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We wrote the proposal for this special issue at the beginning of 2015. From our institutional
home in the United States South, daily life, class discussions, and academic work felt
saturated with biopoltical questions. The year 2014 had ended with waves of protests
against racialized police violence and the pervasive criminalization of Black communities
and protests had coalesced around a provocative set of signifiers. The #BlackLivesMatter
movement, originally a response to the July 2013 acquittal of unarmed 17-year-old Trayvon
Martin’s vigilante killer in Florida gained the silent ‘‘hands up, don’t shoot’’ gesture in
reference to the August 2014 fatal shooting of unarmed teenager Michael Brown in
Ferguson, Missouri, by a police officer subsequently acquitted by a grand jury. That
winter, a New York City policeman was acquitted by a grand jury despite videotaped
evidence of the July 2014 choking of Eric Garner, and t-shirts worn at protests and at
sporting events called us to remember Garner’s last words: ‘‘I can’t breathe.’’ In each
case, the loss of a young black man’s life was followed by a second symbolic death, in the
highlighting of the victim’s supposed flaws and mistakes and the subsequent failure to hold
anyone accountable for the death. A growing litany of these police killings was then given
intersectional nuance by #SayHerName’s recounting of Black female, queer and trans
victims who had not only been subject to violence but then omitted from the public
recounting. The names of Sandra Bland, Renisha McBride, Tamir Rice, Walter Scott,
Freddy Gray, Philando Castille, and too many others signal particular lives valued and
mourned, but also indicate a repetition and wearing down of life. We wrote the proposal
with ferocious anger and with the Movement for Black Lives in mind as an expression of
righteous fury at state violence that cuts directly to the heart of race-biopolitics.

Two years later, as we write this introduction, Donald Trump takes the office of US
President. He promises to wall out Mexican and Latin American migrants, expel or
register Muslims, and restore white nationalism. According to the United Nations
Refugee Agency, four million refugees have left Syria since 2011, and more than six
million were internally displaced at the end of 2016 (United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees, 2017), but in the political discourse of the US 2016 elections, refugees were
figured as security threat rather than as a humanitarian crisis engendered in part by US
geopolitical strategy. Likewise, migrants crossing the US-Mexico border were figured as
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sexual predators and economic leeches; never mind the securitization that contributes to the
average of 362 annual deaths along the Southwest sector of the border in the last five years
when crossers succumb to dehydration, exposure, violence, or other risks (United States
Border Patrol, 2016).

As the articles in this issue suggest, when racism is ‘‘crucified in public only to be born
again in private,’’ (Goldberg, 2008: 24) we must attend to how race is (re-)produced globally
through biopolitical practices. However, the sharp turn and parallel track of the present
moment, in which white supremacy is once again openly embraced in the public sphere, only
reveals the absurdity of claims to a ‘‘post-racial era.’’ Now, more than ever (or perhaps, just
as much as always?), political life is figured as a battle for a particular kind of future; in fact,
the future is the term of the battle itself. Trump’s signature phrase and line of hats, ‘‘Make
America Great Again,’’ is a fundamentally biopolitical statement of a strikingly racialized
and gendered future. Recent political events demand our attention not as breaks with the
past, but for the continuities they reveal about the grammar of humanity (Spillers, 2003)
through which life and death are made sensible.

These issues of national concern resonate with the global turn to the right – in Britain,
India, the Philippines, Turkey, France, Brazil, and other contexts – that is emerging in local
forms but holds at its center sharp disagreements over the future. While the Movement for
Black Lives articulates the centrality of anti-Blackness to United States racialization, the
embedded analysis questions the global workings of empire, and coloniality: when and how
do some lives and bodies matter? Disciplinary mechanisms of anti-Blackness and white
supremacy serve as a template for global variations of the biopolitical, which, at their
very core, rely on fundamentally racialized definitions of who counts as ‘human’ that
have proven very durable (Amin, 2010; da Silva, 2011; Sexton, 2008; Vargas, 2010;
Weheliye, 2014; Wynter, 2003).

