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Political struggles are not fought on the surface of geography  
but through its very fabric/ation (Pile !""": !#$) 

Today, wars are fought not in trenches and !elds, but in living rooms,  
schools and supermarkets (Barakat %&&': %%)

On ( February %&)#, Michel Foucault, the eminent French social theo-
rist, stepped gingerly down to the podium in a packed lecture at the 
Collège de France in the Latin Quarter on Paris’s South Bank. Delivering 
the *fth in a series of %% lectures under the title ‘Il faut défendre la société’ 
(‘Society must be defended’),% for once Foucault focused his attention on 
the relationships between Western societies and those elsewhere in the 
world. Moving beyond his legendary re-theorisations of how knowledge, 
power, technology and geographical space were combined to underpin 
the development of modern social orders within Western societies, Fou-
cault made a rare foray into discussions of colonialism. 

Rather than merely highlighting the history through which European 
powers had colonised the world, however, Foucault’s approach was 
more novel. Instead, he explored how the formation of the colonies 
had involved a series of political, social, legal and geographical experi-
ments which were then actually often bought back to the West in what 
Foucault – drawing possibly on Hannah Arendt’s famous work on 
totalitarianism – called ‘boomerang e+ects’ (Arendt %&,': !"#, !!$). ‘It 
should never be forgotten,’ Foucault said:

that while colonization, with its techniques and its political and juridical 
weapons, obviously transported European models to other continents, it 
also had a considerable boomerang e+ect on the mechanisms of power 
in the West, and on the apparatuses, institutions, and techniques of 
power. A whole series of colonial models was brought back to the West, 

1 For transcripts of the lectures see Foucault (1997) and the English translation by David 
Macey in Foucault (2003).
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and the result was that the West could practice something resembling 
colonization, or an internal colonialism, on itself (Foucault !""$: %"$). 

Such ‘boomerang e+ects’ centred on ordering the life of populations 
at home and abroad – what Foucault called ‘biopower’ and ‘biopoli-
tics’ – rather than on protecting sovereign territory per se. Foucault did 
little to elucidate these in detail, and rarely touched on colonialism or 
postcolonialism again (see Legg !"")). However, his notion of colonial 
boomerang e+ects is powerful because it points beyond traditional 
ideas of colonisation toward a two-way process in the -ow of ideas, 
techniques and practices of power between metropolitan heartlands of 
colonial powers and the spaces of colonised peripheries. Such a per-
spective reveals, for example, that Europe’s imperial cities were much 
more than the bene*ciaries and control points organising explicitly 
‘colonial’ economic techniques of plunder and dispossession through 
shipping, plantations, mining, oil extraction or slavery. They were also 
much more than a product of the economic booms that came with the 
processing and manufacturing of resources extracted from the colonies. 

In addition, the landscapes and monuments of Europe’s cities were or-
ganised, experienced and presented as explicitly imperial spaces which 
exhibited, monumentalised, and symbolised ideas of empire (Driver and 
Gilbert %&&&; Nasr and Volait !""$). They were imagined, represented, 
planned and constituted, at least in part, through their links to far-o+ 
colonies and colonial cities. New ideas for controlling troublesome 
neighbourhoods or classes; of monitoring, disciplining, or imprison-
ing subjects; of dealing with disease, hygiene and education; and for 
governing, counting and registering populations were all shaped heavily 
by imported colonial experience. 

From the famous panopticon prison, through Baron Haussmann’s radical 
restructuring of Paris through easily surveilled boulevards, to the adop-
tion of *ngerprinting: many of the great transformations in %&th century 
European cities had already been tried in colonial cities and peripheries.! 
Colonised cities and spaces also provided the zones of experimentation 
through which Western powers were able to try out and hone techniques 
of aerial bombing, mass incarceration within concentration camps and 
genocidal extermination that laid the key foundations for totalitarian rule 
and total war in Europe in the !"th century (Arendt %&,'; King and 
Stone !"");  Veracini !"",).

Historically, however, such boomerang e+ects have tended to receive 
scant attention. This is mainly because Western states have tended to 
be naturalised as stable, modern, liberal and secure entities that are 
 fundamentally separated from the supposedly illiberal, anarchic and 
 dangerous spaces, and the lurking hordes, within the colonies beyond 
their boundaries. Foundational here were pronouncements like those 
of Thomas Hobbes that ‘…it’s jungle out there. Anarchy is the rule; 
order, justice, and morality are the exceptions’ (cited in Gilpin %&'#: 
!&"; see also Campell %&&': ,$). In splitting colonial reality into a sta-
ble, liberal, modern, civilised ‘domestic’ world and an unstable, illiberal, 
backward, uncivilised ‘foreign’ one the ways in which urban life in the 
metropole at the heart of empire was shaped by a complex series of 
Foucauldian boomerang e+ects was continually shielded from view. 
Even now, the routine separation of policy spheres, academic disciplines 
and geographic scales between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ enables this 
shielding to continue.

