and critical race scholars have recently argued that reorienting legal 
and social frameworks around concepts of bodily vulnerability rather 
than abstracted notions of equality can democratize access to the in-
stitutional resources and cultural recognition that allow marginalized 
lives to matter more. They emphasize that humans are ontologically 
bound together by the fact that as bodily beings we are always at risk 
of physical injury and harm— of vulnerability. This human predisposi-
tion to vulnerability generates what Judith Butler termed a precarious 
subjectivity, or precarity, that can create individual and institutional ac-
countability for other people’s circumstances because they are in part 
our own (2004, 2009). But vulnerability also exceeds raw bodily injury 
or interpersonal relations, extending to material situations of economic 
risk and institutional exposure that formal equality frameworks often 
overlook (Fineman 2008, 2010, 2012; Kirby 2006). As Martha Fineman, 
Peadar Kirby, and Bryan Turner argue most directly, governmental and 
international actors have a public obligation to recognize and respond to 
the systemic forces perpetuating vulnerabilities— weak educational sys-
tems, gendered employment structures, environmental degradation, or 
globalization and privatization, among other phenomena. Rather than 
continue to indulge failed neoliberal policies and mythic standards of 
individual invulnerability, states must subsequently reinvest in the pub-
lic institutions that distribute core resources ranging from health care 
to education that create resilience (Fineman 2010; Kirby 2006) toward 
precariousness. These include inevitable vulnerabilities, such as child-
hood, illness, and aging; preventable precarities, such as poverty; and 
unexpected events, such as natural disasters and global recessions.

Vulnerability methodologies have many progressive political ramifi-
cations.3 By acknowledging the shared human risk of bodily insecurity, 
they can generate a politics of compassion and structural accountabil-
ity across vast cultural, identitarian, and economic differences. If they 
account for difference— a question this book explores— vulnerability 
methodologies have the potential to capture how precarity is often 
perpetuated along intersectional lines of race, class, gender, sexuality, 
nationality, and ethnicity. But this framework also emphasizes how 
precarity is shaped by circumstances that exceed identity- based 
paradigms— such as shifting patterns in immigration status, employ-
ment, wealth, age, ability, and health. By reorienting our legal and po-
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litical institutions to the structural forces generating vulnerability, we 
can create more flexible social justice frameworks that can better address 
systemic inequalities and needs than human and equal rights frame-
works allow. As a bodily ontology, vulnerability generates a sense of 
ethical responsibility for others that methodologically draws attention 
to the cultural and institutional forces generating precariousness and 
resilience— demanding accountability. It centers our social responsibil-
ity toward others, while striving to revitalize state obligations promoting 
robust human rights and security.

Conservative Performances of Vulnerability

Vulnerability politics’ progressive aspirations, however, need to attend to 
some overlooked questions. Who gets extended the sympathetic status 
of being vulnerable? How do intersectional racialized, gendered, sexu-
alized, classed, ability, and citizenship- based narratives of undeserving 
or deserving hardship organize whether or not state and social forces 
recognize precarity? And when is it politically desirable to be desig-
nated a vulnerable group in need of state or social protection— and when 
does that designation license excessive state intervention, dismissal, or 
even violence? And finally, how are competing claims of vulnerability 
adjudicated: when laid- off citizens are pitted against irregular migrants, 
defenders of heterosexual marriage against similar- gender couples, sec-
ond-  and third- term fetuses against women seeking abortions?

This book argues that these questions are essential because conserva-
tive and often antidemocratic forces have long relied upon a vocabulary 
of vulnerability to organize their claims, gaining traction in the law and 
public policy.4 Historical examples are numerous. In the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, perceived cultural and racial differences of 
Chinese and Japanese immigrant groups led to concerns that a “yellow 
peril” would undermine the Western world order. These narratives of 
national precarity led to the 1875 Page Act barring most Asian women 
from entering, followed by the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act essentially 
ending migration from Eastern Asia (Lye 2004, 12– 46; Luibhéid 2002). 
FBI director J. Edgar Hoover developed a program in the mid- twentieth 
century that hunted down gays and lesbians in government, entertain-
ment, and academia based on congressional investigations that deemed 
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these “sex deviates” to be immoral, emotionally unstable risks to na-
tional security (Investigations Subcommittee 1950). More recently, Phyl-
lis Schlafly opposed the Equal Rights Amendment on the grounds that 
it would be “detrimental to our country and our families” by undercut-
ting women’s special privileges as wives and mothers who reproduce 
future generations (Schlafly 1979/1999, 330). And in the twentieth cen-
tury groups ranging from the KKK to the Black Panthers to the National 
Rifle Association have advocated for both gun control and gun rights 
as a means of protecting vulnerable groups: whether the white middle 
class from supposedly armed people of color, black communities from 
police violence and neglect, or citizens from liberty- infringing govern-
ment regulations (Winkler 2011).

