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Abstract 
 

“Reading ‘The Muslim,’ Tracing the Biopolitics of Race in the Age of Global 
Counterterror’ 

 
In February 2015, the Department of Homeland Security hosted the first ever White 

House International Summit on Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) to introduce a new global 
program that seeks to collaborate with local law enforcement and community institutions to 
combat global youth radicalization. Although CVE claims its program is designed for radical 
groups inspired by a wide range of beliefs, it has thus far only been implemented in the Muslim 
world and Muslim minority communities in the U.S., and justified by the global threat of Muslim 
youth extremism. With the emergence of the “War on Terror” and programs such as CVE which 
specifically target Muslims globally, social science and humanities scholars alike have started to 
examine the genealogies and historical intersections of race, religion, and modern modes of 
governing through the figure of “the Muslim” (Rana 2011; Daulatzai 2012; Fernando 2105; 
Johnson 2015). “The Muslim” has thus not only become an important figure to understand 
modern ethical life and religious practice, but also to examine modern political power and 
biopolitical technologies of governance.  

Drawing on data and documents regarding the Department of Homeland Security 
recently implemented Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) counterterror program, this paper 
uses a semiotic approach to examine the templates and diagnostics used to determine the threat 
of Muslim youth radicalization to understand emerging post-9/11 biopolitics of race. More 
particularly, I argue the global CVE program and counterterror U.S. State produces a semiotic 
reading of “the Muslim” as racial other, by bundling everyday acts, practices and behaviors into 
a statistical rubric for gauging susceptibility to violent extremism. CVE’s conception of the 
radicalization process is produced through what Talal Asad and Webb Keane consider the 
semiotic indeterminancy of signs, or in my case, the uncertainties and ambiguities for gauging 
which practices and sensibilities should be read as dangerous and criminal (Asad 2007; Keane 
2003). Through a semiotic reading of certain religious practices as suspect, the U.S. counterterror 
state and the CVE program construct a new post-9/11 racial logic mediated by the ontological 
Thirdness of the Muslim as terrorist, or “a general law that governs possible instances” of types 
and tokens, icons and indexes (Keane 2003, 420).  

Through this analysis, I not only consider how the post-9/11 U.S. State racializes 
everyday practices and sensibilities, but more importantly how the U.S. State uses neoliberal 
reason concerned with risk and statistics-based modes of truth-making to produce racial 
difference. Wendy Brown argues neoliberalism “takes shape as a governing rationality extending 
a specific formulation of economic values, practices, and metrics to every dimension of human 
life” (Brown 2015, 30). More importantly, neoliberal rationality does not solely marketize or 
monetize ethical life and social relations, but “casts them in an exclusively economic frame, one 
that has both an epistemological and ontological dimension” (Brown 2015, 62).  In other words, 
the market’s model for quantifying future risk and reward based on statistical data about the past  
and present enters domains of life where money or profit-seeking are not an issue. I analyze 
CVE’s risk-assessment and statistics based framework for gauging Muslim radicalization as part 
of a broader shift in the modern state’s recruitment of neoliberal reason as a governing 
rationality. Thus, this paper will consider how CVE and the counterterror U.S. State’s  
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racialization of Muslims can help us understand the biopolitics of race in the “War on Terror” as 
well as the ways in which neoliberal reason is increasingly used to legitimate securitization of 
the modern state.  
 
 
Working Bibliography 
 
Agrama, Hussein 

2012 Questioning Secularism: Islam, Sovereignty, and the Rule of Law in Modern Egypt. Chicago; London: 
The University of Chicago Press. 

 
Brown, Wendy 
        2015 Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.  
 
Asad, Talal	   

1986 The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam. Center for Contemporary Arab Studies at Georgetown University: 
1-30. 
1993 Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press.  
2007 On Suicide Bombing. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.  

