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his own agency, his room to maneuver, which in this case included explor-
ing the possibility of shooting a man without being prosecuted or found 
guilty in a court of law. While we might of course expect a law enforcement 
professional to have an above-average awareness of what constitutes the  
legal use of force, rico’s immediate, explicit framing of the encounter in legal 
terms was striking. More broadly, it resonated strongly with how many other  
Miamians tend to draw on legal imaginaries as a main framework for inter-
preting and evaluating security practices. 

as many observers have noted, in the us and beyond, legality and  
justice do not necessarily coincide (e.g., jackson, 2015). americans who are 
formally entitled to certain rights – including rights related to protection 
– might not necessarily be able to exercise them. Many people experience  
violent actions, which the state’s legislative and judiciary branches have  
labeled “legal”, as forms of structural inequality and injustice. This dis-
juncture between legality and legitimacy instills feelings of powerlessness 
in victims, relatives, and affected communities. There have been many  
recent exemplary cases in the us in which perpetrators of lethal violence, in 
particular police officers, have been found not guilty. examples include the 
police killings of eric Garner in new York, Michael Brown jr. in Ferguson, 
Tamir rice in Cleveland, Korryn Gaines in randallstown, Walter scott in 
Charleston, and Freddie Gray in Baltimore. 

in Florida, the most infamous example in recent years was the case of 
George Zimmerman, a neighborhood watch captain who shot and killed 
Trayvon Martin, an unarmed Black teenager, in 2013. Zimmerman was 
eventually acquitted of all charges, on the basis that his actions constituted 
a form of self-defense that was justified under Florida’s stand Your Ground 
legislation. such cases illustrate that while the individuals who caused these 
deaths were not found guilty in the eyes of the law, the legal judgments  
nevertheless left many citizens with a sense of injustice and insecurity  
(jackson, 2015; Taylor, 2013; Martin, 2018; Brucato, 2015). They emphasize 
that in practice, security providers – not only the police but also neighbor-
hood watch members such as Zimmerman – often fail to protect vulnerable 
citizens, and can even be considered a source of danger and insecurity 
themselves. 

such security encounters, like rico’s encounter with the man in the park, 
also highlight two other dimensions of everyday security provision in us 
cities and beyond: the pluralization of policing and the extent to which  
security providers themselves also experience insecurity and precarious-
ness. While the state’s monopoly on the provision of security has always been 
more imagined than real, in the context of neoliberal policies, state agencies 

a  l e g a l  s h o t ?
as i accompanied rico, an officer with the Miami Police Department 
(MPD), on a ride along during his patrol, he received a request from the  
police dispatcher. a 911 call had come in from a security guard who felt 
unable to deal with an intoxicated man harassing visitors in a park in Down-
town Miami. security guards often prefer to call police officers rather than 
act on their own accord, as legally speaking the police have additional rights 
when it comes to the use of physical force. rico, another MPD officer, and i 
found the drunken man stumbling around a bench by a footpath overlook-
ing the ocean, sipping from a bottle. he was White, wearing jeans and a 
grey t-shirt, and some of his belongings were scattered in the grass around 
him. rico greeted him and asked him politely to collect his things and leave 
the park. The man appeared unresponsive to rico’s requests, but grabbed a  
rubber hammer from his backpack and began to twirl around with it, in a 
slow and uncontrolled manner. The three of us stood still as rico repeated 
his request a few more times. i did not feel threatened by the man’s behavior, 
and neither of the police officers seemed very impressed. still, the man was 
carrying a rubber hammer, an object that could be classified as a weapon. he 
was also trespassing on private property, publicly intoxicated, and ignoring 
direct instructions issued by two police officers. rico wondered out loud: 
“Can i shoot him?”

it was clear to me that rico was not actually considering taking out his 
handgun and firing it, potentially injuring or killing the drunken man. 
rather, and in light of recent debates surrounding police violence, rico was 
trying to figure out what was still legal in the given context. his question, 
and his interpretation of the scene, were motivated by a desire to understand 
the physical and emotional conditions that constituted a legitimate reason 
to shoot, a reason that could hold up in court. Carefully observing the man, 
who had begun to pack up his belongings, the two police officers concluded 
that, yes, rico could have shot the man without being found guilty in a 
court of law. eventually, the man left the park and the officers’ presence was  
required elsewhere: three skateboarding teenagers were flouting the park 
rules and ignoring the security guard’s requests to leave.

The encounter in the park speaks directly to the focus of this disserta-
tion, on the workings of citizenship and legal imaginaries in the context of 
everyday security provision. rico sought to read the threat of violence not 
only in terms of the actual risk of physical harm, but in relation to broader 
and shared understandings of the law, working out what constituted a 
weapon, legally speaking, and what rules and laws the intoxicated man was 
breaking. he drew on this legal imaginary to understand the parameters of 
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ethical and moral values than the law alone. ideas of legality and legitimacy 
become increasingly entangled, almost synonymous, and form the basis for 
acts and experiences of citizenship in Miami. i suggest that the concept of 
legal imaginaries is not only useful for understanding how citizenship is 
enacted and experienced in the empirical domain of security provision and 
privatization, and in the cultural and political context of Miami and the 
us. More broadly, this approach can help us understand how citizenship is 
reconfigured in, and contributes to, global processes of neoliberalization in 
the 21st century.

in this dissertation, i draw on and combine two existing approaches  
to citizenship: approaches that focus on the state’s formal incorporation  
of members into a political community, and those that emphasize the  
substantive distribution of actual political, cultural, and social rights and 
responsibilities amongst the members of a body politic (e.g., holston, 2008). 
Because the formal status of citizenship does not guarantee actual possession 
of and access to rights, scholars have increasingly focused on the substantive 
distribution of citizenship rights and examined how and when citizenship is 
enacted and experienced in practice (holston, 2008; isin, 2008; Lazar, 2008). 
isin and nielsen (2008) propose that we “shift focus from the institution of 
citizenship and the citizen as individual agent to acts of citizenship” (2008: 
2), and define these acts as everyday political deeds. in this dissertation, i 
combine elements from these “formal-legal” and “substantive” approaches. i 
analyze, first, how interpretations of laws and legal rights, often associated 
with the formal status of citizenship, constitute broadly shared understand-
ings of the law. second, i examine how these legal imaginaries translate to 
substantive experiences and acts of citizenship in daily life. This approach 
enables an understanding of how legal imaginaries affect the provision of 
security and the experience of citizenship in Miami’s urban environment by 
police officers, private security guards and local residents. 

The title of this dissertation, “Vigilant Citizenship”, refers to the ideal-
ized process of political subject formation in Miami. a vigilant citizen is a 
citizen who is aware of her rights. someone who has developed a heightened 
alertness of when and how these rights are violated, together with an under-
standing of how to navigate legal accountability and the responsibilities be-
stowed upon her by state and civic agencies. Vigilant citizenship is a distinct 
elaboration of a citizenship agenda, “a normative framing[s] of citizenship 
that prescribe[s] what norms, values, and behavior are appropriate for those 
claiming membership of a political community” (de Koning et al., 2015: 
121). in other words, it involves defining what “good citizenship” means. in 
this case, this normativity is informed by neoliberal ideologies and policies, 

have increasingly shifted the responsibility for safeguarding physical integ-
rity and material belongings onto citizens. in the case of Miami, security 
provision involves an increasingly diverse range of actors, from the police 
to neighborhood watch groups to private security companies. Miamians not 
only look to multiple types of security professionals, they also organize their 
own security measures, often more informally, mobilizing various weapons, 
technologies, and information to keep themselves safe. in the context of the 
ubiquity of firearms and the heated public debate surrounding the legality 
of violent security encounters, police officers and security guards often feel 
trapped between their duty to protect, the danger they face themselves, and 
the risk of prosecution and public condemnation. 

