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Abstract
In the following article, I reframe the United States terror watchlists that federal agencies have implemented in the War on Terror 
as alternative forms of media. This conceptual shift intends to draw new attention to the mediating logics of these databases 
and to highlight how they both fringe and infringe upon potentialities. In particular, I employ the notion of apprehension to 
theorize how the lists can impact a range of affective and corporeal exchanges. Drawing on theorists like Caren Kaplan and Paul 
Virilio, I subsequently develop the related term of ‘militarized immobility’ to interrogate the linkages between US border security 
apparatuses and the tactical and asymmetrical obstructions of movement. In its final section, this article investigates the dual 
roles that classification performs within the operationalization of the watchlists. It discusses classification both in the sense of the 
databases’ rigorous opacity and their enactments of sorting and hierarchizing populations based on discriminatory criteria.   

In the final scene of the surveillance-themed 
documentary Citizenfour (2014), journalist Glenn 
Greenwald hands Edward Snowden a note that 
shocks even the well-informed whistleblower. It 
reads, “There are 1.2 million people on various stages 
of their watchlist” and prompts Snowden to declare, 
“That’s fucking ridiculous.” In July 2015, the director 
of Citizenfour, Laura Poitras, also filed a lawsuit 
against the Department of Homeland Security 
and other federal agencies under the Freedom 
of Information Act (FOIA). She was seeking to 
learn why she had been put on a governmental 
watchlist and subjected to hours-long detentions 
and interrogations at border checkpoints over fifty 
times from 2006 to 2012. Although the detentions 
stopped after Greenwald publicized this practice in 
2012, Poitras notes that her lawsuit is “in support 
of the countless other less high-profile people who 
have also been subjected to years of Kafkaesque 
harassment at the borders. We have a right to know 
how this system works and why we are targeted.”1 

Perhaps a more typical instance of how these 
lists operate emerges in the story of Muhammad 
Ismail, a naturalized Pakistan-born US citizen, and 
his son Jaber, a native US citizen, who had lived in 
Lodi, California and Pakistan. Their issues began 
when police arrested a man named Hamid Hayat for 
providing material support to terrorists. During one 
of many interrogations, Hayat suggested his cousin 
Jaber may have trained at jihadi camps. Though there 
was no evidence of a crime and no accusation of 
criminality, Jaber and his father were both placed on 

the No Fly List. At the Pakistan airport, on their way 
back to the US, they were informed that they could 
not board the plane. Left with little recourse, Jaber’s 
mother and sister returned to Lodi, while the men 
stayed behind to face interrogations by US federal 
agents.2 After filing complaints with the American 
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), they were only 
cleared after five months and numerous false starts, 
because, as Jeffrey Kahn observes, “Names were easy 
enough to add to the No Fly List but surprisingly 
difficult to remove.”3

Established in the wake of the September 11 
attacks, the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) 
Terrorist Screening Database (TSDB, or more 
colloquially known as the terror watchlist) contains 
an estimated 680,000 people while the No Fly List 
contains approximately 47,000 names as of 2013.4 
The former list only requires a nominee meeting 
the nebulous threshold of “reasonable suspicion,” 
which may explain why over 40% of people, or 
about 280,000 individuals, placed on the TSDB 
by organizations like the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA), Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), 
National Security Agency (NSA), and the FBI 
have “no recognized terrorist group affiliation.”5 
In addition, there is a broader database called the 
Terrorist Identities Datamart Environment (TIDE) 
that contains another 380,000 names in excess of the 
TSDB.6 Seemingly Snowden and Greenwald’s object 
of discussion in Citizenfour, TIDE is operated by the 
Directorate of Terrorist Identities (DTI), “a secretive 
and virtually unknown counterterrorism unit,” and is 
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number of false positives, enhanced screenings, and 
discrimination. Second, the contents of these lists 
and the mediatized processes that generate them are 
themselves hidden from view and operate only on 
the margins of the citizen imaginary. Furthermore, 
I examine how the act of classifying these fringe 
media as secret documents enables the Foucauldian 
notion of sorting and classifying putatively suspect 
populations and perpetuates the questionable 
practices of the Global War on Terror. By drawing 
on theoretical concepts from both media studies and 
critical security studies, I will rethink these impactful 
yet undertheorized practices.

