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UTILIZING MICHEL FOUCAULT'S CONCEPTION OF "PLAGUE" AS A DESCRIP-
tion of states of exception, this essay analyzes America's plans to genetically 
screen illegal immigrants. It argues that liberal democratic theory presupposes 
the exceptionalism of the nation-state and hence justifies sacrifices to appease 
the tragic order of things. The use of genetic technology in current American 
immigration policy instantiates these "necessary" sacrifices, extending agency 
and visibility in a never-ending struggle to foreclose every manner of contin­
gency. In contrast, I offer a "doxological" view of space that, eschewing this 
tragic economy, re-imagines the world by resisting foreclosure and "laboring" 
to remain open. After theorizing the genetic screening of illegal immigrants 
through Foucault's "plague" and Hans Jonas' work on sacrifice, I articulate the 
globalized nation-state as the exception for violence and conclude with politi­
cal theology's more capacious view of space and cultural identity. 

At the confluence of two or more genetic streams, with 
chromosomes constantly "crossing over," this mixture of races, 
rather than resulting in an inferior being, provides hybrid progeny, a 
mutable, more malleable species with a rich gene pool. From this 
racial, ideological, cultural and biological cross-pollinization, an 
"alien" consciousness is presently in the making—a new mestiza 
consciousness, una concienda de mujer. It is a consciousness of the 
Borderlands. 

—Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera 

At the 2006 American Academy of Religion in Washington, D.C., Fran­
cis Collins, director of the National Human Genome Research Insti­
tute (NHGRI), addressed ethical issues related to genetic research. 

Referencing the NHGRI's "Ethics, Legal Issues, Social Issues" program (ELSI), 
Collins attempted to alleviate societal concerns regarding issues of privacy and 
discrimination. Clearly Collins meant to articulate the federal government's 
own recognition of possible abuses of biotechnology, abuses that recent 
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government policy has sought to anticipate and prevent. According to the 
NHGRI, genetic information requires protection unlike other modes of iden­
tification because it "reveals the health of family members . . . parentage, re­
productive options, and future health risks; it goes to the essence of who and what 
an individual is."1 Hence, in 2000, President Bill Clinton signed an executive 
order outlining protected genetic information, which included "information 
about an individual's genetic tests."2 Likewise, in its "Genetic Bill of Rights," 
the Council for Responsible Genetics states, "All people have the right to ge­
netic privacy including the right to prevent the taking or storing of bodily sam­
ples for genetic information without their voluntary informed consent"* 

All of this articulates worry that genetic information may one day be used 
against those for whom it was meant to benefit. In a recent editorial, David H. 
Holtzman warns, "The increasingly widespread use of DNA testing opens a 
Pandora's Box of privacy issues. A comprehensive DNA database could be used 
as a surrogate national identification system. Someday we may have to stand 
in a security line at an airport, waiting to get our cheeks swabbed."4 (The ques­
tion becomes, when that day arrives, might we actually be happy for it, for all 
it promises, for all it prevents?) Thus in his address to the AAR, Collins 
adamantly claimed that the government would diligently protect individual 
rights to privacy regarding genetic information. According to Collins, the 
highly personal information disclosed in genetic screenings should be used for 
the benefit of the individual and that she alone should have access to that in­
formation. What Collins did not relate, and in a sense could not anticipate, is 
the reality that citizenship in bureaucratic technocracies like America demands 
contractual sacrifices for the common good. In other words, the federal gov­
ernment, through spokespersons like Francis Collins, restricts every abuse ex­
cept its own because as the centralized authority that grants, secures, and cod­
ifies citizenship, it alone must hold the power to sacrifice individual rights for 
the good of the nation. 

As Collins made these comments, the U.S. government was already under 
way passing a new law that allowed for the genetic screening of illegal immi­
grants. By way of an addendum to the 2006 Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA), the federal government now authorizes the acquisition and use of ge­
netic information for nonmedical uses, namely, the vast expansion of DNA col­
lection as genetic fingerprinting.5 The addendum's rationale for screening il­
legal immigrants involves the protection of women against sexual crimes, thus 
its inclusion in the VAWA bill. Over the last few years there have been several 
cases in which serial crimes involving illegal immigrants might have been pre­
vented had genetic screening been allowed. For example, Angel Maturino Re-
sendiz, a border drifter also known as the "Railroad Killer," was detained on 
seventeen different occasions prior to finally being arrested, convicted, and ex­
ecuted for fifteen murders and sexual assaults; if U.S. border authorities had 
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access to his genetic information, so the argument goes, they might have pre­
vented many of these heinous crimes.6 The basis for the addendum is that ge­
netic information can be used as a type of high-tech fingerprint, linking illegal 
immigrants with illegal activities while filtering out the overwhelming major­
ity who will never commit crimes.7 According to Senator Jon Kryl, one of the 
amendment's sponsors, approximately 13 percent of illegal immigrants de­
tained each year have criminal pasts, and this criminal element must be dili­
gently pursued.8 While illegal immigration is not considered a crime and while 
the government heretofore only screened convicted felons, illegal immigrants 
must now be criminalized, the bill argues, for the greater good. 