The changing governance of security – these diverse and dynamic  
relationships and interactions – influences how Miamians experience rights, 
responsibilities, and political belonging. Because of its political significance 
and widespread everyday impact, and its changing nature in terms of plu-
ralization and privatization, i focus in this dissertation on everyday security 
provision as site from which to analyze transformations in citizenship,  
defined here as membership in a political community which involves  
specific rights, responsibilities and duties (Leydet, 2017). shifts in secu-
rity provision affect political subjectivity more broadly, understood as the 
thoughts, feelings, and motivations regarding the sociopolitical system and 
distribution of power in general (e.g., strauss and Friedman, 2018). This 
dissertation seeks to contribute to theoretical discussions on citizenship, 
and more specifically political subject formation, by addressing the follow-
ing research question: how do Miamians enact and experience citizenship 
in the context of everyday security provision?

The main argument developed in this dissertation as an answer to this 
question is that legal imaginaries shape the transformation of citizenship 
in the context of reconfigured security provision. Based on the concept  
of social imaginaries and work on the imagination of social practice (e.g., 
Taylor, 2004; appadurai, 1996), i use the concept of legal imaginaries to 
refer to broadly shared understandings of the law, including its significance 
and applicability in comparison to other normative frameworks. Miamians 
experience and enact their citizenship through these understandings, which 
shape how they perceive their agency, their room to maneuver in the urban 
security environment. Throughout this dissertation, i explore how Miami-
ans develop, interpret and justify security practices on the basis of these 
legal imaginaries, based on what they believe to be legal and pertaining to 
their (constitutional) rights. i show that legality is the dominant normative 
framework in shaping security practices, prevailing those based on other 
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perspective, the state is the main actor capable of providing public services, 
such as security, to citizens who are incorporated as formal members. re-
search drawing on this approach has therefore been primarily concerned 
with how state agencies govern the inclusion and exclusion of citizens as 
formal members, and how the latter claim their rights in return (Migdal, 
2001; Milliken and Krause, 2002). 

james holston and arjun appadurai (1999) suggest supplementing this 
“formal-legal” approach by studying the substantive rights that citizens can 
actually claim and receive in everyday life: “although in theory full access to 
rights depends on membership, in practice that which constitutes citizen-
ship substantively is often independent of its formal status” (1999: 4). Many 
persons who have the formal, legal status of a citizen within a given nation-
state are excluded from enjoying the rights of citizenship and participating 
meaningfully in the body politic. such forms of substantive exclusion apply 
to those citizens who experience that their preferences are “not adequately 
embodied in the national-public sphere of rights even through the commu-
nities in which they live may overwhelmingly approve them” (ibid.). on the 
other hand, persons without a formal, legal citizenship status may in prac-
tice actually receive public services officially reserved for members only.

Both the formal-legal and substantive approach to citizenship focus 
mainly on the distribution of rights in the form of public services. Various 
scholars following a more everyday understanding of citizenship question 
this emphasis on governance and governmentality. They suggest that it is 
more meaningful to study citizenship not only through the eyes of govern-
ance actors, focusing on how citizens claim and contest public services,  
but also as a lived reality that takes shape in everyday life. Working from 
ethnographic and practice-based approaches, scholars such as engin isin 
(2008) and sian Lazar (2008) conceptualize citizenship as a process that 
consists of everyday “acts” and “experiences”. 

This means that citizenship is not a static fact, but a process of political 
subject formation and transformation, in which concrete, embodied acts 
and experiences can be identified and studied; acts that shape and reflect 
rights, responsibilities, and moments of collectivity (see also de Koning et 
al., 2015). a shift towards acts and experiences, looking beyond the govern-
ance of public services, and including both legal citizens and non-citizens, 
allows for a more thorough understanding of how and why citizenship  
becomes meaningful. in this dissertation i use the term “local residents”  
instead of “citizen” to emphasize that citizenship concerns a lived reality 
that extends beyond formal-legal citizens and the status of membership 
within a nation-state.

in which citizens are imagined as rational subjects capable of navigating 
assets and liabilities of their own accord, and therefore also individually 
culpable for insecurity, misconduct, and illegal violence. 

This dissertation is based on long-term ethnographic research in  
Miami, a city where police officers, citizens, companies, and state agencies 
rely on available legal services on a daily basis. although certain elements 
discussed in this dissertation are clearly context-specific, such as private 
gun ownership, the overarching contribution of my dissertation has ana-
lytical implications that go beyond the us. We can learn from Miami how 
legal imaginaries shape everyday security provision in a way that primarily  
benefits individuals rather than communities, emphasizes individual  
liability, and renders structural inequalities and wrongdoings less visible 
to public scrutiny. Focusing on the interplay between citizenship, security 
provision, and legal imaginaries can help us understand and address  
violent security practices and increasing forms of urban inequality, both in 
Miami and elsewhere. My analysis of Miami also draws on urban studies 
literature that challenges the core assumptions upon which urban theory is 
formulated (e.g., robinson, 2013; McFarlane, 2010). By using the work of 
scholars who base their arguments on contexts generally considered to be 
“non-Western”, this dissertation generates a more critical understanding of 
processes of individualization and alienation typically associated with the 
us context in which my research has been situated. 

in this introductory chapter, i further elaborate my main theoretical 
contributions, drawing on insights and approaches from political and legal 
anthropology to intervene in the interdisciplinary fields of citizenship stud-
ies and security studies. in the next section, i discuss my understanding of 
citizenship as a process of political subject formation and explain how legal 
imaginaries shape this process in the context of everyday security provi-
sion. next, i discuss the three main “elements” through which i analyze 
the particular ways that legal imaginaries mediate the relationship between 
citizenship and security: guns, cameras, and secrets. i go on to discuss my 
methodological approach and conclude with a brief overview of the disser-
tation structure. 

t o w a r d s  a  l e g a l  a n t h r o p o l o g y  
o f  C i t i z e n s h i p
The main aim of this dissertation is to expand existing approaches to  
citizenship studies by engaging with anthropological approaches to politics 
and the law. Political scientists in particular have framed citizenship as the 
formal membership of a nation-state and the ownership of rights. in this 
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inform how people understand the world around them. The concept of legal 
imaginaries captures the interpretation of legality, what is in accordance 
with the law, and its relation to legitimacy, broader social norms of what is 
seen as lawful and just in a given context. What is legal does not necessarily 
have to be legitimate and vice versa. ideally, legality flows from legitimacy, 
making the former an outcome and institutionalization of widely accepted 
social and ethical norms that identify and differentiate between desired and 
undesired behavior and experiences in society. in such an ideal situation, 
widespread norms and values inform what is eventually considered legal  
in a court of law, promoting a widely supported, democratic interpretation 
of justice. 

i argue that both legality and legitimacy shape acts and experiences  
of citizenship, as they inform understanding of laws and rights that make 
certain actions and relationships possible and constrain others. Because of 
its enshrinement in the us Constitution, the right to bear arms can make 
private gun ownership an act of citizenship. at the same time, citizenship 
acts and experiences also become meaningful because they speak to inter-
pretations of legitimacy: Miamians feel that owning a gun is often the “right 
thing to do” and part of their responsibility as a “citizen”. in other words, 
what persons see as “good” and “bad” in everyday life is not only shaped by 
the law, but is also informed by their more-than-legal moral compass. While 
legitimacy and legality overlap at times, they frequently do not, resulting 
in experiences of injustice for many persons. it is important to account  
for both in order to fully understand how citizenship is transformed in 
light of shifts in governance, an analysis facilitated by the concept of legal  
imaginaries. 