Antidemocratic political mobilizations of vulnerability are not lim-
ited to the archives of history. Over the past decade, powerful factions 
have also crafted dramatic and emotional representations of precarity 
to warn that the nation, American culture, heterosexual intimacy, and 
human life are imperiled and in need of state protection. As the central 
chapters in this book highlight, the criminalization of migrants’ every-
day behavior, DOMAs, and severe abortion restrictions are all justified 
through claims that such state policies protect vulnerable national ide-
als, democracy, and the future of the human race.

For example, as self- commissioned national guards, the Minute-
men aim surveillance cameras over the US- Mexico border and report 
suspicious activity to law enforcement (Raley 2008)— their camou-
flage clothing and occasional sidearm testifying to their claims that 
unchecked immigration poses a threat to them individually and to the 
nation (Gilchrist 2008b; Simcox 2005c). Similarly, after the California 
Supreme Court briefly legalized same- sex marriage in 2008, the Family 
Research Council (2008) published full- page advertisements in major 
US papers urging readers to enjoy what might be the last Father’s Day, 
arguing that if husband were to be rewritten as spouse on state marriage 
licenses, then father might be similarly emasculated. And in nationwide 
protests against President Barack Obama’s 2009 health care reform, an-
tichoice activists held up placards juxtaposing images of dismembered 
fetuses with lynched African American men to equate abortion with ra-
cial genocide (Center for Bio- Ethical Reform 2009e). As these examples 
demonstrate, resource- rich dominant groups effectively perform pre-
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cariousness through highly symbolic theatrical, rhetorical, and bodily 
tactics— what performance studies and social movement scholars dub 
repertoires (Taylor 2003; Taylor and Van Dyke 2004)— to make their 
claims. Indeed, it is my contention that reactionary social movements 
depend upon timeworn representations of bodily vulnerability to chal-
lenge the expansion of immigration, gay rights, and feminist platforms.

Vulnerability’s Political Life

Given these antidemocratic applications, this book contributes to the 
powerful insights of progressive vulnerability politics by considering the 
ramifications of two of its key oversights. First, these methodologies risk 
presuming that drawing attention to vulnerability will generally lead to 
progressive sociolegal change by democratizing access to resources and 
enhancing diversity, equitability, and positive social recognition. This 
assumption obscures how representations of vulnerability and threat 
are competing frames of contention adapted between movements and 
countermovements to make claims upon the state (Tilly and Tarrow 
2007). As the opening examples illustrated, dueling rhetorics of vul-
nerability testify to how frameworks of precariousness, weakness, and 
exploitation are leveraged across the political spectrum, often through 
an oppositional politics of resistance that is claimed by the left but also 
functions effectively for the right. Second, in relying upon progressive 
imaginaries, transformative vulnerability politics risk leaving underat-
tended how vocabularies of bodily precariousness and the protection 
of supposedly beleaguered groups like women or the national citizenry 
have long justified antidemocratic political agendas ranging from war to 
xenophobic immigration policies and the restriction of minority rights. 
Consequently, institutional responses to vulnerability frequently rein-
force dominant nationalist, gendered, and racialized sites of privilege, 
often further disenfranchising more marginal groups.

Exploring these underattended dimensions, this study examines 
how powerful factions over the past decade have crafted politically af-
fective repertoires of vulnerability to claim that the nation, American 
culture, heterosexual intimacy, and human life are under siege and in 
need of government protection. It assesses the activist performances, 
social movement messaging, and policy platforms of three twenty- first- 
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century conservative movements opposed to liberalized immigration, 
gay marriage, and reproductive justice policies. I consider the racialized 
and gendered vulnerability politics of groups such as the Minutemen, 
civilians who monitor the southern border, the Protect Marriage Co-
alition, which led the 2008 Proposition 8 campaign to ban same- sex 
marriage in California, and the Center for Bio- Ethical Reform, an anti-
abortion group whose tactics have been adopted nationwide. All of these 
organizations and the broader anti- immigration, heterosexual marriage, 
and antichoice movements associated with them deploy sensational nar-
ratives of vulnerability to argue that progressive changes to these institu-
tions undercut national security, the American family, and human life 
itself. I then investigate the translation of these sensational affects into 
public policy.