Global demographic changes – Europe’s influx of previously colonized peoples and
predictions of a 2043 non-white majority in the US, for instance – have instigated deep-
seated white racial anxieties in the Global North (Bialasiewicz, 2006), while in postcolonial
contexts, racism intersects with ethnic, religious and class hierarchies (Anthias and Yuval-
Davis, 2005; Mamdani, 2009), adhering whiteness to some bodies through class processes
(Schurr, 2017). Transnationally, Malthusian imaginings of population growth haunt
biopolitical discourses, echoing colonial imaginaries – Schurr (2017: 250), recalls an IVF
doctor casually remarking to her in Mexico City: ‘‘Look at all the traffic – we are just too
many. We don’t have to think about how to make more babies with ART or surrogacy like
you Europeans, for us the question is how to control fertility.’’ These anxieties hinge
critically on visions of and meanings attributed to the future. In this special section, we
argue that framings of race are crucially about shaping the future, and likewise, future
imaginaries are central to present biopolitical operations. In the language of Anderson
and Adey (2012: 1530), there is a ‘‘folding of futures and pasts into a present where, in
turn, futures are constantly being produced.’’ Thus, we call for greater attention to the
ways that temporality, and, in particular, futurity is at the heart of biopolitical practice.

This spatio-temporality of race is also caught up in the ways that people and places are
temporally marked as being ‘‘advanced’’ or ‘‘backward’’ in relation to science and
modernity, a biopolitical move critiqued by Du Bois (1899), picked up in this issue by
Olund and by Ehlers and Krupar. This epistemological grammar centers futurity in the
white subject and disqualifies non-white subjects from full humanity and thus from a
forward-oriented agency, or confines these subjects to zones of death and sacrifice in
service to white futurity (Banerjee, 2006; Chakrabarty, 2008; Mitchell, 2010; Olund, 2017;
Povinelli, 2011; Sexton, 2011; Spillers, 2003; Wilderson III, 2010). Temporality allows us to
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unpack racial biopolitics and think through how whiteness is figured in terms of urgency
and generational vertigo – irrevocable generational change (Anagnost, 2008; Cole and
Durham, 2008; Smith, 2013). In contrast, the deaths of Black, brown, colonized, and
other non-white subjects are infused with a sense of ordinariness, a wearing down of
life towards slow and enduring death (Berlant, 2007; Povinelli, 2011). In particular, an
ever present ‘‘vulnerability to premature death’’ (Gilmore, 2007: 28), associates blackness
with an unremarkable and inevitable ‘‘social death’’ intimately intertwined with the
historical project of vitalism and the quest for optimization of life (Hartman, 1997;
Jones, 2010; Sexton, 2011).

Race, temporality, and the unending deferral of futurity

A rich body of scholarship emerges from and counters Foucault’s (2003, 2007) articulation
of biopolitics as fostering life or disallowing it to the point of death, to think through the
racialized temporalities of urgency and endurance in enacting differential futures. Race is
fundamental to the rule of life and death (Amin, 2010; da Silva, 2011; Mansfield, 2012;
Mbembe, 2003; Reyes, 2012; Tyner, 2009, 2013; Weheliye, 2014), spatialized through the
severing of territorial ties as well as the enclosure of racial others in place (Chari, 2008;
McKittrick and Woods, 2007; Moore, 2005). We see it particularly in the management of
intimacy and the body (Fluri, 2014; Fortier, 2007; Legg, 2014; Olund, 2010; Oswin and
Olund, 2010; Puar, 2009; Saldanha, 2007; Stoler, 1995; Tyner and Houston, 2000), and in
valuations of what constitutes the human, not-quite human, and nonhuman (Chen, 2012;
Weheliye, 2014). Building on Wynter (2003) and Spillers (1987), Weheliye (2014: 4) argues
that while biopolitics has been helpful in theorizing sociopolitical life and death, it
‘‘misconstrues how profoundly race and racism shape the modern idea of the human’’
and ‘‘perfunctorily writes off theorizations of race, subjection, and humanity found in
black and ethnic studies, allowing bare life and biopolitics discourse to imagine an
indivisible biological substance anterior to racialization.’’ Reproduction and biopolitics
have been marshaled to produce a same (white) or ethnically marked body (Edelman,
2004; Luibheid, 2013) or a ‘‘white(r) future body’’ in colonized spaces (Schurr, 2017),
rendering queer, Black, or migrant subjects abject or unwanted (Edelman, 2004; Luibheid,
2013; Roberts, 2014; Silva, 2016). What is the role of anticipatory thinking in the biopolitics
of white supremacy and anti-Blackness? How is the capacity to effect hope or alter future
trajectories shaped by matrices of risk, care, neglect, and lethality in which bodies are
imbricated (Puar, 2009)?