I will show why, despite Collins's reassurances, biotechnologies will increas­
ingly be used for reasons other than therapeutic health care; although Collins 
would probably find these applications accidental, even monstrous, I argue they 
epitomize the spirit of the age. The goal of biotechnology has always been 
something like the alleviation of human suffering, a seemingly noble goal. Yet, 
the attempt to master nature for such purposes—to, as John Howard Yoder 
would say, "make history come out right"—ultimately leads to modes of vio­
lence to purchase that which can only be attained by blood. The notion that 
biotechnology will one day relieve suffering as a condition of being trades on 
presumptions of human subjectivity as infinitely expandable, where power and 
mastery presume license to transgress every limit and finitude, regardless of col­
lateral consequences. Exactly because the attempt to "save us all" seems so right, 
exactly because it reads the telos of humanness as such, it entails necessary sac­
rifices to make the expansion of power and its immanent effects possible. 

In this essay I show why the intentional and systematic genetic screening of 
illegal immigrants finds coherence within the world in which we find ourselves. 
I look first at what happens to power in states of exception, or what Michel Fou­
cault called "the dream of the plague." Next I turn to Hans Jonas's description 
of how such expansions of power entail sacrifices of persons as well as ethical 
ideals about persons. States of exception articulate the raison d'etre of the mod­
ern nation-state as an organization of power for the sake of exception; because 
the state is exceptional, it requires sacrifices. 

On the foreground, this essay discusses the plight of illegal immigrants who 
have now been enlisted as subjects in America's vast experiment with state con­
trol and surveillance within the larger context of global capital and its incessant 
and ubiquitous formations. In the background, this essay relates the odd yet re­
vealing linguistic similarities between immigration and genetic research: inva­
sion, bodies, freedom, mapping, boundaries and borders, citizenship, policing, 
transgression, legality, frontiers, and so on. That which undocumented persons 
seek—the promise of a mythical America (economic prosperity, homeland se­
curity, social order, and so on—a myth which must be constantly and carefully 
maintained)—raises the specter of government imposition because the very 
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opportunities sought by immigrants and citizens alike must be procured by per­
petual states of exception, which in turn render necessary sacrifices by illegal im­
migrants. The upkeep of mythic readings of American immigration as a justifi­
catory self-narrative requires illegal immigrants to traverse an ethical hinterland 
cohabitated by America's morally ambiguous biotechnology.9 In this sense 
America's plans for genetically screening undocumented persons emanate from 
an ethos where the borders of acceptable human research are guarded by self-
serving conceptions of humanness; therefore resistance to these plans compels 
rethinking fundamental categories: race, nation, economy, personhood, politi­
cal existence, and all these in relation to the fulcrum of purity. I conclude by 
theologically contending with discourses of sacrifice and suggest that the only 
way out of this fly bottle, to invoke Wittgenstein, will be alternative liturgies 
that imagine the world beyond the terms of tragedy and its ritual immolations. 
Throughout, I borrow from Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands/La Frontera: The New 
Mestiza because her prose/poetry exemplifies the energies, sufferings, imaginar­
les, and hopes Christianity as an "alien consciousness" might offer. 

Plagues, Exceptions, and Sacrifices 

The world is not a safe place to live in. We shiver in separate cells in 
enclosed cities, shoulders hunched, barely keeping the panic below 
the surface of the skin, daily drinking shock along with our morning 
coffee, fearing the torches being set to our buildings, the attacks in 
the streets. Shutting down. 

—Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera 

In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault begins a discussion of what he calls 
"ponopticism" by describing a state of emergency. Plague has set in and death 
has invaded the world. Suddenly everything shuts down, including cherished 
notions about life: "the closing of the town and its outlying districts, a prohi­
bition to leave the town on pain of death, the killing of all stray animals."10 The 
various communities that once mediated the individual's relationship with the 
state have now become infectious hot zones and thus need to be disciplined. 
Everyone now lives alone, receiving direction, rations, and news of the world 
through the most basic conveyances. As fear grows, people create borders: you 
survive by keeping others out. "It is a segmented, immobile, frozen space. Each 
individual is fixed in his place. And, if he moves, he does so at the risk of his 
life, contagion or punishment." In place of the community, one bows to what 
Foucault calls "gaze," social surveillance "alert everywhere" as "inspection func­
tions ceaselessly." Whereas the citizen would normally reject "the penetration 
of regulation into even the smallest details of everyday life" he now willingly 
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submits since nothing less than survival is at stake: "Everyone locked up in his 
cage, everyone at his window, answering to his name and showing himself 
when asked—it is the great review of the living and the dead."11 