akin to Charles Taylor’s (2002: 106) concept of social imaginaries, legal 
imaginaries concern the expectations that people have of one another, “the 
kind of common understanding which enables us to carry out the collective 
practices that make up our social life” that are “carried in stories, images, 
stories, and legends”. People assess and justify socio-political relationships 
and daily interactions through legal imaginaries, as an important system 
of meaning. Legal imaginaries can be understood as a “background” (e.g.,  
Goffman, 1959), which reconfigures everyday acts and experiences of  
citizenship, both in public and private life. More specifically, the concept  
of legal imaginaries draws from socio-legal studies that examine the law,  
on the one hand, as an object, as something that ordinary people employ 
and look from a distance; and, on the other hand, as a frame, something  
that configures how legal professionals and others interpret situations 
(Geertz, 1983; Merry, 1990; Pirie, 2013; sarat, 1990). in The Legal Imagina-

The processual, active approach to citizenship adopted in this  
dissertation is especially relevant in light of the increasing involvement and 
responsibilization of local residents in violent and extralegal acts. Police 
shootings, riots, civil disobedience, lynching, and other forms of vigilantism 
can all be understood as ways in which ordinary people define and express 
different sorts of belonging and rights (see Goldstein, 2010; risør, 2010). 
as i explain in Chapter Three, many Miami residents consider owning,  
carrying, and using a weapon to be a fundamental aspect of what citizenship 
means in practice. in Chapter Five, i discuss how carrying a gun at a time 
and in a place where this is not legal could still be considered an act and 
experience of citizenship. a private security guard who keeps the gun on his 
ankle a secret at work believes that the circumstances in which he would use 
the gun would also legitimize his decision to carry a concealed weapon in 
the first place.

While some anthropologists have shifted away from a state-centric  
approach to citizenship, focusing on how political belonging is experienced 
and formed in everyday life outside the rubric of the state (see e.g. ong, 
2006; jaffe, 2012a; Diphoorn, 2015), the importance of the formal-legal  
dimension of citizenship may be too easily overlooked. While the (state) laws 
and rights associated with a formal-legal citizen status do not necessarily 
define the substantive outcomes in terms of everyday security provision, i 
argue that we should attend to them seriously nonetheless. The shift in focus 
within (anthropological) citizenship studies from law to everyday practice  
has sometimes tended to obscure the strong significance of the law in  
everyday life. as andreas Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos (2013: 35) notes, 
in everyday life, “even the simplest acts are controlled to a greater or lesser 
extent by some legal agreement, limitation or prescribed direction, whether 
this is in the public or private space.” i seek to reinsert a consideration of the 
legal dimension of everyday citizenship practices by focusing on what i call 
legal imaginaries. Legal imaginaries inform these practices, shaping what 
people believe to be legal and what they understand as justice, regardless 
of whether this is actually supported by the judiciary system. Through legal 
imaginaries, people define what justice means in practice, how they under-
stand their legal rights, responsibilities and duties in a given situation. This 
dissertation aims to bridge the divide between “law” and “everyday practice” 
in contemporary citizenship studies by demonstrating how understandings 
of the law shape the everyday and substantive dimensions of citizenship.
 
l e g a l  i m a g i n a r i e s
i define legal imaginaries as broadly shared understandings of the law that 
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citizenship acts and experiences not only take within the public, formal  
political sphere, but increasingly affect domestic, personal lives. under-
standing the law in concrete terms and actions, such a recognition of legal 
intimacies emphasizes that the public world of law shapes and is reshaped 
in an intimate sphere. Miamians experience legality and legitimacy on an  
intimate level, and my empirical findings illustrate how personal experiences 
and relationships are increasingly read in terms of legality, as, for example, 
security-related personal secrets become a legal concern. such an approach 
also echoes scholarly work that focuses on the sensorial aspects of citizen-
ship, and how senses constitute the political (e.g., Trnka et al., 2013). This 
dissertation is particularly concerned with how social and urban life has 
become interlaced with the law, and what kind of affective experiences this 
produces and reflects.

The analytical application of legal imaginaries seems particularly  
useful in a world where residents, state agencies, and private companies  
increasingly litigate against one another at the intersections of human 
rights, constitutional, and criminal law (von Benda-Beckmann et al., 2009; 
Donovan, 2008). as john L. Comaroff and jean Comaroff (2009) note,  
politicians and civil society organizations increasingly imagine the law as a 
magical solution to social, political, and individual problems, reflecting a 
more broader belief in the capacity of the law to establish and restore order. 
This tendency is evident in us politics, where politicians rely on litigation 
in order to have their claims supported, policies accepted, or accusations  
refuted. Franz von Benda-Beckmann, Keebet von Benda-Beckmann and 
julia eckert (2009) use the term “lawfare” to capture the shift of politics 
towards the legal courts, of democracy to law, and the transformation of 
political issues into technical-legal problems. 

in answering how legal imaginaries shape acts and experiences of citizen-
ship, i examine specific legal imaginaries that are at work locally in Miami. 
in doing so, i take into account the cultural and political context and global 
processes such as neoliberalism that produce specific legal imaginaries. in 
my case, the specific legal imaginaries that shape the acts and experiences 
of citizenship in Miami result from its broader political and geographical 
context, including processes such as individualization. But it is also formed 
by the common law tradition in the us. Characteristic of former British 
colonies, there is no comprehensive compilation of legal rules and status 
in common law. rather, legislative decisions are largely based on judicial 
decisions that have already been made in similar cases, called the precedent. 
a jury of ordinary people without legal training eventually decides on the 
facts of a case. in comparison, in the civil law tradition common in other 

tion, his critique of the law as a positivist entity, james Boyd White (1973) 
specifically addresses law students and legal professionals. White (1973: 
xiii) describes the law as “a language, by which i do not mean just a set of 
terms and locutions, but habits of mind and expectations – what might also 
be called a culture”. although his work specifically targeted those who work 
directly with the law, it was one of the first attempts to conceptualize law as 
a rhetoric through which people express meaning and structure sensibility. 

Focusing specifically on the law as a frame, legal anthropologists have 
examined how and when the law “provides a set of categories and frame-
work through which the world is interpreted” (Merry, 1990: 9), as a main 
lens through which we are “imagining the real” (Geertz, 1983: 183). Legal 
anthropologists tend to interpret the law as a system of meaning, like  
religion, art, and ideology, which goes beyond the codification of social 
norms and a mechanism for control (e.g., Fuller, 1994). in light of this, legal 
anthropologists have studied how people with different socioeconomic and 
ethnic backgrounds experience laws, judiciary agencies, relationships, and 
disputes as part of the litigation process, and how they use legal ideas to 
meet their needs. austin sarat (1990: 344), for example, states that “the legal 
consciousness of the welfare poor is […] substantially different from other 
groups in society for whom law is a less immediate and visible presence”. 

The concept of legal imaginaries expands aforementioned understand-
ings of the law and connects to the broader notion of “legal culture”. similar 
to the work of sally engle Merry’s work on this concept, this dissertation 
deals with questions of “how readily people define their problems in legal 
terms, when they turn to the law for help” (2012: 56). More specific than 
legal culture, however, legal imaginaries concern the lenses through which 
understandings of both legality and legitimacy manifest in everyday life. 
Throughout this thesis, i identify dif ferent specif ic legal imaginaries,  
related for instance, to ideas of individual responsibility, to the prioriti-
zation of judicial over other normative frameworks, and to the probabil-
ity of litigation. in addition, i seek to explain how such legal imaginaries  
are emplaced, embodied, and materialized, building on an emergent  
body of literature that examines how people sense of, employ and ref lect 
upon the law through the imagination (Fuller, 1994; Philippopoulos- 
Mihalopoulos, 2013). 