Geographers and social theorists have recently begun to highlight the role of temporality
in political action, exploring why and how the future is portrayed as chaotic, risky, turbulent
(Amin, 2013; Anderson and Adey, 2012; Baldwin, 2016), especially as we enter the
Anthropocene’s forced reconsideration of biological life (Gergan, 2016; Yusoff, 2013).
Through a set of wide-ranging cases in both deeply rooted and transnational sites, this
special section pushes us to theorize race-biopolitics in relation to disparate imaginaries
and articulations of the future. Fears about changing demographics belie popular claims
to a post-racial era, marking a fracture in white imaginations of temporal continuity. Under
neoliberalism, the territorial space of the West, racialized as white, appears under threat
from growing populations of brown and black bodies moving across the dividing lines
between zones of life and death (McIntyre and Nast, 2011). Irrational fears of retribution
by the formerly colonized drive the simultaneous growth of securitization and
democratization of neoliberal racism, as citizens, NGOs and media are incorporated into
the machinery of biopolitical regulation (Goldberg, 2008).
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Attending to the workings of race-biopolitics draws our attention as well to the
‘‘complexity of lived time’’ (Sharma, 2014: 6) that challenges common-sense notions of
universal temporal acceleration under neoliberalism. The articulation of ‘‘crisis’’ relative
to growing white precarity may enable a revival of whiteness in the biopolis (e.g.
Bialasiewicz, 2006; McIntyre and Nast, 2011; Nast, 2011). Conversely, anti-Blackness
persists as a steady drumbeat of death (Gilmore, 2002; Malcolm X Grassroots Movement,
2013). Justified rage in response to the killing of Black youth demands a temporal break with
the past. Can the present iteration of racialized violence be denaturalized so that we might
change the future (Inwood et al., 2014)? Underlying these structural and discursive shifts are
anxieties about the future, raising political and moral imperatives to prepare, respond and
hope (Adams et al., 2009; Anderson and Adey, 2012; Braun, 2007; Cole and Durham, 2008;
Edelman, 2004; Gilmore, 2007; Kobayashi, 2004; Pulido, 2012; Rose, 2001). We hold these
temporal concerns alongside the geopolitical intimacies of racial thinking that link together
the geographies of the body, neighborhood, census tract, state, and globe (Sharpe, 2009;
Stoler, 2006).

Emergent epigenetics research appears to explain biological difference as effect, rather
than cause of racism, promising to solve the puzzle of racialized health disparities (Guthman,
2014; Kuzawa and Sweet, 2009). Yet, neoliberal applications of biomedical advances may
reify structural racism by binding race to bodies of color in newly inventive ways (Krupar
and Ehlers, 2016; Mansfield, 2012; Nash, 2002, 2012; Roberts, 2011; Schurr, 2017; Sziarto,
2017), through a logic of inclusion – unless and until we commit to ‘‘abolitionist’’ efforts that
de-mystify and intervene in the systemic reproduction of racism at multiple scales (Krupar
and Ehlers, 2017).

Contributions from the special section: The future figured in
medicine and mothers, soldiers and babies

The scholars whose work appears in this collection work through case studies that reveal the
contingencies and intransigencies of race-biopolitics. In their writing, the future is figured
through the desire for, birth of, and care of babies and children; technological and scientific
speculation; and lineages of hope, risk and death.