Capitalism enters this epic drama on the underside of the nation's ideolog­
ical myths of civilization defined by plague-like alternatives—that is, the social 
contract staves off an Hobbesian primal state of nature: the nation as the cure 
for the infectious wars of religion. Foucault speaks about the "political dream" 
of "the plague as a form," which extends indefinitely the state of exception: 
"rulers dreamt of the state of plague."12 Here capital colonizes fears generated 
by the political dream of plague and crafts a total society where "each actor is 
alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible . . . arranging] spatial uni­
ties that make it possible to see constantly and to recognize immediately," 
where "visibility is a trap."13 Space now becomes "location of bodies in space, 
of distribution of individuals in relation to one another, or hierarchical orga­
nization, of disposition of centres and channels of power, of definition of the 
instruments and modes of intervention of power."14 Elsewhere Foucault writes 
about the ability of "the gaze" to exact bodily confession or the loquacity of 
sexuality to articulate "normality."15 The intransigence of emergency requires 
that power "be given the instrument of permanent, exhaustive, omnipresent sur­
veillance, capable of making all visible, as long as it could remain invisible. It 
had to be like a faceless gaze that transformed the whole social body into a field 
of perception."16 

States of emergency begin to find "contagions" at every juncture, and time 
itself marks impending doom. Communities marshal forces and suspend pre­
viously indispensable rights, for "against an extraordinary evil, power is mobi­
lized."17 This marshalling proves the great benefit of having already constructed 
a disciplinary society because the structures of control are already in place, the 
infrastructures necessary to survive need only be activated in a fuller sense, "to 
a whole series of 'carcerai' mechanisms which seem distinct enough—since 
they are intended to alleviate pain, to cure, to comfort—but which all attend, 
like the prison, to exercise a power of normalization."18 Such modes of being 
over time habituate citizens as the ubiquitous presence of power entails "cap­
illary" formations "to induce . . . a state of conscious and permanent visibility 
that assures the automatic functioning of power . . . creating and sustaining a 
power relation independent of the person who exercises it."19 Power settles at 
the level of depth, transforming desire such that states of exception become 
something of a choice, and those who resist represent threats to the whole be­
cause the state of exception demands an all-or-nothing commitment. When 
Foucault strangely refers to ponopticism as "democratic," he means that sub­
mission to the powers has become not only necessary but also attractive as we 
learn to love order, homogeneity, and certainty, coming to be at home with ter­
ror because it saves us from terror.20 
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"Plague" in its various political incarnations—for example, invasion of com­
munism, drugs, terrorists—sets the stage of exceptionalism as a common thread 
between immigration and genetic research. The development of the Human 
Genome Project avails surveillance at a level of minutiae Foucault could only 
anticipate, exacting through its forensic applications a more precise "unrelent­
ing system of confession," as he terms it in the first volume of The History of Sex­
uality.21 Images of death, contagions, and quarantined communities speak of in­
vasion (note the similarity to language internal to the increasingly contentious 
immigration debate). Plagues and what Foucault called "the plague as form" ne­
cessitate moral compromise—what some have called "ethical realism"—and un­
leash power literally at the genetic capillary level. How better to describe using 
DNA screening to curtail, if not stem completely, illegal immigration?22 After 
all, Pat Buchanan titled his 2007 book on immigration State of Emergency: The 
Third World Invasion and Conquest of America.1* Even if we discount Buchanan 
as a political caricature, it is not hard to find "serious" persons voicing similar 
alarm. In 2006 congressional hearings, U.S. congresswoman Virginia Foxx 
stated, "people all over this country think we are being invaded, and that the 
Federal Government is simply not doing its job to protect us from invasion. And 
so I think that is the first role of the Federal Government."24 The language of 
"invasion" leads to militarization; thus North Carolina State representative Dale 
Folwell laments, "It would take over 200,000 soldiers, and we still could not seal 
the border. I am telling you, over 200,000, maybe half a million. We do not have 
them, we do not have them in the military. My Guard units are exhausted, my 
Reserve units are exhausted. My regular military people from my home area are 
doing second cycles. Terrorism around the world is not going to go down. We 
do not have the troops to seal the border."25 Folwell, like Foxx, echoes 
Buchanan's "state of emergency" and signals an overwhelming invasion already 
under way, a siren heightening danger alerts, mandating even further exceptions 
"waged on behalf of the existence of everyone."26 