Domestic colonies 
Historically, within Western Europe, the importing of colonial tropes 
into metropolitan cores has tended to centre on the construction of 
internal colonies within domestic cities for the putting down of revolu-
tions and insurgencies, as well as management of criminals, the insane, 
or racialised minorities. As colonial migration to the increasingly post-
colonial centres of empire has grown since the Second World War, so 
racialised depictions of immigrant districts as ‘backward’ zones threat-
ening the body-politic of the (post)imperial city and nation helped 
Orientalist discourses, and imperial practices of urban subjugation, to 
telescope back to infuse domestic urban geographies. Hence the recent 
proliferation, especially in Western Europe, of what has been termed 
‘inner city Orientalism’ (see Howell and Shryock !""$).

2 On the panopticon, see Mitchell (2000); on Hausmannian planning, see Weizman 
(2003); and on fingerprinting, see Ginzburg (2002).
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In France, for example, post-war state planning orchestrated the mass, 
peripheral housing projects of the banlieues e+ectively as ‘near periph-
eral’ reservations attached to, but distant from, the main metropolitan 
cores of the country (Kipfer and Goonewardena !"")). Here bitter 
memories of the Algerian and other anticolonial wars live on in the 
discourses of the French right about waning ‘white’ power and the 
‘insecurity’ caused by the banlieues – a process that has led to a dramatic 
mobilisation of state security forces in and around the main immigrant 
banlieues housing complexes. Discussing the shift from external to in-
ternal colonisation in France, Kristin Ross points to the way in which 
France now ‘distances itself from its (former) colonies, both within and 
without’. This has operated, she writes, through a ‘great cordoning o+ 
of the immigrants, their removal to the suburbs in a massive rework-
ing of the social boundaries of Paris and other French cities’ (Ross 
%&&#: %!). The !"", riots were only the latest in a long line of reactions 
towards the increasing militarisation and securitisation of this form of 
internal colonisation and enforced peripherality within what Mustafa 
Dikeç has called the ‘badlands’ of the contemporary French Republic 
(Dikec !""); see also Ross %&&#: %,%-%,,).

Such trends have long operated well beyond France, however. In all 
Western nations, it is the postcolonial diasporas, and their neighbour-
hoods, that are the main targets of the new, internal and often highly 
racialised security politics. Along with a proliferation of increasingly 
militarised camps to process immigrants at home and abroad, they are 
amongst the key sites where the ‘codes of colonial conditions have 
in*ltrated the metropolitan west’ (Veracini !"",: %). In many nations, 
resurgent anti-urban, far right or ethno-nationalist movements work to 
portray such communities as primitive threats to white power or as ‘im-
pure’, ‘primitive’ contagions within some putatively ‘pure’ ‘homeland’. 

Such is the con-ation of terrorism and migration these days amongst 
the right that simple acts of migration are now often being deemed 
acts of warfare within contemporary military doctrine. In the process, 
counter-terror and anti-immigration laws, and surveillance, increas-
ingly blur into joint state activities centred on tracking, monitoring 
and targeting the Orientalised other in the name of ‘security’ (Veracini 
!"",). Laws and traditions based on notions of human rights or the 
rights of national citizenship are now routinely eroded or suspended 
and replaced by explicitly colonial tropes. These emphasise intrinsically 
devalued, racialised others lurking within the metropolitan core, and 
work to ‘unbundle’ ideas of universal citizenship based on ‘racial’ dif-
ference. Invariably, diasporic communities are the most pro*led, scruti-
nised and surveilled, through the use of techniques virtually identical to 

those being used in counterinsurgency warfare in Iraq or Palestine (data 
mining, biometrics, even satellites and drones). In places like Italy, such 
demonisation is already being translated into the speci*c registration of 
Romany groups and state-orchestrated violence against them.

Within rapidly growing settler-colony nations like the United States, 
Australia and Canada, meanwhile, processes of internal colonisation be-
tween the %'th and !"th centuries projected indigenous populations as 
barbarous and inferior subjects, or even non-human objects, to be erad-
icated, forcibly converted, or appropriated within the god-given destiny 
of internal white colonisation and nation-building. Foreignness, danger 
and otherness were thus often projected both outside and within such 
states, and colonisation operated within their internal, moving frontiers. 
In the US case, the legacies of African-American slavery are obviously 
central here. In these cases such projects of internal othering have long 
been the reason for militarisation, organised violence or systematic 
underdevelopment by the state against indigenous or postcolonial mi-
norities and racialised others. Increasingly, in such countries, as within 
Western Europe, we see colonial tropes and techniques used against the 
racialised, ‘primitive’, internal other within the cities of the colonial 
core amidst right-wing discourses and fantasies of ‘white’ or ‘Anglo’ 
‘decline’ (see Hage %&&'; Huntington !""(). The US state’s response 
to New Orleans after Katrina in !"",, and the Australian government’s 
!"") clamp-down of aboriginal communities are but two examples.