Krupar and Ehlers’s call for abolitionist biomedicine documents how race-based medical
interventions imprint pathologies onto bodies and territories, creating archives that re-
ontologize race. In analyzing BiDil, a heart-failure medicine approved for African-
Americans, and medical hot-spotting methods to identify the most vulnerable
populations, they find that these technologies ‘‘ontologically secure blackness as
nonfuturity,’’ by fixing black bodies/spaces as the problem, apart from and rather than
addressing systemic issues that produce black illness. These practices rely on a politics of
urgency and immediacy, but take for granted legacies of damaged health – toggling between
a rapid anticipatory futurity and a slow death scenario.

For Sziarto, public health practices targeting mothers reinscribe racial pathologies in
Black bodies while attempting to demonstrate ‘‘care’’ in the management of health and
life. U.S. Black neighborhoods are pathologized through ‘‘dangerous zip codes’’ for infant
mortality, problematically compared to Third World Countries. ‘‘Colorblind’’ imagery, used
in an infant mortality campaign in Milwaukee to build multiracial community support,
backfires by coinciding with the culture of poverty discourse, placing blame on Black
parents and catalyzing resistance to the campaign.

In Schurr’s piece, the target of biopolitical intervention is the fetus itself, as assistive
reproductive technologies are marketed to plan for white supremacy, even as they
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question the biological grounds of race. In her ethnographic study of assisted reproduction
in Mexico, whiteness is marketed as a natural choice for family making and race is
simplistically reproduced through visual assessments, Facebook ads for egg donors, and
largely through queer family choices that recreate colonial stories about the geography of
high and low fertility.

In Wang’s study of Chinese ‘‘birth tourism’’ in southern California, concerns about
birthright citizenship mobilize the future through the figure of the potential (fetal) citizen-
subject. Wang’s research demonstrates that the fetal citizen ‘‘emerges as the defining site of
struggle between preserving, or exposing, the fantasy of a national future’’ (2017: 263).
Wang’s analysis shows us that debates over birthright citizenship has been crucial to
producing racialized national futures through the legal and regulatory manipulation of
women’s reproductive capacities.

Olund theorizes the structural logics of vice and race feeling during First World War by
military and ancillary organizations through the management of soldiers’ recreation and
pastoral care. Olund identifies specific racial temporalities: ‘‘victorious whiteness,’’ an urgent
spatio-temporality in defense of the pastoral; the project of ‘‘infinite whiteness’’ devoted to
an expansive futurity; and underlying these, ‘‘static blackness,’’ a project devoted to,
‘‘keep[ing] blackness – especially its productivity – in a purely supplementary relation
to white futures’’ (2017: 290). In opposition to these, Black activists in the Progressive era
pushed for a respectability-based ‘‘advancing Blackness,’’ ‘‘which nonetheless made a radical
counter-claim to victorious and infinite whiteness’ insistence on occupying all US social
space and its future’’ (2017: 288).

Though these individual articles make distinct contributions, we also find four themes that
crosscut the special section. First, the future is mobilized as making urgent and pressing demands
on the present, often based in anticipatory fear. In Wang’s case, the Chino Hills action group
mobilizes to protect whiteness of the neighborhood and nation: ‘‘temporality itself is constitutive
of politics in the present, and it is precisely the collapsing of the past and the future that
distinguishes the contemporary mode of biopolitics’’ (2017:264). In Olund’s analysis, a range
of actors foresee and act upon variously unfolding futures. Thus, a pamphlet on anti-venereal
disease distributed to soldiers during First World War states, ‘‘Sex – links the man who marries
to the past and to the future in a great chain of human beings . . .’’ (Olund, 2017: 281). Here,
an ‘‘expansive vision’’ of white supremacy projects a vision of service in which there is a ‘‘easy
distinctly white take on what was at stake in mobilizing for war’’ (287) and the anticipatory fears
that vice might degrade the national body require quick and firm action.