By examining the interplay between these activist repertoires and 
legal advocacy, this book maps the ways that vital understandings of 
citizenship, national belonging, ethnicity, family, intimacy, masculinity, 
parenthood, pregnancy, and personhood are being reworked through 
twenty- first- century media technologies that rely upon vocabularies of 
precariousness. I argue that contemporary biopolitical narratives of na-
tional, familial, and cultural insecurity reinvigorate intersectional racist, 
homophobic, and gendered habits in the name of protecting a vulner-
able twenty- first- century nation and culture. Seemingly commonsense 
notions of shared bodily vulnerability conceal institutional and rhetori-
cal processes selectively determining which harms are recognized and 
which are dismissed. Amid dueling rhetorics of vulnerability between 
dominant and marginal factions, bodily and emotional discourses of 
precariousness channel disproportionately more institutional and cul-
tural resources to historically more privileged groups, often in the name 
of protecting them from a threatening minority— here, undocumented 
immigrants, queers, and abortion- seeking women. Sensational dis-
courses of precarity generate political traction because they are able to 
configure nostalgic national mythologies and icons as threatened, par-
ticularly cultural and territorial borders, the heterosexual family, and the 
fetus as future citizen. Conservative repertoires of vulnerability subse-
quently choreograph an emotional and often corporeal appeal to protect 
these cherished figures that yield significant public policy results— what 
I term political affect.
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Vulnerability’s Political Affects

Vulnerability is accompanied by the often- competing affects of com-
passion, anger, protectiveness, and fear that influence legal and policy 
outcomes— examples that I briefly describe here, and are elaborated 
upon in future chapters. The Minutemen’s video surveillance of border 
activity, for instance, has direct feeds to open virtual networks and in 
some cases the Department of Homeland Security (Raley 2008). DHS 
formally discourages vigilante action on the part of such groups, but still 
expresses appreciation for such “concerned citizens as they act as our 
eyes and ears” (Miller 2014). These groups’ rhetorical contention that 
an undocumented immigrant “army” (Thomas 2008, 126) is “claiming 
[US] territory” (Gilchrist 2008b) and threatening US public institutions 
has materialized in the passage of severe anti- immigration legislation 
in Congress and seven states since 2010. The 2013 Senate immigra-
tion reform bill similarly argued that illegal immigration “has become 
a threat to our national security” and therefore full border security is 
required to keep the nation “safe,” “prosperous,” and “strong.”5

As Chapter 2 discusses, building a border fence and increasing sur-
veillance efforts, however, actually enhance systematic vulnerability for 
already- precarious groups like migrants. Enforcement- only efforts do 
not address the transnational economic forces that compel people to mi-
grate and therefore fail to address the root causes of irregular migration. 
As people continue to cross international boundaries without authori-
zation, border militarization efforts funnel migrants to more danger-
ous crossing points and smuggling operations. They therefore lead to 
increased deaths among border crossers rather than improved national 
safety and border security (Martínez et al. 2013). Moreover, immigration 
enforcement policies often deliberately intensify immigrants’ exposure 
to physical and structural precarities. Laws in Alabama and Arizona, for 
instance, attempted to criminalize unauthorized migrants’ access to em-
ployment, education, and housing. Though the Supreme Court struck 
down many of those provisions, some remain that enable racial profiling 
and inhibit access to everyday resources (Arizona v. United States 2012; 
United States v. Alabama 2013).

Sensationalist vulnerability tactics can have literal effects on the law. 
The antiabortion movement often displays placards of dismembered 
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fetuses to claim that abortion devalues moral respect for human life. 
Chapter 4 explores how in Gonzales v. Carhart (2007), the Supreme 
Court upheld a ban of one late- term abortion procedure— intact dilation 
and evacuation or D&X— which is in some instances safer for women 
than other methods. Carhart left legally in place another procedure— 
dismembering the fetus against the women’s cervix— which is some-
times riskier (ACOG 2006; 2013, 6). The Court thereby legally required 
what had until then been only a visual antiabortion tactic in which 
pregnant women are depicted in threatening conflict with their unborn 
children, literally dismembering them. Furthermore, Carhart allows 
D&X to be used only when women’s lives and physical health are in 
danger, breaking with established legal precedent that also provided ex-
ceptions to abortion restrictions when women’s broader health is jeop-
ardized. In Carhart’s logic, the bodily vulnerabilities of fetuses are pitted 
against, and trump, the health needs and personal liberties of pregnant 
women— most of whom face the already conflicted decision of terminat-
ing otherwise wanted pregnancies due to medical complications or fetal 
incompatibility with life.