Drawing on gender studies and its attentiveness to the domestic and  
intimate dimensions of political life, the concept of legal imaginaries also 
opens up the possibility to discuss the entanglements between the public 
and private spheres. as legal imaginaries are emplaced, embodied and  
materialized, they take on an intimacy, compelling us to recognize how  
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in ways that can also contest and subvert state laws and agencies (Gold-
stein, 2010; risør, 2010). however, such act and experiences still speak to 
the importance of legality – and not legitimacy – in terms of citizenship. in 
my ethnographic exploration of how Miamians articulate and enact specific 
legal imaginaries in terms of legality and legitimacy, i discuss how they 
negotiate an individualized legal liability, how what i call “the legal gaze” 
structures security encounters, and how the legal implications of objects, 
technologies, and forms of knowledge shape their room to maneuver within 
everyday security provision.
 
V i g i l a n t  C i t i z e n s h i p
a focus on legal imaginaries can enable a better understanding of how an 
ideal type of citizenship is configured within and across different contexts. 
in the case of Miami and the us in general, i refer to this process as  
“vigilant citizenship”. Vigilant citizenship is what anouk de Koning et 
al. (2015) refer to as a citizenship agenda, a normative framework that 
“prescribe[s] relations between people and larger structures of rule and  
belonging” (2015: 1). as an ideal type of citizenship, vigilant citizenship 
entails the formation of a political subject who is imagined and expected 
to be a rational calculating subject, who is capable of making use of certain 
assets and dealing with liabilities in a highly individualized manner.  
Vigilant citizens are citizens who have a heightened sense of alertness  
regarding when and how their rights have been violated, and who take on 
the necessary duties in response. 

This normative framing of citizenship is particularly noticeable in the 
context of security, a domain characterized by “precarity”: a fleetingness of 
present conditions, a vulnerability, and the inability to predict the circum-
stances in the future (simone, 2018; simone and rao, 2012; Vigh, 2009). 
While such a condition is perhaps all too easily applied to nation-states 
characterized by an overall politically volatile situation, it is important to 
refrain from reproducing geographical hierarchies of development (han, 
2018), in which “developed countries” are less precarious than “develop-
ing countries”. indeed, security provision in the us is also directly affected 
by larger developments conceptualized under precarity, which “has come 
to signal the ways in which life and labor have transformed in an age of 
globalization” (han, 2018: 332). i use precarity to capture the conditions 
in which everyday security provision takes shape in Miami, taking into  
account the perspectives of the multiple actors involved. Police officers,  
local residents, and private security guards were subject to processes and 
conditions of individualization, informality, and vulnerability (both legal-

parts of the world, the judge is much more similar to an investigator, who 
is informed by legal scholars and professionals (The robbins Collection,  
2010). This approach to legislation suggests that legality is much more  
dependent on a specific juridical procedure (such as precedent and due  
process), rather than the result of a political or societal discussion  
surrounding notions of legitimacy.

This dissertation shows that Miami ’s legal imaginaries involve a  
relationship between legality and legitimacy in which Miamians’ moral  
epistemology has become increasingly based on legality instead of legiti-
macy. although many Miamians have been exposed to various forms of 
injustice, and might even have first-hand experience with the ambiguous 
workings of the law, they still consider legislation to be the essential basis 
for achieving a more just world. This entrenched belief in the law underlies 
a legalistic and individualistic approach to justice in Miami and the us. 
such a legal imaginary makes it difficult and to deal with issues such as 
police violence in ways that go beyond litigation. indeed, this specific legal 
imaginary relates to the more broader phenomenon of “litigiousness”, the 
inclination to litigate. 

Miamians perceive and rely on state laws as their go-to instrument 
to address many individual experiences of wrongdoing or feelings of  
inequality, a perception and practice strengthened by the presence and  
involvement of legal professionals (abogados) in daily life throughout 
the city. Drawing on legal imaginaries, Miamians claim rights and enact  
political agency, establishing a kind of (imagined) freedom from state  
interference and other government actors in their personal lives. Many  
citizens consider the law to be their best option in pursuing financial gains, 
socio-political influence, or a sense of justice after their citizenship rights 
have been violated. in overtown, Miami, residents have developed the  
concept of “winning the ghetto lottery” to ironically refer to the amount 
of money people can receive by prosecuting city officials and private  
companies who have violated their rights in one way or another. as this  
example suggests, a legal imaginary that emphasizes litigiousness can have 
an important influence in shaping interpersonal interactions and state- 
citizen relationships.

The workings of such legal imaginaries are particularly visible in the 
empirical context of security provision: people legitimize their (sometimes 
violent) practices and those of others based on what they imagine to be 
legal. how they imagine legality, however, does not necessarily correspond 
with what the state’s judicial apparatus defines as legal. indeed, as i show in 
this dissertation, legal imaginaries shape acts and experiences of citizenship 
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several government policies that promote the responsibility of citizens to 
arrange for their own security. While my use of vigilant citizenship includes 
such aspects, i mobilize this concept to refer to the institutionalization  
and normalization of practices of watchful self-protection that extend  
beyond security provision: it is a lso a broader normativity that shapes  
citizenship formation more generally.

in order to explain how legal imaginaries and vigi lant citizenship  
shape everyday security practices in Miami, this dissertation focuses 
on three distinct elements: guns, cameras, and secrets. as suggested in  
the previous section, everyday security provision often blurs the lines of 
public and private, and guns, cameras, and secrets can fruitfully be thought 
together in the terms of legal intimacies. Guns are a core element in  
security provision in Miami. Designed in a way that suggests one particular 
way of use, guns are ingrained in a material culture, but are also embedded 
in the legal framework of private gun ownership. although cameras have an 
important material dimension, it is as a technology to “make visible” that 
they are particularly relevant, and it is the legal possibilities of this capacity 
that i discuss within this research project. Like guns and cameras, secrets 
can also be owned, but they are more abstract. i refer here to the socio- 
political knowledge that can become relevant for security provision,  
especially as it shapes intimate relationships and interactions. While  
distinct, these three elements are often related. For example, cameras are 
often used to record gun violence and people keep their illegal or concealed 
gun a secret from others. 
 
a  s t o r y  o f  p r o t a g o n i s t s ,  n e i g h b o r -
h o o d s  a n d  o r g a n i z a t i o n s
This dissertation is based on eleven months of fieldwork in Miami. in  
answering my research question, i draw on the stories and experiences 
of six individual Miamians: Lux, Darius, sarah, olaf, Marcus, and Fenix.  
Centering on these six protagonists, i analyze how they enact and  
experience citizenship in the context of larger sociopolitical developments 
and security concerns, such as debates around private gun ownership, the 
pluralization and privatization of security, and the use of mobile cameras. 
While my fieldwork involved participant observation across a range of  
urban sites and with different security-related organizations, this focus on  
key interlocutors allowed me to understand how individuals experience 
and shape their room to maneuver: how they navigate laws, state agencies, 
neighbors, materiality, technology, and knowledge in Miami ’s urban  
environment. 

ly and physically). Precarity reflects the sense that what these people were 
aiming for – in my case, security – was close and achievable, “and if they 
are willing to try anything, take on any kind of debt or game, that they will 
be able to get what they want” (schiller and simone, 2015: 2). More broadly 
speaking, the concept shifts my empirical lens towards how Miamians dealt 
with the push and pull of social forces and undertook security measures and 
arrangements in light of local, national, and global developments. 

in such negotiations of precarity, my research found that Miamians 
seemed particularly concerned with working out what is legal in a given 
context, and how they can justify certain acts in legal terms. The norma-
tive framework of vigilant citizenship also emphasizes that, as citizens, 
they themselves can and should answer these questions. in other words, it 
presents individualized responsibility as the main frame through which to 
navigate legal accountability. i draw here on henrik Vigh’s (2009) concept 
of social navigation, which he uses to analyze how people respond to precar-
ity by making sense of and predicting the movement of their environment. 
“We act,” Vigh (2009: 420) explains, “adjust and attune our strategies and 
tactics in relation to the way we experience and imagine and anticipate the 
movement and influence of social forces”. similarly, Miamians navigate the 
legally relevant assets and liabilities they can identify in their surroundings, 
in order to protect themselves from, for instance, legal prosecution, or to 
explore their options to sue others. 

in connecting security provision to larger debates on precarity and  
social navigation, this dissertation also seeks to move beyond traditional  
actor-based approaches within security studies (e.g., Loader, 2000; jones 
and newburn, 2006). in analyzing how Miamians experience everyday  
security provision, i focus particularly on different forms of materiality and 
technology, expanding our focus to non-human elements. in addition, i  
emphasize that feelings of precarity are shared and widespread, and extend 
beyond security “clients” to security “providers” and “threats”. indeed, these 
roles are blurred and such feelings are not exclusive to a specific experience 
or professional status, but are part of larger societal developments. 