Second, under neoliberalism, in line with Goldberg’s (2008) arguments, individuals
making choices related to sexuality, family, and reproduction invest in the future of
whiteness, in replacement of or as supplement to state biopolitics. Biopolitical sexuality is
reprosexuality, sexuality marshaled to reproductive futurity (Edelman, 2004; Friedman,
2000; Halberstam, 2005; Olund, 2017; Warner, 1991). In service to racialized goals and
bound to national imaginaries, reprosexuality ‘‘pits the ‘straight time’ of progress,
development, and reproduction against a ‘queer time’ that is out of step, out of place,
and, at best, productive rather than reproductive’’ (Oswin, 2012: 1625). For Schurr,
Sziarto, and Wang, the future is embodied in the birth or care of a child, raising
questions about the geopolitical and territorial aspects of biopolitics: is risk embodied in
particular spatial locales? Whose security must be managed, and to what end?

Third, medical technologies and strategies purport to create an inclusive future, but reenact
and adhere race to bodies. Pathology and medicalized risk are bound to Blackness fixed in
neighborhoods, illness, and specific bodies, as demonstrated by Ehlers and Krupar, and by
Sziarto. The production of racial futures is tangled in scientific processes, even as these refuse
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the deconstruction of race – for instance, when different colored caps (white, red, black)
designate the racial identity of sperm samples based merely on biologists’ visual assessment
of the donor (Schurr, 2017: 241). Where science is evoked as a limitless horizon of
innovation, bright with technological and medical correctives for our environmental,
social and bodily frailties and crises, we must continuously ask: whose future are they for?
Technology and medicine glossed in service to humanity pretend that the biological substrate
exists without a racial history (Weheliye, 2014), and that medicine and technology have a
race-free past or a race-free future.

Fourth, battles over who does and does not belong in the future occur on multiple scales,
and through multiple mechanisms, and are raced in ways that require intersectional analysis
(Crenshaw, 1991). For Schurr, whiteness is secured through the nuclear family, as privileged
couples use assisted reproductive technologies to create children who will ‘‘naturally’’ belong
to them through the selection of white egg donors. The presumption of whiteness in
marketing materials and discourses surrounding the global gay market for surrogacy
produces an ‘‘implicitly white space as they reproduce white(r) bodies/lives more
frequently than non-white lives.’’ Olund’s work suggests the simultaneous multiplicity of
race-biopolitics, revealing complex intersections of race and gender – for instance when
white soldiers were kept out of black neighborhoods to prevent rape, figured as a risk to
the soldiers rather than to the women themselves.

In assembling these submissions, we noted significant omissions in our framing of race-
biopolitics that are telling about the ways in which futurity is mobilized, as well as indicative
of the US and North American focus of the contributions. More work would be required to
understand the ways that race-biopolitics and the future are figured differently as they travel
across contexts or deepen roots within region-specific racial hierarchies. In particular, our
reliance on a Black/white binary reflects a colonizing perspective that subsumes indigeneity
within whiteness, or presumes the permanent disinheritance of Native peoples, an inaccurate
historical understanding rooted in the myth of Indian extinction (Obrien, 2010; Wolfe,
2006). Settler colonialism, premised on a ‘‘logic of elimination’’ (Wolfe, 2006) of Native
peoples from their territories, constitutes a foundational articulation of race-biopower
that is naturalized through the global diffusion of liberal governance (Morgensen, 2011),
even as Native societies are figured as cultural relics of a linear past. We find ourselves drawn
to the promise of decolonial futurities, yet do so cautiously with the awareness that using
decoloniality as a trope or metaphor contributes to settler futurity by erasing actual ongoing
decolonization struggles (Tuck and Yang, 2012). How might we think indigeneity and
decoloniality alongside abolition to unthink the biopolitical futures within which we are
imbricated?

The US and North American racial context figures centrally to the framework and
content of this special issue, but it is critical to question US exceptionalism. In the case of
Brazil, as Keisha-Khan Perry (2017) observes, the scale of violence and Black mobilization
against that violence belies this exceptionalism, with 11,000 deaths due to police violence
between 2009 and 2013, and four of six of these deaths Black lives lost (Paschel, 2016; Perry,
2016, 2017; Vargas, 2015). Goldberg (2008) argues that the specific form of race-biopolitics
that emerged in the US context is reborn and reconfigured across the globe. For Goldberg
(2008) irrational fears of retribution by the formerly colonized drive the simultaneous
growth of securitization and democratization of neoliberal racism, as citizens, NGOs and
media are incorporated into the machinery of biopolitical regulation.