Contemporary boomerangs
Lorenzo Veracini has diagnosed a dramatic resurgence in the contem-
porary ‘importation of typically colonial tropes within the bounds of a 
metropolitan context’ of the ‘core’ cities in Europe and North America. 
Such a process, he argues, is once again working to gradually unravel 
‘classic and long lasting distinction between an outer face and an inner 
face of the colonial condition’ (Veracini !""$: !-$). 

However, in a context marked by a reduction in the reach and power of 
classic territorial empires, and the rise of the post-colony, we know re-
markably little about how such contemporary Foucauldian boomerang 
e+ects operate. Very little research has explicitly tried to explore how 
such e+ects help shape the  resurgent imperialism characteristic of the 
contemporary era, with its forcible restructurings of geography by states 
and high-tech corporations linked closely to globe-spanning (although 
faltering) US military and geo-economic power (Gregory !""().

As a central basis for the ‘colonial present’ (Gregory !""(), for example, 
the ‘war on terror’ – and its successors – have clearly involved trans-
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formations in the geographies and experiences of urban life in Europe 
and North America and the Middle East’s ‘war zone’ cities, which have 
been umbilically connected. The new American militarism (Bacevich 
!"",) has involved imperial invasion as well as domestic crackdown; its 
ideas of the changing nature of con-ict centre on cities both within 
and beyond the US nation. The continuing power of domestic/foreign 
binaries, however, means that these links have only rarely been the cen-
tre of attention. Thus, foreign policy, military, legal and international 
relations scholars have had the task of addressing the new imperial wars. 
A largely separate world of domestic, urban, legal or social scholars, 
meanwhile, have worked to explore the new politics of Western cities 
which have surrounded the ‘homeland security’ drive. 

This continued division means that, in a rapidly urbanising and neoliber-
alisng world, it remains unclear how Foucault’s ‘apparatuses, institutions, 
and techniques of power’ (Foucault !""$) operate, boomerang-style, to 
link up Baghdad and Boston, Gaza and London, Kabul and Canberra. 
We can begin to understand why this is the case by pointing to three 
key processes that have long worked to inhibit e+orts to transcend 
domestic-foreign binaries in a way which can follow the local-to-local 
logics of Foucauldian boomerang e+ects. 

First, as we have seen, dominant, conservative and realist perspectives 
on the links between contemporary processes of globalisation and se-
curity rely on completely splitting contemporary reality into the home 
civilisation of the rich, modern North and a separate civilisation in 
the global South marked largely by backwardness, danger and anarchy. 
Indeed, such views of the world are actually a major force behind the 
new military urbanism. This is because such supposed pathologies of 
the South are deemed by many Western conservative foreign policy 
specialists to necessitate violent incursion or control from the North’s 
imperial militaries to facilitate the encroachment of the civilising e+ects 
of transnational capital. 

Such views tend to project an Orientalised global South to be the 
source of all contemporary insecurity; they actively work to deny the 
ways in which urban and economic life in the global North funda-
mentally relies on, and is constituted through, the (post)colonial South. 
By obsessing about the realist geopolitical rivalries of nation-states, 
moreover, such perspectives completely ignore how cities and urbani-
sation processes also provide crucial territorial forms of domination, 
hyper-inequality, insecurity and the production and propagation of vio-
lence. Frederic Jameson writes that one of the fundamentals of the new 
modern experience ‘…can be found in the way imperialism masks and 

conceals the nature of the system. For one thing, the imperial powers 
of the older system do not want to know about their colonies or about 
the violence and exploitation on which their prosperity is founded’ 
(Jameson !""$: )""). 