Infringement, apprehension, and immobility

First, I suggest that we think of the watchlist as 
a medium to more fully engage its dimensions 
of dynamic mediation and interpolation. These 
databases function as media according to multiple 
senses of the word—they provide a means of taking 
action and manifesting agency, they function as an 
intervening channel through which forces act at a 
distance, and they become repositories for digitized 
information. Moreover, they are the products of a 
diverse array of communications media processes, 
including telephony, biometrics, digital media 
usage, dataveillance, algorithmic sorting, social 
networks, redaction, and classification, and media 
texts like transportation databases, news reports, 
travel documents, and federal files. The apparent 
blurring of state, commercial, and citizen practices 
and the increasing operationalization of electronic 
media that this catalog highlights should alert us to 
ongoing risks in the age of institutionalized electronic 
monitoring waged in the name of homeland security.

Conceiving of the watchlists through this 
lens also reminds us that media, as Steven Shaviro 
points out, are both symptomatic and productive. 
They are “symptomatic, in that they provide indices 
of complex social processes, which they transduce, 
condense, and rearticulate” into affective conditions, 
and “productive, so much as they participate actively 
in these processes, and help to constitute them.”14 
Therefore, the watchlists are not mere barometers of 
sociocultural values and psychic inclinations, but also 
mediate the living conditions and affective states of 
those they directly and indirectly target.

As such, these lists are both fringing—or, 

based on even lower standards of suspicion.7 
Pre-screening watchlists at airports have existed 

in the United States at least since the creation of the 
largely decentralized Computer Assisted Passenger 
Profiling System (CAPPS) in the late 1990s. At 
that point, the US government had only banned 16 
people from flying on airplanes due to connections 
with terrorism.8 However, following the security 
failure that allowed the 9/11 hijackers to board 
commercial aircrafts, the TSA shifted to the more 
expansive CAPPS II and the Aviation Security 
Screening Records (ASSR) database in 2003.9 The 
TSA took charge of coordinating this system, which 
granted the government new access to financial data 
“as well as virtually unlimited amounts of data from 
other proprietary and public sources.”10 CAPPS II 
also assigned each passenger a risk assessment score, 
a new measure to which a coalition of advocacy 
groups including the Electronic Frontier Foundation 
(EFF) and the ACLU objected. In a 2003 open 
letter to Representatives on the Select Committee 
of Homeland Security, the organizations stated, 
“CAPPS II puts the riskiest element of the program 
- the determination of risk and the construction of 
rules for conducting background checks - into the 
realm of the more secretive intelligence and law 
enforcement programs and databases.”11 They also 
questioned how passengers could challenge their 
risk assessment scores or simply learn what their 
scores were.12 Such problems endure to this day, even 
after the implementation of multiple other lists and 
programs.13  

Thus, while officials largely continue to 
credit the proliferating system of watchlists as an 
essential instrument of border securitization, their 
discourse conveniently effaces that these databases’ 
maintenance relies on an extensive network of 
surveillance, civil liberties violations, and a defense 
regime characterized by opacity, secrecy, and a lack 
of judicial or legislative oversight. In addition, they 
neglect to discuss the function creep that underlies 
these lists, as their objectives and methods expand 
beyond their original intentions and they can become 
tactical devices of retribution, bias, and intimidation. 

This article will consider terror watchlists 
as forms of fringe media and explore how they 
constitute fringe in two significant senses. First, they 
contribute to the marginalization of racial, ethnic, 
and religious groups that are subjected to an untold 
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forming a delimiting boundary around—and 
infringing—or, encroaching upon pre-established 
territories and parameters. 