According to Foucault, states of exception must be liturgically nurtured by 
"the haunting memory of'contagions,'"27 and herein lie the fates of the crimi­
nal illegal, the sexual predator, the street gang member, the welfare queen, the 
lazy Mexican, the social parasite, or the foreign-language speaker, ultimately 
conflating all immigrants, legal or otherwise, criminal or not, under scare quotes. 
Thus one begins to see the discursive logic of modern immigration's "rituals of 
exclusion,"28 practices now routinized by the spectacle of American immigration 
policy: "This surveillance is based on a system of permanent registration The 
role of each of the inhabitants present... is laid down, one by one . . . [and] this 
document bears 'the name, age, sex of everyone.'... Everything that may be ob­
served during the course of the visits . . . is noted down and transmitted."29 

The religious description of exception is sacrifice: Within the tragic reali­
ties of the world, sacrifices need be made.30 We would rather avoid sacrifice 
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but the finite conditions of being require them. If "the plague is [to be] met by 
order" then sacrifices must be made to order.31 In a 1969 Daedalus essay, Hans 
Jonas elucidates what he calls the "Sacrificial Theme" in discourses regarding 
biomedical experimentation.32 Jonas argues that experimentation bespeaks a loss 
of innocence regarding the search for knowledge. At stake is a "genuine con­
flict of values" where we suppose on the one hand that "human beings ought 
not be dealt with in that way" but on the other hand recognize such dealings 
as necessary for goods beyond specific human individuals. Jonas notes that 
"high order" issues require sacral liturgies as certain "considerations," such as 
the general good, "override" previous objections, which, like experimental sub­
jects themselves, must be sacrificed to the higher good. In other words, we 
would not objectify human beings except we need to because as Jonas says, ex­
perimentation on biological entities has no "simulacrum to take its place."33 

Jonas makes the stark claim that "we must face the somber truth that the 
ultima ratio of communal life is and has always been the compulsory, vicarious 
sacrifice of individual lives," and while Jonas would hesitate to subsume much 
of modern science and medicine under the rubric of sacrifice, still, "something 
sacrificial is involved in the selective abrogation of personal inviolability and 
the ritualized exposure to gratuitous risk of health and life, justified by a pre­
sumed greater, social good." Within this ultima ratio of sacrifice, sanctity of 
persons and ethical ideals about persons must submit to "a supreme, sacral ne­
cessity" within the "stern order of things."34 The very logic of sacrifice neces­
sitates that "one of the fellowship of men ha[s] to die so that all could live," a 
ritual performance within everyday life that often goes unquestioned exactly 
because the premise of survival, indeed the very witness of survival, takes for 
granted that this "awesome quid pro quo had to be paid over again."35 

Behind the modern imaginary of sacrifice lies a larger ontological narrative 
about the structure of existence, the dogged reality of tragedy within the archi­
tectonics of human existence in time. Ethical idealisms must give way, them­
selves being sacrificed, to a causal logic of an exclusively mechanized and sen­
sible world. Exactly because we cannot expect anything other, exactly because of 
the zero-sum analytic of the sacrificial imagination, something must give and 
here we begin to see the melding of the political and the religious within lan­
guages of sacrifice. Articulating a rationale for sacrifice presupposes an ontolog­
ical horizon where immanence situates the gods upon that horizon as themselves 
fixed within the limits of its temporal parameters. Exactly because the gods are 
themselves subject to the same rules, themselves creatures, they require sacri­
fice. The same determinates that constitute human life, and thus require sacri­
fice, also determine the gods. Things work out tragically because the gods are 
unable to overcome fatedness. We make sacrifices because the gods have to 
hold us accountable to rules they are powerless to change, since they neither 
create, nor enact miracles. The gods submit to this causal logic until they too 
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are subsumed within its material unfolding, subsumed within the dialectic itself, 
finally morphing into the immanent processes that require sacrifice. 

The symbiosis between nation and capital demands not simply survival but 
prosperity, which, like survival, must be purchased by the blood of sacrifice. This 
symbiosis leads to a permanent state of exception because continual survival and 
prosperity require continual sacrifices, and sacrifices to honor previous sacri­
fices. If we attach survival and prosperity to the promises of technology and its 
various biomedical instantiations, as we increasingly do, then the equation goes 
something like this: the goods of technology, which are nothing less than hu­
man survival and flourishing, require sacrifices, both of persons and ethical 
ideals about persons. Thus, the ethical question is no longer, should someone 
be sacrificed, but simply, who? As Jonas puts it, "Who is to be martyred?"36 

And because we tend to be not only realists but cheap realists, wanting to get 
as much as we can for as little as possible, answers regarding "who" then inti­
mate expendability within the larger chain of being and in this way, on the road 
to greater and greater technological mastery: We have sacrificed African Amer­
ican males at Tuskegee, women in various gynecological procedures, Jewish 
prisoners in the camps. Jonas delineates the limits of sacrifice—that "progress 
is an optional goal not an unconditional commitment" and it cannot be "the 
aim of progress to abolish the lot of morality"—yet, according to his own ar­
gument, morality becomes the first sacrifice.37 Moreover, the nature of excep­
tionalism is that we do what we must not because we desire evil, but because 
we desire good and the good we seek within the terms of this world, held to 
its ultima ratio, can only be purchased through temporary evils; they require 
dirty hands. After all, as Gerald McKenny has shown, it is not that modern 
ethics has failed to keep pace with the hyper speed of modern technology; 
rather modern technology makes—techne—its own ethics and carries within its 
own being the production of obligation.38 

Bordering the Nation-State 

Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to 
distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip 
along a steep edge. A border is a vague and undetermined place 
created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a 
constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its 
inhabitants. 

—Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera 

How is sacrifice currently organized within contemporary nation-state con­
structions of immigration? As Foucault postulated in an interview, the prelim-
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inary work of the theorist is to map this organization, to "locate lines of weak­
ness, strong points, positions where the instances of power have secured and 
implanted themselves."39 If we are to understand and challenge contemporary 
practices of immigration, we need nothing less than "a topographical and ge­
ological survey of the battlefield."40 To do so, we must first survey how nation-
states see, practice, and theorize immigration. 

At the heart of the bureaucratized nation-state and its gathering of power 
stand borders. Borders protect and sustain the literal existence and idea of the 
nation-state. It imagines a topography surrounded by boundaries. Borders de-
mark one from the other and exemplify a politics of exception. As an epoch 
mapped onto history with clearly marked advancements and improvements, the 
very idea of modernity borders itself off from its less mature predecessors, cor­
doning the good from the bad, the new from the passé. Borders conjure im­
ages of limit as well as of prohibition and property, trespassing, and dangerous 
strangers, "stray animals" to be killed. Not only do borders fend off "enemies" 
but they also create them under a hermeneutic that inscribes, proscribes, and 
circumscribes difference. As identities are centered and then demarked, differ­
ence becomes depicted as off-center, askew, strange. Provisional solutions con­
cretize into ontological walls. According to political theorist Sheldon Wolin, 
"The emergence of [the bureaucratized nation-state] . . . introduced perma­
nent, virtually self-perpetuating power structures, designed to be independent 
of regimes and political parties, to be the embodiment of a specialized exper­
tise Where the people were depicted as 'turbulent' and 'tamultuous,' as ir­
regular, modern government was portrayed by its champions as 'regular,' ef­
ficient,' and Orderly.'"41 This strategy brilliantly entails circularity: The creation 
of borders creates dangerous others, which in turn justify the use of borders. 
The denuded citizenry celebrates the nation-state as the only political form that 
can protect its citizens; that they sacrificed their participatory powers, a sacri­
fice that then opened the door for further sacrifices, seemed a small price for 
the benefits of the centralized state. Not only does the state have the power to 
declare states of exception but it is itself the state of exception: the sacrifice nec­
essary for protection against the primordial state of nature, realities that 
threaten to return unless sacrifices are made to the state.42 Thus specific dec­
larations of exception become necessary instantiations in the ritual worship of 
the state as exception over against the always-looming trope of chaos. 

The disciplinary apparatus of the nation provides the techniques of con­
trol that optimize power as repression and production and both as the Re­
alpolitik necessary to provide safety in a world on edge. Thus did the nation-
state construct its own image and identity toward what Foucault termed 
"ponopticism." Within and beyond its borders, the nation-state operated as a 
totality, and the mythical others beyond its borders only served to justify this 
totality. It was not that the theory of nation-state acted as the impetus to the 
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practical implementation of policy and the literal construction of immigration 
measures. Rather, the construction of geographical borders mirrored a grow­
ing faith in the sovereign nation. The need to police those borders coalesced 
with the idea that nation-states act as nation-states through coercion. In the 
same way that language presupposes biology, so power inhabits spaces that fit. 
In doing so, not only were solutions implemented but needs were also dis­
covered. Immigration evolved ad hoc as did the idea of liberal state as modus 
vivendi, and the claimants of each reverberated on the other's registers. It 
was, like all relations of power, a marriage of convenience. As ever-expanding, 
these powers sought to overcome every form of resistance, targeting specifi­
cally the demos that stood principally against the amalgamation of power but 
could not ultimately resist the language of sacrifice and greatest cause, which, 
after all, waters the ground of democracy. We give up rights to have rights; 
sacrifice becomes the means by which citizens participate in the life of the 
nation. 