Second, those academic disciplines that purportedly deal with urban 
issues, are, themselves, struggling to overcome the legacies of their own 
colonial histories and their own powerful implication within construc-
tions of imperial geography. This dramatically inhibits their ability to 
follow the telescopic connections between cities in the global South 
and North through which the new military urbanism gains its power. 
Remarkably, many traditions of urban research are themselves still heav-
ily constrained by the kinds of binaried imaginative geographies and 
Manichean separations that so characterise conservative writings about 
globalisation. In particular, the partitioning of the urban areas of the 
world into two hermetically sealed zones – ‘developed’ cities addressed 
through urban geography or sociology, and ‘developing’ ones addressed 
through ‘development studies’ – remains remarkably common. This has 
the e+ect of leaving ‘cities in poorer countries, in former colonies, or in 
areas outside western culture, to be apprehended through a static, non-
dialectic lens of categorisation as other (non-western, African, Third 
World)’ (Robinson !""$; Robinson !""#). All this means, to put it 
mildly, that ‘urban studies […] have much to catch up with in the global 
dispensation of new imperialism’ (Kipfer and Goonewardena !""#: !().
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The relatively prosperous cities of the global North are today often ide-
alised as centres of migration and laboratories of cosmopolitan mixing. 
This relatively tolerant mixing is now even seen to be absolutely central 
to their high-tech economic futures as the key nodes of the ‘global 
knowledge economy’ (see Florida !""!). Here, cosmopolitan mixing 
is seen to directly drive economic creativity within high-technology 
capitalism. At the same time, though, such celebrations systematically 
ignore how the North’s global cities so often act as economic or eco-
logical parasites on the human or natural resources of the South. Even 
less recognised are the ways they act as the main sites for controlling, 
*nancing and orchestrating geographies of imperial or neo-imperial 
control over the developing world that are at the heart of the extension 
of neoliberal capitalism (Sassen !""!; Taylor !""$). 

Even when the world system of so-called ‘global’ cities, straddling North 
and South, has been the centre of analysis (Taylor !""$), such studies 
have largely failed to attend to the way in which such cities orches-
trate the capital, *nance and technology crucial to the military aspects 
of neoliberal globalisation and the burgeoning markets for ‘security’ 
products and services. Thus, the ways in which the world’s system of 
global cities acts as the key driver of linked processes involving both 
global militarisation and extensions to neoliberal capitalism have been 
virtually ignored in the burgeoning literatures on the subject (Samo 
%&&&; Goldblatt et al. %&&&: Ch. !).

Heavily neglected, then, are the complex political economies through 
which the relatively rich cities of the advanced capitalist world pro*t 
from ‘urbicidal’ violence which deliberately targets, erases or forcibly 
reconstructs the urban geographies of the global South to sustain capital 
accumulation (see Kipfer and Goonewardena !""): %-$&; !""#: !$-$$). 
More critical research is urgently required, as Stefan Kipfer and Kanish 
Goonewardena put it, to ‘alert us to one of the more ominous accom-
plishments of “our” urban culture […]: The barbaric killing of cities 
in the new and old colonies’. Their clarion call for ‘explicit analyses 
of the relationships between urbanisation, re-colonisation and racial-
ised imperialism’ is one of the motivations for this article (Kipfer and 
Goonewardena, !""): %-$&).

The *nal problem is that the links between militarism and urbanism 
in the contemporary world remain extremely under-studied and very 
poorly theorised. On the whole, as a result of the naturalisation of 
foreign/domestic binaries already discussed, questions of the links be-
tween cities, security, militarisation and military power have been over-
whelmingly addressed by historians and political scientists, rather than 

by urban social scientists. Not surprisingly, such writers have tended to 
portray cities as mere backdrops to political events and military struggles. 
The ways in which such processes are actually constituted through the 
production or recon!guration of urban spaces – the urban geographer’s key 
starting-point – has rarely entered debate. 

Despite the fact that the !"th century was constituted through unprec-
edented violence aimed at erasing cities and their inhabitants, those 
disciplines concerned with studying cities have massively neglected 
questions of militarised power and security and concentrated instead 
on apparently more positive discussions of cities as vehicles for develop-
ment and modernisation. Historians Ryan Bishop and Greg Clancey 
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New York City firemen walk past the American flag as they work their 
way towards the heart of the devastation that was once the World Trade 
Center in New York, Sept. 14, 2001.
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(!""!: #$-'#) speak of how they were astonished, when *rst reading 
urban studies literature, by the almost complete absence there of critical 
discussions about cities as the targets of military power and security 
doctrine. In disciplinary terms, the result of this was that the ‘urban’ 
tended to remain hermetically separated from the ‘strategic’. ‘Military’ 
issues were carefully demarcated from ‘civil’ ones. And the overwhelm-
ingly ‘local’ concerns of modern urban social science were kept rigidly 
apart from (inter)national ones. This left urban social science to address 
the local, civil and domestic rather than the (inter)national, the military 
or the strategic. Such concerns were the preserve of history, as well as 
the fast-emerging disciplines of international politics and international 
relations. In the dominant hubs of English-speaking urban social sci-
ence – North America and the UK – these two intellectual worlds 
virtually never crossed, separated as they were by disciplinary bounda-
ries, scalar orientations and theoretical traditions. Such divisions made a 
critical appraisal of Foucauldian boomerang e+ects linking colonial and 
domestic cities all but impossible. 
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