Furthermore, they comprise one segment of a 
far more diffuse assemblage that I call apprehensive 
media, which enact each of the polysemic capacities of 
apprehension. Simultaneously, they collect and retain 
information; generate and negotiate sentiments like 
anxiety, paranoia, insecurity, and terror; offer ways to 
grasp information and comprehend new imaginaries; 
participate in the procedures of capturing and 
detaining bodies; and are even themselves at risk of 
being intercepted and disclosed. 

These apprehensive mediations of watchlists 
become most evident in relation to borders, where 
the lists manage the mobilities of bodies according to 
unclear and frequently arbitrary criteria. As a result, 
passengers may suddenly discover at the airport 
counter that they are not allowed to board pending 
further review or that they are indefinitely prohibited 
from flying. In one extreme case, U.S. Air Force 
veteran Steven Washburn was barred from a flight 
from the United Kingdom to the United States, 
because of his inclusion on the No Fly List. Instead, 
he underwent a trek lasting over fifty hours, flying 
from Dublin to Frankfurt to São Paulo to Lima to 
Mexico City to Ciudad Juárez, facing interrogations 
from Mexican authorities in both cities, until finally 
traveling by land to reach his home in New Mexico.15 
Never charged with any crime or told why he posed 
a threat, he was persistently detained. Consequently, 
throughout this ordeal, Washburn was both fringed 
and infringed upon.

This aggressively selective treatment ties into 
Caren Kaplan’s notion of militarized aeromobility, 
which she theorizes through the context of the 
post-9/11 moment.16 She notes that commercial 
and private planes were grounded in New York in 
the hours following the World Trade Center attacks 
while military and police forces continued to have 
access to these airspaces.17 Kaplan then connects 
the New York Police Department’s routinization of 
technologized and mediatized aerial surveillance as 
a mechanism of homeland security to the ongoing 
militarization of everyday civilian spaces.18 For her, 
this includes the management and mediation of the 
air and renders the quotidian geographies over our 
heads new battlegrounds in the War on Terror.

Drawing on Kaplan, I offer the complementary 

term of militarized immobility to understand the 
logics of watchlists. Rather than focusing on the 
ever-quickening flows of military presence and 
communication, this notion emphasizes how the 
militarized security state marshals logistical blockages, 
obstructions, and stasis against its targets. These 
forceful exertions of immobility apply control both 
at the spatial level, preventing bodies or information 
from moving freely, and at the temporal level. This 
development reflects Paul Virilio’s argument that the 
military now prioritizes the dromological rationales 
of speed and acceleration above all else.19 Thus, for a 
state to gain a strategic advantage over its adversities 
and to more rigorously control its own citizens, 
Virilio asserts that “security can henceforth be 
likened to the absence of movement.”20  

Infringing on tens of thousands of people’s right 
to travel by air and across borders becomes one key 
method of decelerating and halting movement. This 
happens at the smaller scale with delays, secondary 
inspections, and short-term detentions and wields 
severer manifestations in the form of long-term 
detentions and imprisonment. This application of 
pressure and intimidation is reinforced with the 
deployment of armed guards, interrogation rooms, 
federal agents, and threats. By barring passengers 
from boarding airplanes, sometimes with little to 
no evidence or cause, the No Fly List produces a 
substantial fringe of individuals who are no longer 
able to easily travel. This application of militarized 
immobility simultaneously blurs boundaries between 
the commercial and governmental spheres and 
between civilians, suspects, and criminals. It also 
delimits the ability of people to mobilize counter-
responses and encumbers activist movements.