These activist and legal narratives of conflict have also shaped the 
cascading passage of state abortion restrictions since 2010, particularly 
legislation in seventeen states prohibiting abortion after twenty weeks 
based on the medically unfounded claim that fetuses feel pain (Guttm-
acher Institute 2017f). Similarly, embittered state and federal congres-
sional battles over contraception coverage in health care reform as well 
as dramatic reductions in federal funding for reproductive health ser-
vices are fought on grounds that these restrictions are necessary to pro-
tect vulnerable children of color, women, and taxpayers from predatory 
abortion providers. Combined with deep cuts to social welfare services, 
proliferating restrictions to both reproductive health care and abortion 
severely inhibit individuals’ substantive ability to prevent, continue, or 
terminate a pregnancy as well as raise a child— core tenets of reproduc-
tive justice.

Vulnerability’s political affectiveness can also rapidly wax and wane 
in the law. In 2004, President George W. Bush endorsed reinforcing the 
1996 congressional DOMA by amending the US Constitution to “defin[e] 
and protect[t] marriage as a union of a man and woman as husband and 
wife” (White House 2004). By 2009, forty- two states had followed the 
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national lead by amending their family laws or constitutions with state 
DOMAs that defined matrimony as an exclusively heterosexual insti-
tution. Pro- DOMA campaigns claimed LGBTQ individuals threatened 
families and children, creating a “marital state of emergency” (Goldberg 
2007, 68) by undermining the heteronormative principles upon which 
marriage should be based. Relying on this discourse of familial vulner-
ability, Chapter 3 discusses how California’s 2008 Proposition 8 barred 
the civil recognition of same- sex marriage just five months after it was 
legalized by the state Supreme Court. Until 2015, thirty- three states re-
tained DOMAs, despite the cascading passage of marriage equality in 
thirty- six states and the District of Columbia since 2008.

In its landmark 2013 decision in United States v. Windsor, the Supreme 
Court struck down as unconstitutional Section 3 of Congress’s 1996 
DOMA, which limited federal marriage recognition rights to different- 
sex couples. That same day it also upheld an Appeals Court determi-
nation that Proposition 8 violated equal protections in Hollingsworth 
v. Perry. Individual states, however, could still deny or allow same- sex 
marriages, paving the way for a circuit split on the legitimacy of state 
DOMAs. As a result, in 2015 the Supreme Court again considered same- 
sex marriage prohibitions, extending civil recognition on the grounds 
that DOMAs generate a form of social and legal wounding. As Justice 
Kennedy wrote, “the laws excluding same- sex couples from the mar-
riage right impose stigma and injury of the kind prohibited by our basic 
charter” (Obergefell v. Hodges 2015, 18). The rapid rejection and rise of 
same- sex marriage recognition in part reflects how politically malleable 
vulnerability tactics are, marking the conditions in which they succeed 
and when they fail.

In light of these policy implications, rather than dismiss sensational-
ist social movement tactics as merely fringe or opportunistic, I argue 
that it is precisely their hyperbolic tenor that generates political affec-
tiveness. Historically, changing ethnic demographics and sexual values 
have engendered moral panics that often scapegoat marginal communi-
ties. Conservative activists in different times and places have used sen-
sational rhetoric and theatrical tactics to sharpen those vague anxieties 
and moral panics into an emotional and bodily sense of vulnerability 
with which individuals and collectives can identify. The movements 
studied here similarly use bodily, emotional, and theatrical tactics to 
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flesh out abstracted notions of a vulnerable body politic in a way that 
translates into political action— political affect.

Charging the state with failing its national and unborn citizenry, the 
organizations studied here frame their constituents as ideal, moral citi-
zens forced out of a compassionate patriotism to act in the stead of a neg-
ligent government. Their performances of vulnerability reinforce potent, 
visceral emotions that feed both social conservatives’ and some libertar-
ian groups’ long- standing fears of the tyrannical overreach of state pow-
ers, on the one hand, and neglect, on the other (Diamond 1995; Phelan 
2001). The conservative vulnerability rhetorics I study here invoke the 
need for state intervention to protect against threats to the nation. Long- 
standing alliances between heteronormativity, nationalism, white domi-
nance, sexual regulation, and gendered binaries ensure that national risks 
are attributed to overlapping categories of migrants, queers, and repro-
ductively deviant women. Governmental failures to enforce immigration 
laws, prevent unauthorized immigrants from reproducing on US soil, 
protect heterosexual families, and guard fetuses from abortion create an 
unconscionable vulnerability that requires outrage and protest.