All the while capitalism, the social form of ponopticism, undermines and 
replaces substantive communal life, making disciplinary societies not only 
habitable but enjoyable; the very communities that previously negotiated re­
lations between the market and the individual have given way to unmediated 
consumerism such that the individual takes in rations, directions, and news 
of the world hook, line, and sinker. Global capital relishes the unobstructed 
flow of cheap exploitable labor, but in its symbiotic relationship with the na­
tion, it must create the façade of control through spectacles of power—think 
here of the big, ugly border that runs between the American southwest and 
Mexico—to both energize and manipulate the multitude.43 Completely clos­
ing off the border would impede the flow of capital and population, migra­
tions that animate the nation as a governing principle, a "world-historical fig­
ure" as Hegel would say, and its role within the larger global economy. The 
border must remain open enough to draw the multitude forward while indi­
viduals acquiesce to the state's exploitation as a means of survival. However, 
without borders, the global flow of capital would become unmanageable, es­
pecially as envisioned through the trope of chaos. This is a precarious 
arrangement as multitudes constantly exceed the limits of control, but not 
enough to gain ground on capital's dominance. Within this fragile matrix ca­
sualties mount on the side of the multitude as desperate migrants find them­
selves in the hands of those who profit from the counterpoising vectors of con­
trol and freedom.44 

Rather than seriously engage in the enormously complex set of issues sur­
rounding immigration, America has tended to reduce immigration to criminal­
ity in general. "The Railroad Killer" becomes the paragon of the undocu­
mented worker, the face of illegal immigration as such.45 This profiling/ 
stereotyping is made all the easier having already made scapegoats of undocu-
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mented workers, laying on them societal ills perpetrated overwhelmingly by 
American citizens, and while illegal immigrants have at best a minor effect on 
the larger concerns of America, they get blamed for America's problems: the 
breakdown of the environment, national security, the economy, infrastructures, 
civic life, cultural identity, and so on. Such scapegoating makes these immigrants 
necessary and attractive sacrificial victims. As victims of sacrifice, we lay on them 
the sins of the nation such that they might expiate our iniquities as we hand 
them over to the gods. 

As Foucault shows, power does not originate in itself but colonizes extant 
structures for its own use. Here the state of emergency takes advantage of 
structural realities, including implicit fears, and then affixes to even greater 
modes and infrastructures so that soon it becomes coherent to speak of immi­
gration within the terms of homeland security, economic prosperity, and civic 
life. It is not that immigration cannot be said to relate to any of these concerns 
but rather these concerns are increasingly articulated as if immigration embod­
ies the whole of each issue. On these registers, immigration takes on the ruse 
of emergency. Ironically, all the while, such desperation only results in exas­
perating the very conditions that make immigration, legal or not, necessary for 
millions living (and dying) in the shadows of American borders. 

The allure of biotechnical surveillance lies in its remarkable abilities to cir­
cumvent time, a temporal faculty able to map past and future. Because dan­
gers loom everywhere in every form in and beyond the borders of the des­
perate state, and because its citizens and invasion comes by way of both 
microbes and migrations, then every defense must be mustered. DNA sam­
pling harbors amazing powers for forecasting the future, locating in the most 
basic and minute detail of persons potential dangers to society. Although 
technology cannot yet provide us with perfect prognoses, we can be sure 
technology, always self-perfecting, will soon remedy its limits. Likewise, the 
use of DNA sampling also gives us the past. By its forensic use, as in the case 
of screening illegal immigrants, we can tie persons with criminal behavior, and 
while individuals may be able to avoid leaving fingerprints at crime scenes, 
they cannot control hair, dead skin cells, blood, semen, saliva, and so on. In 
a sense, DNA gives us a person's whole physical history, and as the state in­
creasingly reduces persons to bodies, their whole genetic history as such. Ac­
cording to Foucault, through its microsurveillance and its capillary functions, 
the state pulls everything to the surface, rendering flat persons under the 
power of the gaze, and its ostensible benevolence, for the sake of everyone. 
Forebodings of dystopia frequently sound off about a future that "could hap­
pen" but in this case is already happening. The promise of DNA testing is 
the ability to identify danger immediately at the most basic level of person-
hood, her genetics, and to predict and learn what she has been and will do 
that requires penal correction now. 



108 · Jonathan Tran 

The most frightening consequences will not be the failures and frustrations 
of these biopowers but rather their successes. To the extent that these technolo­
gies prove effective in the identification and apprehension of criminality among 
illegal immigrants, it will only validate even greater surveillance and central­
ization of power. This move is precisely how illegal immigrants become re­
search subjects, experiments in a much larger project of social control. Just as 
the use of fingerprinting and drug-testing have become ubiquitous practices of 
a nervous nation, so also, through greater efficiency produced by technologi­
cal innovation, will new practices like DNA fingerprinting be unleashed on the 
population. Centralizing power—precisely because it not only controls the 
present but reads the past within its own terms and claims for itself the power 
to secure the future—will become irresistible, disappearing resistance in the 
present, reading the past to render itself inevitable and salvine, and authenti­
cating itself as the only viable mode of political existence. 

Conclusion: Doxology beyond Sacrifice 

And in descending to the depths I realize that down is up, and I rise 
up from and into the deep. 

—Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera 

In this essay I have tried to show an implicit and explicit relation between the 
nation-state and discourses of tragedy incarnated in rituals of sacrifice. I say im­
plicit in that the b/ordered nation-state as exceptional in a precariously tumul­
tuous world allows for, indeed requires, sacrifices as the condition of its possi­
bility. And I say explicit in that practices like genetic fingerprinting enact these 
sacrifices and thus indicate the means by which we establish and secure the 
state's ongoing possibility. If we view history as tragic—and current immigra­
tion policy suggests we Americans do—then sacrifice becomes inevitable. In­
deed, this view of history is underwritten by a causal logic with which sacrifice 
becomes the primary way of being in the world, agency par excellence such that 
sacrifice becomes the ritual performance of tragedy. This is where ethicists like 
Reinhold Niebuhr have been right, and arguments such as just war become req­
uisite moral obligations. Within this vein, not only does sacrifice become nec­
essary but those willing to sacrifice also become heroic because self-giving be­
comes propitiary for the survival of all. One cannot help but accept sacrifice as 
necessary, and even good, within the larger terms of tragedy. To get out of the 
discourse of sacrifice, one must re-imagine the world, a re-imagining that can­
not help but look "irresponsible" within the terms of a tragic economy. 

The capitalist invention of scarcity creates desperation that leads to hoard­
ing, unfolding in actual scarcity in places from which resources are colonized 
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to be procured by those who proscribe scarcity, in turn creating gross dispar­
ity between rich and poor.46 As the myth of scarcity gets shipped abroad, as well 
as its consequences, other nations see the United States, one of the hoarders 
of the world's purportedly scarce resources, as the land of plenty and so stow 
across borders in hopes of finding enough to live on. Desperation leads to fur­
ther desperation until the global economy becomes a mad dash for what are 
now considered finite resources, creating cycles of fear and violence that un­
fold in economic and political rituals of exclusion and sacrifice. Quickly, the 
poor and powerless become necessary collateral damage for the well-being of 
the rich and powerful. The poor flood the borders of the wealthy, seeking le­
gitimate access, but as desperation grows, "legitimate" is translated to "any 
means necessary." However, because the United States has become fixated on 
its zero-sum approximation of resources, it cannot help but see this flood of 
immigrants as a fundamental threat to its well-being, its plague nightmare; af­
ter all, it hoards because there is not enough for everyone, and so of course not 
everyone can be allowed access to its vast, yet limited, stores. Within this econ­
omy, immigration becomes a basic issue of life and death not only for those 
begging across borders but perhaps more so for those who assume a tragic econ­
omy where someone must die, building thicker and higher borders along the 
lines of exception. 

This is where those of us who want to do differently—those of us who want 
to make an exception of exception—need to offer a way out of sacrifice by fos­
tering social imaginarles that conceptualize shared space beyond tragic consid­
erations. Much like the nation-state, the church protects it borders. However, 
unlike the nation-state, the church does so precisely by protecting and securing 
against closures. The work here is to maintain orthodoxy as an ongoing politi­
cal commitment to getting theological speech right, which necessitates inclu­
sive boundaries that nurture the discursive unfolding of truthfulness. In his es­
say on "the neighbor," Eric Santner describes corporate identity as doxologically 
open: "[It is] concerned with the discursive dimension of the constitution of 
community/solidarity and posits the polyphonic choral chant of congregational 
thanksgiving that is fundamentally anticipatory—as its crucial linguistic/perfor­
mative locus. Choral singing is posited here as a model of what it means to an­
ticipate now the becoming-neighbor of the other, who thereby comes to repre­
sent the world to m e . . . . Fidelity to what opens at such moments, the labor of 
sustaining such a break within the order of the everyday. . ."47 The "discursive 
dimension," which constitutes Santner's dialectic between "community/solidar­
ity," seeks to offset immanent closures marshaled by asocial imaginaries such as 
the United States' current border hysteria exactly because "the polyphonic 
choral chant of congregational thanksgiving" anticipates the mutual becoming 
of both one's neighbor and one's self as neighbor. This intersubjectivity disqual­
ifies notions of sovereignty that presuppose solitary selves/nations that cordon 
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off. Instead, Santner speaks of "fidelity to what opens at such moments" as la­
boring to sustain availability to possibilities all around. Hence Santner speaks 
of tending vulnerability emanating not from sentimental notions of hospitality 
but rather from robust "polyphonic" languages of reciprocally benefiting con­
sequence. Rather than tragic, this view of the world celebrates and harmonizes; 
hospitality here does not name infinite deferral but an enfolding sense of des­
tiny, manifest only with strangers. Without a doubt, such care threatens what 
Martin Heidegger understood as "the impossible possibility" of death, the col­
lapsing of one's entire world and its correlative meanings (no wonder we put up 
walls!); however, world-collapse and what Heidegger called authentic "being-
toward-death" also nurtures the possibility of celebrating that which cannot be 
anticipated except by resolute vulnerability, the attentive labor of keeping one's 
borders open.48 