More broadly, the ever-looming potentiality of 
being placed on a watchlist fringes the potentialities 
of free expression and the ability to question or 
dissent through the phenomenon known as the 
chilling effect.21 It narrows communications channels 
and media practices, and produces enclosures of 
thought both digitally and interpersonally. Because 
suspicion is boundless and amorphous in a security 
state, with the burden of proof wrongly placed upon 
the accused and no indications of which practices 
draw scrutiny, it is always safer to not articulate, 
oppose, or attract attention. 

In the interest of self-reflexivity, I will admit 
that I have even wondered if, in the process of 
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the scope and shape of public debate, rendering it 
very difficult to know how the lists operate, which 
procedures and safeguards are in place, or how to 
reform or dismantle them. Instead, the governmental 
response invokes a prototypical post-9/11 logic: to 
safeguard your freedoms, we must encroach on your 
freedoms.

Classification and Discriminatory Hierarchies
 
Lastly, I turn to the process of classification to 
consider how the organization of documents 
according to levels of restriction and access also 
produce and reinforce the classification of groups 
of people. In his 2004 study on classified material, 
Peter Galison found that the “classified universe . . . is 
certainly not smaller, and very probably much larger 
than this unclassified one.”28 Employing data from 
2001, he found 33 million classification actions that 
year and estimated that they resulted in an annual 
330 million pages occluded from public view.29 
Following the intensification of post-millennial 
state secrecy and proliferation of military and federal 
agency activities, the classified realm has most likely 
expanded exponentially since then.

In relation to the highly classified decisions that 
construct the Terrorist Screening Database, No Fly 
List, and TIDE, the federal agencies that maintain 
them rely on dataveillance, algorithmic outputs, and 
remote searchable databases and thus exemplify the 
practices that David Lyon calls social sorting. These 
processes, Lyon notes, privilege certain categories 
and groups at the populational level, while excluding 
or subordinating others. He has described social 
sorting as “the classifying drive of surveillance,” while 
observing that “[a]bstract data . . . are manipulated 
to produce profiles and risk categories in a liquid, 
networked system. The point is to plan, predict and 
prevent by classifying and assessing these profiles and 
risks.”30 Yet, such systems often neglect to account for 
the risks and threats that their own interventions can 
exert, the social biases that corrupt the collection of 
data and how they are interpreted, and the fallibility 
of predictive models.  

Based on the demographics these sorting 
procedures targets, it becomes evident that factors 
like race, religion, ethnicity, and nationality are 
too broadly and discriminatorily wielded against 
certain populations and expose people who fit 

writing this article, my online searches and public 
presentation of this material could put me at greater 
risk of being listed or scrutinized. I believe that the 
chances are minimal, given my still-low scholarly 
profile and my socially sanctioned status as white, 
American-born, middle-class, and non-religious. 
However, the fact that I have no way of knowing 
whether or not I have been placed on a watchlist 
exerts its own apprehension and anxiety. I have even 
contemplated sticking to more innocuous topics just 
in case, indicating one way in which the chilling 
effect already mediates our options and opinions. 
Thus, by self-policing and internalizing the panoptic 
regulations of the government, citizens ultimately 
facilitate the watchlists’ perpetuation. As our rights 
to privacy, security, and free expression are also 
infringed upon, our lack of mobilization in response 
makes us complicit in the maintenance of these 
fringes.