Reflecting tensions between libertarian and socially conservative fac-
tions within US Republican politics, this sense of outrage is also driven 
by concerns over governmental overreach, particularly the endowment 
of marginal groups with extraordinary, unearned protections. The con-
servative movements studied here contend that governmental and legal 
forces have created a national vulnerability by granting migrants, queers, 
and abortion- seeking women with undue entitlements— whether man-
dating school attendance regardless of citizenship status, extending 
the special, exclusionary rights of marriage to gays, or indulging preg-
nant women’s capricious desire for abortion. Overreaching special en-
titlements neglect to protect more normative groups such as citizens, 
heterosexual families, and fetuses. These political movements’ simulta-
neous fear of both state overreach and neglect reflects an ambiguous 
relationship to governmental intervention that parallels the ambivalent 
emotions vulnerability generates. For vulnerability might generate com-
passion and the desire to protect, but it also generates outrage and dis-
gust over perceptions of weakness. Similarly, recognition of and state 
intervention into some forms of precariousness are desired to protect 
entities like the heterosexual family and unborn children: they create 
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compassion, morality, and community. But state regulations favoring 
more progressive social values also provoke outrage and anger that par-
allels many individuals’ fear and resentment of experiencing vulnerabil-
ity or being treated as precarious in the first place.

Vulnerability’s Ambivalent Political Life

Existing state responses to vulnerability can certainly mitigate systemic 
precarity. Social Security, for instance, was formulated to address what 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt called in 1935 the “hazards and vicissi-
tudes of life,” such as unemployment, poverty, and illness (Social Security 
Administration 2012). But as the preceding examples demonstrate, state 
recognition of some kinds of vulnerability, such as the perceived threats 
of immigration to national culture or same- sex marriage to hetero-
sexuality, can actually intensify the precarity of particular groups such 
as migrants and queers. Through an assessment of conservative social 
movements, I evaluate how vulnerability also functions as an ambivalent 
condition, highlighting the institutional risks— as well as possibilities— 
that accompany state and social recognition of vulnerability.

Ambivalence Defined

As beings who have relationships with other individuals as well as insti-
tutions and cultural formations, human life and bodily vulnerability 
are also characterized by the ever- present likelihood that we will not be 
perceived as desired, by being misrecognized to paraphrase Judith But-
ler (2005). Vulnerability paradigms therefore forefront the ambivalence 
and risk in intersocial modes of recognition, where the heady intimacy 
emerging from sharing needs and desires is tempered with the possibility 
that such knowledge will be abused. Relationships between individuals 
and institutions generate the possibilities that our precariousness will be 
exploited or neglected, evident in overly aggressive policing practices or 
the withdrawal of state services. Wholesale declarations that groups like 
children of color, third- world women, or queers are vulnerable objectify 
these people as victims and license paternalistic and imperialist policies 
abroad (see Eisenstein 2007; Puar 2007; Spivak 1985). Discursive rep-
resentations and institutional responses to vulnerability therefore have 
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ambivalent political ramifications, reflecting the risks as much as the 
possibilities in advancing vulnerability as a basis for humans to relate to 
other humans around the globe.

Consequently, I argue that ambivalent approaches to vulnerability— 
where we are all exposed to pain and its potential perpetrators— might 
have the ability to flexibly identify shifting power asymmetries, diagnose 
their source and effects, and allow political actors to address systemic 
injustices. But I also observe that reactionary social movements thrive 
on directing the ambivalent affects underlying vulnerability toward anti-
democratic ends, creating state- centered responses that bolster powerful 
institutions such as the nation and family by staging them as at risk. In-
deed, governmental responses to precariousness often deepen processes 
of surveillance and marginalization, sharpening the instability of some 
groups like migrants, queers, and women, in the name of redressing 
the vulnerabilities of another— the national citizenry, heterosexuals, or 
fetuses. Therefore, when accounting for the sociocultural emotions it 
generates and the legal phenomena it shapes, vulnerability has an am-
bivalent political life. Everyday experiences of need or opportunity are 
structured by cultural and state institutions that create both vulnerabil-
ity and forms of resilience that often operate simultaneously and in op-
position to each other.

Concepts of ambivalence capture how nation- states and social insti-
tutions produce vulnerability as much as they prevent it, selectively de-
termining which kinds of precariousness are recognized and which are 
not. This book studies where and how state responses to vulnerabilities 
can enhance forms of risk— such as quintessentially when women’s re-
productive health needs are subordinated to those of the fetus. In a more 
insidious way, some institutional responses not only amplify vulnerabil-
ity but also mine it toward antidemocratic political ends. As Chapter 
2 discusses, this is particularly evident in “enforcement through attri-
tion” policies in states like Alabama that deliberately identify points of 
vulnerability in immigrant communities and create specific regulations, 
such as nullifying contracts for basic services like water and electric-
ity (Beason- Hammon Taxpayer and Citizenship Protection Act of 2011), 
to sharpen those precarities and facilitate self- deportation. Therefore, 
the range of institutional recognition and responses to vulnerability can 
sharpen everyday and bodily precariousness as much as mitigate them.
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Biopolitics