The threat of world-collapse necessitates virtues of hospitality cultivated by 
plentitude that makes possible, and appealing, vulnerability. To the extent that 
one can imagine those beyond borders as more than dangerous—more than 
plague—then one will engage in a different kind of border work. Christian 
proclamations of resurrection presuppose exactly this type of ontological hori­
zon where the other as other can be seen as the occasion for anticipatory thanks­
giving. Or more precisely, the practices of Christian hospitality illumine a 
world always already participant in divine plentitude. As Karl Barth writes, "It 
is from this point of view that all His creatures are to be viewed both first and 
last. God wills them and loves them because, far from having their existence 
of themselves and their meaning in themselves, they have their being and ex­
istence in the movement of the divine self-glorification, in the transition to them 
of His immanent joyfulness. It is their destiny to offer a true if inadequate re­
sponse in the temporal sphere to the jubilation with which the Godhead is filled 
from eternity to eternity."49 Because in Christ creation always already doxo-
logically participates in the eternal life of God, creation is not trapped in tragic 
narratives that require sacrifice as an acquiescence to fate or an appeasing of 
the gods. The Christian interrelation between time and eternity—or as Barth 
would say, God in Jesus Christ taking time for eternity—means a more capa­
cious vision of time, and therefore space. Hence John Howard Yoder writes, 
"The present meaning of Resurrection for ethics is that we are never boxed 
in. . . . Resurrection is a Christian model for reading world history."50 Yoder, 
like Barth, envisions history such that the temporal horizon always remains 
open to God's activity, activity that is not bounded by the limits of temporal­
ity itself; this way of being in the world unfolds in different spatial imaginar­
les.51 If it is the case both that time participates within eternity and that crea-
turely space takes place within the divine life—or what Robert Jenson refers to 
as God making space within God's life—then time and space are never "boxed 
in," as Yoder says.52 The resurrection means to herald this reality to a world 
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fixated on borders, attempting to fissure our various temporal and spatial clo­
sures exactly because otherness may indicate peril but it may also—even in the 
very same moment—incarnate the coming of God's Spirit in time. Understood 
doxologically, sacrifice names gift rather than necessity, kenosis funded by over­
abundance rather than "an awesome quid pro quo" paid to tragedy. The God of 
Yoder, Barth, and Jenson, unlike the tragic gods, cannot be boxed in and so does 
not submit to the same rules as do creatures. Jesus Christ, fully human and fully 
divine, articulates the divine telos of creatureliness, life that cannot be contained 
by the specters of death, time's most potent expression, and thus exists not 
within tragedy's zero-sum neurosis envisaged within the contemporary politi­
cal economy. Resurrection means God can always do something, and do it 
again or anew. By viewing world history in terms of resurrection, we might be­
gin to figure life together beyond the tragic and hence offer the nation-state 
an alternative to its plague nightmares. 

In the same way that tragic views of the world led to notions of scarcity and 
practices of hoarding and sacrifice, so envisioning the world as Yoder does 
proffers a more charitable accounting of space and time.53 By seeing gifts be­
yond borders, we struggle not to cordon off but rather to remain open in pos­
tures of receptivity. After all, the same thinking that America somehow holds 
a monopoly on the good leads to a double view, what Foucault called a "dou­
ble brand," that seals borders and fears strangers.54 This would allow for a more 
honest construal of American history as stories of agonistic gatherings of dan­
gerous others. Assimilation, often the litmus test for immigration, would be 
reconceptualized in terms of similarity and difference. If part of the stranger's 
goodness lies in her difference, that she comes from beyond and represents the 
possibility of a beyond in which history is not boxed in, then appropriating dif­
ference to one's own semantic horizon squelches the good of the other. Rather 
than narratives of "legal" immigration and "melting pot" assimilation, hospi­
tality speaks of fragile but generous reception and precarious interrelation. 
This requires us to see afresh the immigrant and thus ourselves. Again within 
the terms of tragedy, such a way of viewing immigration will look unrealistic, 
even irresponsible; yet continuing in the vein of "responsibility" already has 
proven disastrous, both for those kept at bay by the United States' militarized 
borders, and for Americans who must maintain myths of purity at an inordi­
nate price. 
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culation and mixture of individuals and populations. The Third World, which was con­
structed by the colonialism and imperialism of nation-states (and its attendant mechanism 
of geographical and ethnic regulation of populations) are smashed. It is destroyed when 
throughout the ontological terrain of globalization the most wretched of the earth becomes 
the most powerful being, because its nomad singularity is the most creative force and om-
nilateral movement of its desire is itself the coming liberation." Michael Hardt and An­
tonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 363. 
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