This emphasis on precarity a lso entails an expansion of certain  
conceptualizations of the term “vigilant”, which refer to those who  
enforce the law without the consent of the legal authorities (vigilantes), or 
the heightened level of awareness of possible dangers (vigilance). andrew 
newman (2012), for example, uses vigilant citizenship to conceptualize how 
state agencies mobilize residents of lower-income neighborhoods in Paris 
for the purpose of monitoring and controlling each other, framed as a 
form of civic engagement. sean P. hier and josh Greenberg (2012) refer to  
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(a pseudonym), which was one of the bars on ocean Drive, the main  
boulevard of Miami Beach. Darius was working for Xecurity, a private  
security company with clients all over south Beach and parts of  
Wynwood. i got to know Darius through a police officer with the Miami  
Beach Police Department (MBPD) who was an acquaintance of one of my 
academic supervisors and who used to work at happy hour. after talking 
with the happy hour’s security manager, i was allowed to hang out with the 
security guards on my own terms. Darius worked long hours, often until 
three or four in the morning. There was not much for him to do, and  
together with other security guards at happy hour, we discussed our  
professional and personal lives, body building, ate fried crickets (cheap 
and full of protein: the ideal body builder snack), and marveled at Darius’  
customized motorbike with mini batwings on the side mirrors. Most of  
the security guards were concerned with their physique, making sure 
they obtained an idealized look of someone who could physically provide  
security. i would meet Darius every one or two weeks. During these times, 
i would sit with him at the entrance to the bar, or follow him as we walked 
through or around happy hour. Through his experiences as a low-paid, 
overworked, and at times anxious security guard, Darius played a key role in 
my understanding of vigilant citizenship. his stories and behavior showed 
me how individuals in these precarious situations imagine their rights and 
responsibilities, how they relate to other security actors and citizens, and 
how they understand race, laws, and broader surveillance policies. 

sarah, an african-american woman in her mid-forties, lived in  
overtown together with her dog. she used to be a nurse, but at the time  
we met she was unemployed and receiving disability benefits because of  
leg and spine injuries . sarah lived on the ground floor of a two-story  
apartment complex, close to the iron gate where you entered the property.  
i met her during a Crime Watch meeting in overtown, where police  
officers and residents discussed crime and security arrangements in the 
neighborhood. Though she attended this meeting, sarah herself was  
critical of both police officers and her neighbors. i continued to meet  
sarah at her home, during protests, in public areas and meetings, and helped 
her out as she dealt with various issues. i learned how sarah navigated her 
daily social surroundings in overtown, in particular her relationship with 
her next-door neighbor and local police officers, and how she used secrets 
to keep herself safe.

Marcus and Fenix, both african-american men, were hairdressers in 
a barbershop in overtown. Marcus was around thirty and the owner of 
the shop, Fenix was a bit younger and had worked in the barbershop for a  

By working most intensively with these six particular individuals, i was 
able to acquire an in-depth understanding of how different professional 
and private lives are embedded in larger urban developments. all born 
and raised in Miami, the protagonists of this dissertation worked, lived, 
and spent most of their free time in the city, sometimes in close proximity  
to each other. i discuss how these protagonists experienced and provided 
security for others and for themselves, and how they navigated their rights 
and responsibilities in doing so. although they had their own ways of deal-
ing with insecurity and feelings of unsafety, they held shared interpretations 
of the law that helped me understand how and why Miamians – and perhaps 
more broadly americans – own guns, use cameras, and navigate secrecy. By 
combining the perspectives of “regular” residents, private security guards, 
and police officers, this dissertation moves beyond traditional categoriza-
tions of security provision.

Lux was an african-american police officer with the MPD, working four 
days a week in overtown and one day a week in Wynwood. i met her early 
on in my fieldwork, as the executive director of the local Business improve-
ment District (BiD) gave me a tour of the upcoming neighborhood. unlike 
other police officers, Lux seemed receptive to the idea of having me around 
during her work in Wynwood. i quickly developed a friendly relationship 
with her, and i was able to discuss a diversity of relevant subjects with her, 
including sensitive topics such as police violence and racial profiling. i met 
Lux on a regular basis during my fieldwork. Together, we walked through 
Wynwood, enjoyed the air-conditioning in her car during hot afternoons, 
and spent time together at lunch cafes and bars outside of her work hours. 
her experiences and insights were central to my understanding of the  
experiences and actions of police officers in Miami.

olaf, a White american man in his late twenties, was a musician, and my 
roommate during my fieldwork in Miami. Together with his girlfriend, he 
lived just north of Wynwood and had been looking for a roommate online. 
olaf was happy with my reply, as he had been receiving “a lot of crazy and 
weird emails.” once i moved in, olaf and i quickly became friends and i 
joined him on several occasions out in Miami. olaf considered himself to 
be part of Miami’s jewish community, like his mother and other relatives, 
and eventually moved to an area in Miami Beach known for its relative-
ly large jewish population. Living and going out with olaf and his friends  
provided me with an understanding of how they dealt with security, 
rights, and responsibilities, and allowed me to discuss and reflect on our  
differences regarding these issues. 

Darius, a Cuban-american security guard, worked at happy hour  
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also remember the neighborhood as having a vibrant past, especially  
compared to what it has become today. in the 1960s, city officials decided  
to construct an overpass of the i-95 highway directly through overtown, 
displacing thousands of local residents and disrupting local businesses 
(Connolly, 2014). 

Bordering overtown is the neighborhood of Wynwood, an increas-
ingly popular area in Miami. With its art galleries, cafes, and restaurants, 
but most importantly its street art and murals, Wynwood attracts both  
local and international visitors and ranks among Miami’s top attractions 
on various travel websites. although small, Wynwood has become a brand, 
a synonym for Miami’s “magical” transformation of empty and dead space 
into something new and exciting. Within the past decade, real estate  
developers have gentrified the neighborhood, making art galleries out of the 
warehouses where wealthy art collectors stored and displayed their posses-
sions to the public (Garcia, 2017). These collectors were a main factor in the 
neighborhood’s rapid growth, which eventually led business owners to open 
shops and restaurants in Wynwood. Today, Wynwood is known for being 
a young, energetic, and upcoming neighborhood, a place that is especially  
attractive for a younger public excited by its nightlife, dining, and shopping  
opportunities. 

Many Miamians told me that south Beach is unlike the rest of Miami. 

couple of months when we met. They also lived in the same apartment  
complex, where Marcus lived with his wife and younger son, and Fenix 
with his aunt. i met Fenix in a nearby restaurant, where i was interviewing 
another interlocutor. Fenix was interested in my research, and became  
involved in the conversation, which happened to be about gentrification in 
the neighborhood. he invited me to the barbershop, where he introduced  
me to Marcus. Both were interested in my research in Miami, and the  
barbershop became a place for me to hang out regularly. it proved to be 
an excellent place for ethnographic research: not only could Marcus  
and Fenix continue their work during our conversations, but i was also  
able to speak to a diversity of customers, most of them residents of  
the neighborhood. This was useful for understanding local experiences  
and sentiments regarding police practices, private gun ownership, the  
use of mobile cameras, and interpersonal interactions and relationships  
in overtown. eventually, i developed a good relationship with both  
Marcus and Fenix, and continued to meet with them in and outside of  
the barbershop. 