Transnational flows of military-imperial technologies and control mechanisms require us
to more closely track how historically specific forms of race-biopolitics inspire, converge
with, and become allied with one another in global rearticulations of foreclosed futurities
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(Bashford, 2006; Feldman and Medovoi, 2016; Mamdani, 2009). One, the centrality of
prisons to U.S. imperialism and state power, suggests that this racial regime may be
better understood as a global rather than a domestic phenomenon, a model for
repressive and racialized carceral logics worldwide (Rodrı́guez, 2007). Two, exceptions
of law and morality practiced in laboratories of necropolitical innovation, whether U.S.
prisons or Palestinian refugee camps, extend beyond camp boundaries and prison confines,
as racial exclusions become normalized in the name of domestic security (Martin, 2015).
Three, states actively adopt practices and tools of racial exclusion in concert with one
another. For example, Israel’s strategy of targeting Palestinian youth for stunting and
debility rather than death, a form of ‘‘weaponized epigenetics’’ designed to neuter
resistance generations into the future (Puar, 2015), is echoed in liberal form in Indian
and U.S. policies targeting the ‘‘Muslim threat’’ through the surveillance and security
apparatus (Oza, 2007). The contributions made by the articles in this issue, which
attend to the North American context, may suggest resonances, strategies and avenues
for further inquiry into how race-biopolitics may be enabling or foreclosing futures in
regionally specific ways.

Rupturing the biopolitical future

We have argued here, along with the contributors, that futurity is dangerous. How then, do
we proceed? Though these articles do not answer the durable question of racial injustice,
they caution us to take care to understand what political work the future does. Modernity
denies futurity to racialized others by depending upon a hierarchy of human-ness. These
papers remind us that, ironically, efforts to include the marginalized within the biopolitics of
the human serve to naturalize and reinscribe the functioning of race rather than attacking the
hierarchy of humanity that produces the uneven distribution of life and death. Our readings
of race-biopolitics indicate that white non-futurity has been greatly exaggerated. White
supremacists refer to a ‘‘white genocide,’’ revealing a racial fantasy rooted in white
fragility (DiAngelo, 2011), while some on the left place hope in demographic changes to
shift party politics. The articles here make clear that whiteness is about more than
demographic trends, and recent events reaffirm that a lax teleological hopefulness
equating futurity with progress will lead to repetition rather than rupture. We must work
toward a future that comprises a break with a past that cannot be reconciled or forgiven
(Eaves, 2016; Inwood, 2012).

Da Silva (2011) asks us to take on racism as ‘‘biopolitical arsenal’’ by understanding
how race emerged in modernity, infused into the apparatus of the ‘‘bios’’ and the
‘‘political,’’ and sustained through the production of new efficient tools for sorting
humanity. Here, we suggest it is incumbent on us to pay attention to both specificities
and continuities in context-based, future-oriented biopolitical practice. That is, as Olund
observes, there are multiple and complex racializing spatio-temporalities beyond what is
implied by the white/non-white binary. Here, we identify two competing temporalities. On
the one hand, a hopeful imagining of the future (as a ‘‘long arc toward justice’’) sees
biopolitical violence as exceptional or as falling away over time. On the other, in the
vocalization that Black Lives Matter, and in the indigenous re-occupation of Standing
Rock, alternate futurities momentarily rupture the present tense, revealing the untenability
of the biopolitical violence that undergirds this world. In Olund’s words, under present
biopolitical regimes, ‘‘white spaces and futures are necessarily heteronormative, while
racialized spaces and temporalities are queered’’ (285). The disruption of race-biopolitics
requires a seizure of the biopolitical arsenal, and a queering of the future through
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decolonial, abolitionist, and fugitive practices (Best and Hartman, 2005; Bliss, 2015;
Collard et al., 2015; Dillon, 2013; Gumbs, 2016; Harney and Moten, 2013; Heynen,
2014; Jackson et al., 2013; McKittrick, 2013; Morgensen, 2011; Muñoz, 2007; Tuck and
Yang, 2012), to undo the grammar that binds us to a narrowly defined human future.
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