Remedying vulnerability also functions as a form of biopolitics— that 
system of power that operates less by prohibition and more through 
incentivizing life- optimizing behaviors while pathologizing nonideal 
forms (Foucault 1978; Agamben 1998, 2005). Among other structural 
forces, medical innovations, antipoverty measures, immigration poli-
cies, and heteronormative marriage laws discursively recognize, catalog, 
and endorse optimal modes of life, reproducing those normative ways 
of living in the broader population. All individuals are compelled to 
internalize these ideals under the auspices of promoting personal and 
collective well- being and reducing vulnerability. But the pervasive-
ness of biopolitical techniques obscures how certain populations are 
exposed to them more than others. They especially target marginalized 
communities such as immigrants, queers, and women who due to his-
torical and structural processes are associated with deviating from, or 
threatening, the optimal life of the nation and its normative citizens. In 
turn, preventing vulnerability among groups such as boys of color, poor 
pregnant women, and mothers on welfare often rationalizes increased 
state regulation of them (Paltrow and Flavin 2013; Roberts 1997, 2002; 
Smith 2007). Liberal discourses of personal responsibility combine with 
long- standing racialized and gendered stereotypes to justify intensified 
surveillance of communities deemed strange: hence this project’s focus 
on migrants, queers, and abortion- seeking women.

At its extreme, biopower’s tidy ability to “foster life” also “disallows it 
to the point of death” (Foucault 1978, 138). Calls to protect the national 
citizenry, heterosexual families, and fetuses authorize what Achille 
Mbembe termed “necropolitics,” the often- deadly optimization of some 
forms of life that authorizes regimes of death elsewhere, especially 
within the contexts of war, genocide, and settler colonialism (2003; see 
also Puar 2007).

This project emphasizes the more everyday operations of biopolitics 
and necropolitics through state-  and community- sanctioned activities 
such as the deportation of migrants, the tethering of health care access 
to marital arrangements, and the denial of reproductive medical care. 
Ambivalence— that state of being that is aware of and torn between often 
mutually undermining outcomes— captures the interplay between bio-
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political effects and regimes of violence justified by rhetorics of vulner-
ability. Ambivalence points to the simultaneity of risk and possibility, 
identification and complicity, legal mitigation, and exploitation to which 
vulnerability draws attention.

This book subsequently examines the different compositions of this 
ambivalence in social movements and law, with emphasis on the affects 
they generate. It considers how vulnerability’s political purchase might 
incite a compassionate protectionism and interpersonal responsibility. 
But dueling rhetorics of vulnerability also testify to how collective senses 
of precariousness and accountability are undergirded by vulnerability’s 
abjected other:6 the outrage over weakness and a disgusted empathy that 
returns to animate reactionary discourses of victimhood and endow 
them with cultural and political purchase. The urge to both turn away 
and toughly endure, the incitement to compassion and repugnance over 
weakness, patriotic protectionism and preventative violence are oppor-
tunistically recruited to construct more powerful subjects as victims and 
more disenfranchised populations as threats.

The movements I study here selectively cite certain forms of public, 
structural violence as producing that vulnerability— particularly global 
capitalism, immoral governmental family policies, and the legacy of 
racist population control policies— and prescribe tactics of surveillance, 
blockading, exclusion, and occasionally murder as their antidote. Ex-
emplifying the intertwined forces of biopolitics and necropolitics, they 
capitalize on both sides of the emotions vulnerability incites to demand 
state protection of dominant groups and ideals, while neglecting and 
sometimes intensifying the precariousness of those populations per-
ceived as threatening to them.

Furthermore, vulnerability often subjectively feels real whether or 
not it is institutionally prevalent. This book therefore attends to how 
individuals within these conservative movements often authentically 
feel that they are challenging a state and national culture increasingly 
at ease with sexual, ethnic, and familial diversity that threatens their 
individual and collective ideals of a valuable life. However sincere these 
feelings may be, such sentiments also weigh down opportunistic strate-
gies that appropriate progressive political understanding of structural 
racisms, feminisms, disability rights, and queer methodologies, direct-
ing them toward reactionary and often antidemocratic ends. Among 
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other examples discussed in the ensuing chapters, the Center for Bio- 
Ethical Reform’s equation of abortion with racial genocide draws upon 
pervasive structural racisms and gender stereotypes that continue to dis-
enfranchise communities of color, but divert responsibility to women 
of color. Ongoing state efforts to undercut women’s already inadequate 
access to economic resources, contraception, and abortion are framed 
as protecting them from predatory feminist health providers and, most 
insidiously, from themselves. Moreover, these groups deploy, at best, op-
portunistic appeals to racial and gendered vulnerability, such as the het-
erosexual marriage movement’s calls to “fa[n] the hostility raised in the 
wake of Prop 8” and “drive a wedge between gays and blacks” (National 
Organization for Marriage 2009b, 13).