With the exception of Marcus and Fenix, none of the protagonists knew 
each other, although they might have encountered one another during work 
or in their free time. as an MPD police officer, Lux worked four days in 
overtown, where she had also seen me with Fenix outside the barbershop. 
sarah’s residence was not far from Marcus and Fenix’s workplace, and they 
could have run into each other at a store close by. Marcus and his friends 
sometimes went to south Beach, visiting bars on ocean Drive, possibly  
including the one where Darius worked as a security guard. olaf and i  
often went out for a drink in Wynwood, a neighborhood that Lux sometimes 
patrolled at night, and where Xecurity was looking to expand its business. 

although my research takes individuals rather than neighborhoods as its 
cases, my fieldwork was still limited to three very different, but geographi-
cally close and interconnected, parts of Miami: overtown, Wynwood, and 
south Beach. see Figure 1.2 for a map of my research locations.

overtown is a central ly located, low-income neighborhood close to  
Miami ’s Downtown district. it is local ly known as an impoverished,  
high-crime area, and a place where predominantly Black residents live. in 
2015, the city commissioner, Keon hardemon, summarized the dominant 
reputation of the stigmatized area in a public meeting with local residents: 
“overtown today is just a place where you can buy crack.” During the jim 
Crow era of racial apartheid, the neighborhood was known as “Colored 
Town”: a small part of Miami where Black workers and artists were required 
to live. in spite of this history of violent segregation, current residents  

Figure 1.2. Map of Miami, including locations of Wynwood, Overtown, and South Beach. 
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about future career plans as a law enforcement officer or private security 
guard. similarly, private security guards and local residents also discussed 
work-related issues, but also shared their thoughts on things they were 
struggling with at home and with friends, and on how they experienced 
larger developments in Miami. My experiences with the main security- 
related agencies offered a broader ethnographic context through which to 
understand security provision and the people involved in it.

p a r t i C i p a n t  o b s e r V a t i o n  i n  
s e C u r i t y  a g e n C i e s
one Friday night around 9pm, i entered the MBPD police station on  
Washington avenue, Miami Beach. after filling out several forms declaring 
that the police department would not in any way be legally accountable for 
any (lethal) injuries that i might sustain, i was able to pick a time and day 
for my first ride-along with a police officer. after i reported to the officer at 
the front desk, i was guided upstairs, where i waited for an officer to pick me 
up. i was greeted by several officers, who were curious who i was and why i 
wanted to join a patrol officer in Miami, so far away from home.

“europe, eh?” one police off icer summarized my response to his  
curiosity about where i l ived. “so, how do you protect yourself, when,  
you know, you’re in danger?” i had no direct answer to his question, and 
i said something along the lines of “i just hope i won’t be in the wrong  
place at the wrong time, that nobody targets me.” The officer sniffed and 
gave me a tightlipped smile. i felt naïve. “Boss,” he addressed me, “when  
i get in trouble, i have this.” he began to unbutton his shirt, revealing a 
necklace with a leather case attached to it, decorated with a large Christian 
cross. it holstered a knife. “and these,” he went on, removing another  
knife from a holster attached to his ankle, and a third from his belt. after 
returning the knives to their holsters and tidying his collar, he wished me a 
good and eventful ride-along with the patrol officer. 

This brief interaction with the MBPD officer was indicative of the  
relationships i would go on to develop with Miami ’s police off icers and  
other respondents during my f ieldwork. This was not primarily an  
interaction between a security provider and a visitor, but a conversation 
between two citizens of different nations. a conversation in which a citizen 
asked an outsider how he went about arranging his own protection, how 
he made use of the available rights and laws, and what responsibilities 
he felt. The MBPD officer wore a fully equipped tactical belt, including a 
firearm, a Taser, two additional magazines, a flashlight, and a clip that he 
used to mount his smartphone. he also had a radio that enabled him to 

officially, the neighborhood is also located in the City of Miami Beach, not 
the City of Miami. in practice, however, the two are often perceived to be 
part of one metropolitan area, even though you have to cross one of three 
causeways to get from the mainland to south Beach and vice versa. south 
Beach is the most southern part of the Miami Beach island and is primarily 
known for its nightlife, art deco architecture, entertainment, and of course, 
the beach. Drawing on widespread spatial imaginaries of south Beach,  
residents told me that the neighborhood is representative of Miami’s  
“superficial hype” and “over-the-top craziness.” as i discuss in the next 
chapter, it is also a neighborhood characterized by heavy policing. Police 
officers and private security guards constantly patrol the area, and their 
number drastically increases during certain events, such as art Basel and 
Memorial Day weekend. such moments illustrate that south Beach is not 
necessarily an exception to the power relations and practices of security 
provision seen elsewhere, and is indeed more similar to overtown and  
Wynwood than many residents would like to believe.

in seeking to answer my main research question, i adopted an ethno-
graphic approach in which i traced the individual storylines of these six 
protagonists in and across these Miami neighborhoods, and connected them 
to broader trends in security provision, self-defense, and the relevant laws 
and policies that shape the urban security context. i also became affiliated 
with police departments, civil rights organizations, neighborhood watch  
organizations, and private security companies. as i also discuss in the  
following sections, i was able to understand and contextualize these  
individuals and their storylines through numerous interactions and  
experiences with police officers, private security guards, and local residents 
in multiple situations, best conceptualized through the anthropological  
term of “deep hanging out”. Both within and beyond their working  
environment, i spoke with police officers about their professional and  
private lives. i listened to officers and security guards discuss how they  
had dealt with issues they encountered in their work, and greeted recruits 
who saluted me in the morning as i came to visit their class. i observed 
conversations and interactions between police officers as i eventually was 
able to move with relative freedom within the MPD. i spent time with  
police instructors and security guards during lunches at the police station 
and during training sessions, and frequently interacted with security  
providers in the different neighborhoods. i attended public events and  
protests where local residents encountered police officers and spoke to all  
of them. some security professionals showed me where they lived, where 
they worked off-duty (as i discuss further in Chapter Three), and talked 
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establishing a working relationship with police departments in France.  
Miami police officers were also suspicious of an external gaze, of someone 
quite literally looking over their shoulders as they worked. in one instance, 
i was observing a training class, when a police instructor explained to his 
class that “the media is doing us absolutely no favors.” soon after this class, 
i was no longer able to continue my observations as the instructor felt un-
comfortable with my presence. 

it is understandable that the presence of a researcher causes anxiety,  
regardless of one’s profession. You do not have to be a police officer to find 
it annoying when somebody asks questions about your work. however, i 
found that there was also a second factor that shaped my access to the two 
police departments: legal liability. Both the MBPD and MPD set a fixed 
number of times that i was allowed to join a patrol officer on duty. Their 
concern with liability did not automatically translate to measures directed at 
enhancing my personal safety, as i was never required to wear body armor, 
although the officer i accompanied sometimes did. officers told me that 
they expected my relatives to sue the police department should i sustain 
injuries during a patrol shift. This, they believed, was why i had been given  
a limited number of hours, why i had to sign disclaimers and waivers  
before every shift, and why the community relations sergeant had to check 
my background for criminal offences every single time i wanted to join a 
patrol officer. nevertheless, my research took place at a time when police 
departments were looking to “reinvent themselves”, as Daniel oates, Chief  
of the MBPD, told me. This meant that they were looking for a proper  
balance between transparency and the protection of sensitive information 
and police practices. i managed to benefit from this development, as i gained 
access to most of the MPD’s and MBPD’s main activities during my research. 