 
Daulatzai, Sohail	   

2007 Protect Ya Neck: Muslims and the Carceral Imagination in the Age of Guantánamo. Souls 9(2): 132–147. 
2012 Black Star, Crescent Moon: The Muslim International and Black Freedom Beyond America. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press. 

 
Fernando, Mayanthi 

2014 The Republic Unsettled: Muslim French and the Contradictions of Secularism. Durham: Duke 
University Press. 

 
Ganti, Tejaswini	   
        2014 Neoliberalism. Annual Review of Anthropology 43: 89-104. 
 
Grewal, Zareena  

2014 Islam Is a Foreign Country: American Muslims and the Global Crisis of Authority. New York: New York 
University Press. 

 
Heng, Geraldine	   

2011 Holy War Redux: The Crusades, Futures of the Past, and Strategic Logic in the “Clash” of religions. 
PMLA 126(2): 422–431. 
2011 The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages II: Locations of Medieval Race. Literature Compass 
8(5): 275. 
2011 The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages I: Race Studies, Modernity, and the Middle Ages. 

 
Hill, Jane	   

2008 The Everyday Language of White Racism. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 
 
Johnson, Sylvester 

2015 African American Religions, 1500-2000: Colonialism, Democracy, and Freedom. New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press. 



Bilal%Nasir%%
Doctoral%Student%
Northwestern%University%
 
Keane, Webb	   

2003 Semiotics and the Social Analysis of Material Things. Language and Communication 23(3): 409–425. 
2011 Indexing Voice: A Morality Tale. Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 21(2): 166–178. 

 
Kundnani, Arun	   

2015 The Muslims Are Coming: Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic War on Terror. New York: 
Verso. 

Martínez María Elena 
2008 Genealogical Fictions: Limpieza de Sangre, Religion, and Gender in Colonial Mexico. Stanford, Calif: 
Stanford University Press. 

 
Masco, Joseph 

2014 The Theater of Operations: National Security Affect from the Cold War to the War on Terror. Durham: 
Duke University Press. 

 
Nadine, Naber	   

2012 Arab America: Gender, Cultural Politics, and Activism. New York: New York University Press. 
 
Omi, Michael, and Howard Winant	   

1994 Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 1990s. New York: Routledge. 

Puar, Jaspir 
2007 Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times: Durham: Duke University Press. 

 
Rana, Junaid 	   

2011 Terrifying Muslims!: Race and Labor in the South Asian Diaspora. Durham: Duke University Press. 
 
Razack, Sherene	   

2008 Casting Out: The Eviction of Muslims from Western Law and Politics. Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press. 

 
Remarks by the President at the Summit on Countering Violent Extremism | February 19, 2015 

N.d. Whitehouse.gov. https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/02/19/remarks-president-summit-
countering-violent-extremism-february-19-2015, accessed October 14, 2015. 

 
Reyes, Angela	   

2011 “Racist!”: Metapragmatic Regimentation of Discourse by Asian American Youth. Discourse & Society 
22(4): 458–473. 

	 
Rouse, Carolyn  

2004 Engaged Surrender: African American Women and Islam. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Shankar, Shalini	   

2015 Advertising Diversity: Ad Agencies and the Creation of Asian American Consumers. Durham: Duke 
University Press. 

 
Shryock, Andrew	   

2010 Islamophobia/Islamophilia: Beyond the Politics of Enemy and Friend. Indiana Series in Middle East 
Studies. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

	  
 



Bilal%Nasir%%
Doctoral%Student%
Northwestern%University%
 
Silverstein, Michael	   

2003 Indexical Order and the Dialectics of Sociolinguistic Life. Language and Communication 23(3): 193–
229. 

 
Thomas, Deborah and Kamari Clarke 

2006 Globalization and Race: Transformations in the Cultural Production of Blackness. Durham: Duke 
University Press 
2013 Globalization and Race: Structures of Inequality, New Sovereignties, and Citizenship in a Neoliberal Era. 
Annual Review of Anthropology 42: 305-325. Thomas, Deborah and Kamari Clarke 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