This book therefore investigates how these conservative strategies use 
the emotionally and politically ambivalent composition of vulnerabil-
ity— as something that is desired but risky, invoking compassion and 
outrage— to generate harmful biopolitical institutional responses to 
precariousness.

Methodology

Narratives of risk and violence abound in debates over national security, 
health care, human trafficking (see particularly Musto 2016), climate 
change, transgender rights, and law enforcement’s use of deadly force, 
to name a few. This book focuses on controversies over immigration, 
same- sex marriage, and reproductive justice because they are saturation 
points in early twenty- first- century American reactionary vulnerability 
politics. All three movements use performance- oriented, bodily tactics 
to articulate an intertwined gendered, racialized, and sexualized vocabu-
lary of vulnerability. This rhetoric subsequently galvanizes a range of 
visceral affects such as compassion, disgust, outrage, fairness, anger, and 
pity to generate significant political and legal purchase. Each organiza-
tion is concerned with broader questions of the national and human 
future, and uses its identity- based vulnerability vocabulary to articulate 
the proper ethnic, sexual, and moral characteristics of that future. From a 
legal and policy standpoint, immigration, same- sex marriage, and abor-
tion opposition are also concerned with questions of federal jurisdiction 
and states’ rights, as well as perceived conflicts between liberal notions 
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of private autonomy and public questions of institutional resources, 
morality, and institutions. The movements thereby strive to translate 
their affective, often sensationalist rhetoric into the more moderate- 
appearing realm of policy and law. Steeped within controversies over 
social morals, personal liberties, federalism, and state regulation, these 
three movements are individual keys in the early twenty- first- century 
tenor of conservative political organizing.

Four rounds of data collection and qualitative coding were conducted 
between 2009 and 2013, with a focus on the composition of vulnerabil-
ity in each of the movement’s print and virtual literature, video foot-
age, campaign ads, and websites. I further assessed these movements’ 
performative and sensationalist vulnerability tactics by combining my 
own thick descriptions of their protest demonstrations with qualita-
tive analysis of popular and news media responses to them. The book 
subsequently assesses how these campaigns’ visual political rhetorics of 
vulnerability corresponded with relevant public policies proposed or 
passed between 2009 and 2017. These sociolegal efforts include legis-
lation in Arizona and other states that de facto authorized the racial 
profiling of irregular immigrants; litigation surrounding same- sex mar-
riage, LGBTQ antibullying policies, and transgender antidiscrimination 
bills; later abortion restrictions, “fetal pain” laws, and state curtailments 
of reproductive justice resources.

By examining the relationship between policy shifts and these orga-
nizations’ performance activism, visual rhetoric, and media messaging, 
this book’s multitonal, interdisciplinary archive allows me to assess the 
often inconsistent political reception of vulnerability tactics and af-
fects. As I argue in the final two chapters, these inconsistencies point 
to the ideological and political thresholds through which some kinds 
of vulnerabilities and lives come to matter, and some do not. When ap-
proached as an archive of twenty- first- century antidemocratic rhetoric, 
these movements testify to the political impact of affective vocabularies 
within the supposedly more utilitarian realms of law and social move-
ment organizing. This study also asks queer, feminist, and performance 
studies frameworks to more strongly consider how affective and bodily 
meanings can also function at the behest of antidemocratic social agen-
das, propelling us to reevaluate these fields’ understandings of resistance 
and our subsequent political tactics.
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This book’s methodology, however, fundamentally points to the fact 
that the ambivalent political outcomes of mobilizing affective vocabular-
ies of vulnerability need not be immobilizing. Instead, as the conclusion 
on the Black Lives Matter movement highlights, this ambivalence can 
be generatively used to both map how precarity is produced and redirect 
social outrage over it toward progressive ends.

Book Trajectory

Chapter 1 unpacks a five- part genealogy of progressive vulnerability 
politics that includes poststructuralist theories of relating, feminist legal 
studies, socioeconomic justice paradigms, and theories of the precariat 
while emphasizing the underrecognized influences of queer and women 
of color feminisms. Combining these sometimes divergent traditions 
inquires into how progressive vulnerability methodologies intervene 
upon persistent intersectional feminist controversies over politics’ 
relationship to personal experience, essentialized identity, structural 
discrimination, and representation. Charting a progressive genealogy of 
vulnerability politics helps backlight more reactionary compositions of 
victimhood outlined in the subsequent three chapters.