in addition to navigating access and authority within the police  
departments, a main concern during my fieldwork in Miami was that i 
was becoming increasingly involved with individuals and groups who held  
antagonistic beliefs. i became affiliated with the Wynwood BiD. i wore 
an official BiD shirt and helped them conduct a small survey concerning 
the safety and overall satisfaction of visitors in Wynwood, and talked to  
developers who were looking to expand their activities in the neighbor-
hood, while i also interviewed activists and joined protesters who sought 
to actively resist these processes of gentrification. i met with Marcus and 
Fenix in and outside of their barbershop, a site that Lux would drive by in 
her police car, and that i passed while doing a tour of the neighborhood 
with thirty police recruits. i sat with Darius at the entrance of the bar where 
residents of overtown sometimes came to drink. all of the main protago-

call his colleagues for back-up. Yet the officer also felt the need or desire 
to carry three additional knives for his personal protection. Because of my  
“european” background, some police officers were more willing to explain 
their perspectives to me and were more forgiving of my different interpreta-
tion of security and police work. others considered my views to be naïve, 
and saw europeans as mostly a “bunch of liberals” who did not understand 
the daily reality of security provision, especially not in the us.

i became affiliated with the two police departments in Miami with  
relative ease. Through personal contacts with the MBPD, and after  
contacting various commanding officers of the MPD, these two departments 
officially accepted me as a researcher. Many officers appeared open to the 
idea of having a researcher present, watching and talking to them during  
their work, and some even tried to involve me in their interactions with  
local residents. i was able to join patrol officers during day and night  
shifts, participate in classes with recruits, interview commanding  
officers, observe community policing projects in various neighborhoods  
and homeless outreach programs, train for sWaT swimming courses in a 
heavy suit, visit holding cells, join meetings with local residents, observe 
small-scale drug dealing on a corner while hiding in the bushes across  
the street, and participate during various other aspects of police training  
and courses for us citizens, such as crime scene investigations. in spite  
of the politically volatile times, and the increased scrutiny of police  
practices across the country, there seemed to be little hesitation to pair  
me with officers who had a reputation amongst their colleagues for  
being aggressive, a reputation that sometimes became apparent in their  
interactions with residents. 

a C C e s s  a n d  p o s i t i o n a l i t y
Throughout my research, i had to navigate relationships of authority  
and trust, and there were of course times that police off icers were  
uncomfortable with my presence. Didier Fassin (2013: 17) translates a 
quote by Christian Mouhanna (2007), a French sociologist, when he states  
that “any scrutiny or critical gaze based on in-depth knowledge of po-
lice circles represents a danger. Clearly, if the policy in force essentially  
aims not at modifying police practices but at improving the image of law 
enforcement bodies, the slightest divergence in analysis is likely to disturb 
the authorities.” especially in more volatile times, Fassin understands the 
sensitivity of this knowledge to be a key reason behind police departments’  
unwil lingness to accept the involvement of external researchers and  
journalists, and an explanation for the dif f iculties he experienced in  



36    |     Chapter 1 Citizenship and Legal imaginaries     |     37

residents were unfamiliar with qualitative research and occasionally some 
became suspicious of who i was and why i was asking certain questions. 
My name, appearance as a tall White man, and research interests combined 
made it difficult for some to categorize me and to assess my integrity. i stood 
out in most settings. except when i was with olaf, my roommate with a 
somewhat similar style and height, i always felt out of place in Miami. one 
reason for this was because my appearance was generally not as “styled” or 
“clean” as that of many other Miamians. This was partly due to my work as 
an ethnographer, which required me to be outside, often on foot in the heat 
or on my bike. The respondents i would meet or interview, in contrast, often 
worked inside, wore business attire or fashionable pants and shirts, while i 
arrived in shorts. There were several people who jokingly commented on 
this, and although it made me feel uncomfortable at times, it seemed to also 
balance the “serious” scope and aim of my research and make my respond-
ents more willing to discuss controversial issues. 

While it was understandable that not everyone would be wil ling to  
discuss sensitive issues with a relative stranger like myself, the strong legal 
culture and suspiciousness seemed to play a larger role in shaping my inter-
locutors’ responses. People were careful when engaging in certain debates 
and in verbalizing their answers. i was told that there were many private 
detectives in Miami, and that they did exactly what i was doing: asking 
questions. it took alfredo, a good friend of mine, a graduate student and a 
local resident, six months to acquire the telephone number of one of his key 
respondents. even though my appearance and position as a student allowed 
me to affiliate myself with various actors during my fieldwork, it took time 
and patience to explain my research and build relationships.

i moved around Miami by bike, and sometimes by car. Modes of  
transportation are strongly intertwined with class: pedestrians, cyclists, 
and those who rely on the city’s cumbersome public transport are generally 
of a lower socio-economic background than those who can afford to use a 
car. Miami’s car-based infrastructure and layout limit the mobility of those 
without one. While a bike proved to be essential in order to meet people 
and discover new places, at the same time it raised eyebrows. Who was this 
White man on a bike? Police officers explained to me that whenever they 
saw a White man in the streets of overtown, they generally assumed he 
was there to buy and consume illegal drugs. They told me that there was a  
high likelihood that the police would stop me – although this never  
happened in practice. some local residents also sought to point me in the 
right direction of where to buy such substances, but explained to me that 
i was safe in overtown precisely because i was White. Marcus and Fenix  

nists were aware of my involvement in different neighborhoods and with 
different groups. i did, however, try to minimize being visibly associated 
with the police in overtown, especially when a patrol officer reprimanded 
residents in a neighborhood through which i was going to bike the next 
day; the tinted windows of the police cars helped avoid some potentially 
awkward encounters. 

in addition to police departments, i contacted two private security  
companies. Xecurity, a pseudonym for the main company featured in this 
dissertation, was active in south Beach and Wynwood. i ta lked to the  
owners of both companies, visited their offices and training facilities, and 
joined a batch of guards in training at a shooting range. These experiences 
were particularly useful for contextualizing my interactions with Darius, 
a security guard employed by Xecurity. in this dissertation, i draw more 
heavily on my observations and interactions with Miami’s police officers 
than on my experiences with private security companies. This is primarily 
because of the significance of police officers in the provision of security, 
first and foremost because of their additional rights and associated socio-
political status. in Miami, only law enforcement officers such as the police 
are able to make arrests, and there are specific laws and policies supporting 
police practices. in comparison, private security guards are often unarmed, 
and only allowed to act within set, predefined boundaries. in both popular 
culture and daily work, many people do not take the presence of private 
security guards too seriously, and some mockingly call them “rent-a-cop”. 
although they dress like police officers and act like police officers, they 
clearly are not. Most of the time, they are paid minimum wage, have no 
additional benefits, and are expected to work long and tiresome shifts that 
involve few to no clear goals other than to observe and call the police in 
case of an incident. While police officers are granted additional rights to 
use violence, private security guards are not. instead, they have to rely on 
their “verbal judo” skills to make people leave the private property of their 
employer. sometimes guards incite micro-violent interactions, so that they 
will be covered by insurance. For example, Darius told me that he strives 
to push any unwanted customer outside the iron fence, the boundaries of 
the private establishment, so that any repercussions could be legally inter-
preted as an “assault”. From a legal standpoint, this would be a much better 
position for Darius should anyone want to press charges, and sue him and 
Xecurity. While such narratives relate directly to my conceptualization of 
legal imaginaries, many, if not all, Miamians are primarily concerned with 
citizen-police relationships and interactions. 