Despite these salient encroachments, the lists 
nonetheless remain on the fringe of many people’s 
consciousness. They have largely faded as an issue of 
public concern aside from the occasional news reports 
of a false positive (including numerous infants and 
children22) or an ACLU lawsuit. More recently, the 
lists regained public attention after nearly all of the 
Republican presidential candidates refused to bar 
people on the No Fly List from purchasing firearms23 
and the aftermath of the Orlando shooting tragedy 
reinvigorated the debate on gun access.24 However, 
the paucity of mainstream coverage that critically 
questions the basis and logistics of the watchlists 
itself enables Americans to forget or excuse the 
continuance of these security mechanisms.25 It further 
permits the state to make the exceptional measures 
initiated in the wake of a vulnerable political and 
affective post-attack climate a permanent or even 
expanded policies and forestalls the potential for 
challenges to such policies. When activists have filed 
Freedom of Information Act petitions to learn more 
about the watchlists, they have often been ignored 
or dismissed. Even when the ACLU succeeded in 
compelling federal agencies to turn over 300 pages 
of material, nearly all of the information was blacked 
out under the auspices of national security.26 (And to 
add insult to injury, Thomas Burke, the attorney who 
was suing the federal government in this case, later 
found his own name on the No Fly List.27) Therefore, 
these rigorous levels of secrecy and opacity fringe 
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is nothing more tentative, nothing more 
empirical (superficially, at least) than the 
process of establishing an order among 
things; nothing that demands a sharper 
eye or a surer, better-articulated language 
. . . And yet an eye not consciously 
prepared might well group together 
certain similar figures and distinguish 
between others on the basis of such and 
such a difference: in fact, there is no 
similitude and no distinction, even for 
the  wholly untrained perception, that 
is not the result of a precise operation 
and of the application of a preliminary 
criterion.35

Ultimately then, I argue that processes of 
classifying people work in tandem with the processes 
of classifying documents. Both mediate populations 
by haphazardly circumscribing freedoms and 
intruding on the living conditions and affective 
freedoms that sustain mobility and expression. These 
enmeshed systems of classification also allow both 
masses of files and humans to be sorted into categories 
that operate under the imprimaturs of scientific and 
legal authority. Yet, these putatively objective systems 
are, in fact, highly susceptible to the whims of the 
political, ideological, and sociocultural presumptions 
of their eras. Thus, in the name of promoting a 
certain version of order, which produces unjust 
hierarchies of citizenry and personhood, the US 
security state’s apprehensive practices of classification 
both fringe and infringe. They enable abuses of power 
and delimit the critical ability to review, question, 
and dissent through American exceptionalist and 
imperialist logics. They also lack oversight and 
accountability, which permits the perpetration of 
arbitrary or vindictive decisions. This system of 
marginalization will continue with precious few 
restrictions as long as these mediatized assemblages 
remain fringe media within our domestic and global 
imaginaries.

predetermined profiles to enhanced but unjustified 
scrutiny. In particular, travelers of Middle 
Eastern and North African backgrounds face 
disproportionate surveillance and searches based on 
their identities rather than conduct, partly because 
of the ways that these predictive risk assessments are 
calculated.31 However, even as individuals are placed 
at various levels of watchlists, their inability to know 
the reasons for their placement or even their statuses 
as suspects only exacerbates the social stratification 
they confront and perpetuates their categorical 
marginalization.32 

In tracing an often overlooked genealogy of racist 
practices of monitoring and tracking, particularly 
with respect to African-Americans, Simone Browne 
has connected the No Fly List to the late 18th 
century practice of recording the names of black 
people that could not leave the United States by ship. 
She pointedly refers to this historical antecedent 
as a no-sail list33 and situates it within her broader 
theoretical framework of racializing surveillance. She 
notes, “[W]hen enactments of surveillance reify 
boundaries across racial lines, thereby reifying race, 
. . . the outcome of this is often discriminatory and 
violent treatment.”34 This misguided impulse, which 
considers socially constructed categories (including 
the highly contested notions of what a “terrorist” 
looks and acts like) to be essentialist and determinant, 
is a principal engine behind the processes of profiling. 

In The Order of Things, Michel Foucault 
discusses the frequently arbitrary and inexact acts 
that constitute taxonomy. He notes the gaps that 
those who do not neatly fit into a pre-established 
category can fall into and how hybrid species trouble 
the supposed precision of scientific organization. 
Explicating the levels of mediation that preclude the 
putative objectivity of classification, he writes: 

For it is not a question of linking 
consequences, but of grouping and 
isolating, of analysing, of matching and 
pigeon-holing concrete contents; there 
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