Chapter 2 explores how social movements use the ambivalent con-
sequences of recognizing vulnerability to map precarity onto some 
groups of people and not others. It focuses on how the Minutemen have 
emerged as cultural icons in the anti- immigration movement due to the 
politically affective way they generate racialized and gendered narratives 
of national vulnerability. They use a theatrical repertoire of tactics to 
position the American citizenry and national body politic as authentic 
victims deserving of moral outrage and protection. Nativist feminism 
and militarized masculinity are licensed as the ideal forms of this pro-
tectionism, promoting a vigilante form of exemplary citizenship to stand 
in for a negligent state. The chapter concludes by tracing the residue of 
nationalist vulnerability politics within immigrant surveillance initia-
tives after 2010, and made manifest in the 2016 Trump presidential cam-
paign’s anti- immigration rhetoric.

Chapter 3 turns our attention to how dominant institutions, such as 
marriage, are deemed vulnerable and therefore in need of special state 
protections that exclude social groups. It assesses how the 2008 Yes on 
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Proposition 8 campaign to ban gay marriage in California used cyber-
media and performance tactics to claim that gay rights wound the na-
tion’s moral fabric. The Protect Marriage Coalition spearheading the 
campaign borrowed from queer critiques of marriage equality to frame 
heterosexual matrimony as a public, not private, intimacy promoting 
what it deems to be foundational social values. The PMC invokes chil-
dren of color as vulnerable subjects to confuse the queering of family 
ideals with harm to children. Given the cascading passage of same- sex 
marriage recognition at the state and federal levels since 2009, the chap-
ter concludes by evaluating why the heterosexual marriage movement’s 
racialized logics of the imperiled family rapidly lost traction among the 
national public and court system. It then explores how this vocabulary 
of vulnerability is resurfacing in campaigns to overturn transgender 
antidiscrimination laws.

Chapter 4 uses the case study of antiabortion activism and policy to 
critically appraise progressive vulnerability politics’ presumption that 
attention to the body at risk will positively expand our notions of so-
cial justice. It opens by examining how the Fetal Development Room 
in Bodies: The Exhibition uses technoscientific methods of visualization 
to uncritically conflate the materiality of the corpse with the truth that 
corporeality aspires to communicate. I trace how this mode of visual 
knowledge production informs the Center for Bio- Ethical Reform’s 
(CBR) capacity to depict abortion as the latest theater of human and 
racial genocide. Reading the performance tactics of CBR and the Fetal 
Development Room into contemporary antiabortion jurisprudence 
since the 2007 Carhart decision criminalizing a late abortion procedure 
points most glaringly to how sociolegal recognition of vulnerability 
often generates harmful biopolitical effects. Embodied calls to respond 
to fetal vulnerability reauthorize archaic, interlocking discourses of gen-
dered and racial protectionism, negatively impacting women and com-
munities of color.

The final chapters explore how progressive movements can channel 
vulnerability methodologies toward social justice ends, while account-
ing for their ambivalent political ramifications. Chapter 5 analyzes all 
three antidemocratic case studies in relationship to each other to iden-
tify a set of pitfalls and best practices that can be of use to organizers, 
practitioners, policy professionals, and scholars. It first identifies six 
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common reflexes through which conservative movements distinguish 
between those institutions and persons that can be understood as pre-
carious and deserving of state protection and those that are perceived as 
threatening them. In a culture that purports to protect family integrity 
and the child’s best interests, vulnerability emerges as a privileged status 
determined through nativist ideals of national belonging and sexual mo-
rality. The chapter ends by gesturing to five best practices of progressive 
vulnerability politics that can be adapted to varied political contexts.

The book concludes by exploring how the Black Lives Matter move-
ment employs these best practices while negotiating the ambivalent 
political outcomes of deploying a difference- based vocabulary of vul-
nerability. It centers the voices of BLM organizers and participants who 
engage in protest actions as well as generate movement platforms, policy 
initiatives, and position papers. Using an explicit vocabulary of vulner-
ability, the movement exemplifies how state recognition of certain kinds 
of precarity can perpetuate risk for populations deemed threatening. 
Using an intersectional feminist, queer, and increasingly transnational 
model of solidarity, however, organizers emphasize that progressive at-
tention to structural forms of precarity that operate through interlock-
ing structures of racism, sexism, poverty, homophobia, and ableism can 
challenge antidemocratic mobilizations of risk while also advocating for 
a positive way of living otherwise. Consequently, BLM embodies more 
progressive, generative applications of vulnerability’s ambivalent politi-
cal ramifications in politics, media, and the law.
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