although i a lways introduced myself as a graduate student, many  
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of neoliberalization and precarity, Miamians have become primarily  
concerned with legality, the question of what is in accordance with the  
law. This means that legitimacy, the question of what should be legal, is of 
less importance. as a result, moral values and ethical codes increasingly 
become an outcome of legality rather than informing it. as i examine how 
legal imaginaries shape the ways Miamians enact and experience citizen-
ship, i look into the ways such imaginaries are emplaced, embodied and 
materialized in the form of legal intimacies. in other words, by focusing 
on guns, cameras, and secrets, i take into account citizenship in both the 
public and the private sphere, and recognize how notions of legality enter 
personal lives. 

in the next chapter, “imagining Miami”, i introduce Miami through its 
spatial imaginaries. i critical ly analyze the city’s imaginary as a utopi-
an, transnational city, an idealized perception of Miami that is reproduced 
in popular culture. i argue that this imaginary neglects structural devel-
opments that are indicative of its national context. The chapter discusses 
the privatization of security and racialized security practices, two national- 
level security trends that shape and define everyday life in the city.  
in contrasting the city’s imaginaries with key security developments, i  
contribute to literature on Miami that shifts away from an exclusive  
focus on its migrant population groups and entertainment districts,  
connecting these dimensions with other, alternative realities of what is  
often said to be a Magic City. 

in Chapters Three, Four, and Five, i discuss the “elements” of guns,  
cameras, and secrets, respectively. all of the protagonists in this disser- 
tation owned a weapon, and some of them carried one in public,  
concealed or not. Through their daily acts and experiences, as well as local 
cases of gun violence, Chapter Three, “Guns”, reflects on larger debates of 
private gun ownership, state laws, situating these in relation to theoretical 
understandings of individual agency and actor-network theory (e.g., Latour, 
1994). in the us legal system, gun ownership and use are directly affected 
by court rulings, which in turn are legal qualifications of specific security 
encounters. Because they are widely available and inextricably entangled 
with notions of rights and responsibilities, guns are important to anthropo-
logical studies of daily security provision. i suggest that Miamians enact and 
experience their citizenship in important ways through the legal framework 
of private gun ownership. in practice, people navigate their responsibilities 
as citizens by differentiating between legal, desirable, and “good” gun use on 
the one hand, and illegal, undesirable, and “bad” gun use on the other, but 
also experience difficulty in making such distinctions. While rooted in legal 

said i was seen as a potential and valuable customer, and drug dealers would 
look to protect any buyers in the neighborhood. While in practice, my  
actual behavior might counter such assumptions, my presence in all neigh-
borhoods, but particularly in overtown, was highly noticeable to both  
residents and visitors. 

My appearance as a White man also affected my relationships with my 
key interlocutors, the main protagonists of this dissertation. in particular, 
olaf and his family, and Darius appeared to feel more comfortable in  
disclosing their prejudices about, and displeasure with, Black residents. it 
was difficult for me to find a balance between distancing myself from their 
statements and stigmatizing beliefs on the one hand, while maintaining a 
good working relationship with them on the other. My appearance of course 
also shaped my interactions with Lux, sarah, Marcus, and Fenix, all Black 
Miamians. My presence not only stood out, as i explained earlier, it also  
interfered with how my relationships with these protagonists developed. 
Lux, for example, told me that she wanted to go to law school. i asked if  
she wanted to use the degree to return to the MPD afterwards, perhaps 
to apply for a higher ranking position. she was careful in formulating her  
answer. “i don’t want to offend you but… i think that would be for more 
lighter skinned people.” her words surprised me. it was late 2015 and i had 
been meeting with her on a more or less weekly basis for some six months 
and assumed she understood my interest in understanding and critiquing 
racism. i reassured her there was no way she could offend me by saying 
something like that. To me, it illustrated how difficult it was to develop 
a relationship with my protagonists in which racial inequality could be  
discussed openly. i had been meeting with Lux for quite some time, and 
still she did not feel comfortable expressing her concerns and beliefs to me. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, these interlocutors appeared to be much more will-
ing to discuss these issues with non-White residents or visitors (including a 
colleague of mine) who shared similar experiences and backgrounds. 
 
s t r u C t u r e  o f  t h e  d i s s e r t a t i o n
This dissertation asks how Miamians enact and experience citizenship in 
the context of the changing governance of security. i answer this question 
by arguing that shared understandings of the law shape such acts and  
experiences, and that these understandings can best be conceptualized as 
legal imaginaries. Legal imaginaries may involve a specific relationship  
between notions of legality and legitimacy, and i explore how such  
imaginaries inform everyday security provision. in my case, influenced  
by the ideal type of citizenship that i call “vigilant citizenship”, a product  
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beyond the us. shared understandings of the law affect governance and 
shape dimensions of citizen-state relationships, in a broad range of govern-
ment domains and political geographies. 

definitions, such ideas are also tied to racialized and shared understandings 
of when private gun ownership contributes to safety and when it does not.

in Chapter Four, “Cameras”, i address the increasing popularity of  
mobile cameras and the recording of security encounters. olaf had installed 
security cameras around our house that could be accessed online when  
he was at work. Marcus and Fenix recorded their interactions with police 
officers with a digital camera and their mobile phones. i connect these 
and other examples of everyday camera use to larger debates around police  
body cameras and videos of security encounters. i argue that it is best to 
understand camera use as a technique to make visible, and that cameras 
strengthen existing entanglements of legality and practices of visualiza-
tion, and formulate new ones, creating what i call a “legal gaze”. The legal  
gaze relates to similar constructs embedded in dominant visual cultures, 
specifically the “male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975) and the “tourist gaze” (urry, 
2002), indicating a particular, dominant way of seeing and interpreting. 
rather than necessarily preventing altercations or violent incidents, i show 
that the use of, and reliance on, cameras in the context of security endorses 
the tendency to validate interpersonal interactions in legal terms, one that 
over-exposes individual accountability and under-exposes structural causes. 

in the fifth chapter, “secrets”, i introduce secrets as an important aspect 
for understanding linkages between citizenship and security. This is partly 
because of state policies that encourage their constituents to share their  
secrets with them. While the possession of secrets is criminalized in public 
debates, it is also considered fundamental to everyday life. i study secrets  
in light of the idea of “lateral surveillance” (reeves, 2017), a concept  
referring to government attempts to mobilize citizens for a diversity of  
security-related concerns, and have them surveil each other, to look and 
disclose secrets. i argue that through such policies, state agencies seek to 
shape political subject formation at a local level. Politicians and citizens 
alike both look to navigate between a “proper” measure of privacy and  
of transparency. such navigations of citizenship rights and duties are  
individualized, fragmenting collectivities rather than supporting projects  
of shared political subjectivity.

in the conclusion, i draw together these discussions to analyze how  
legal imaginaries mediate everyday acts and experiences of citizenship and 
security provision. i combine the insights derived from the more empirical 
chapters on guns, cameras, and secrets in order to indicate in more general 
terms how vigilant citizenship is formed. This concluding chapter, titled 
“american Values?”, also suggests the ways in which the concept legal  
imaginaries might be mobilized in contexts beyond security provision and 
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Figure 2.1. “Hire Overtown, End Segregation”, March 2015.
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t a l e s  o f  m i a m i
in early 2015, i caught a first glimpse of the city that would become my new 
home. a city that i was going to explore, get to know, and make my own. i 
had never visited Miami before, and i can still feel the excitement of seeing 
the beach, the grid infrastructure of the city streets, and the condomini-
ums from my window seat. My imagination based on popular culture was 
immediately triggered and became intertwined with my immediate reality: 
i’m going to Miami. The name for a metropole with 4.1 million residents 
that consists of several different cities, including the City of Miami, Miami 
Beach, and Coral Gables, which also explains why there are different police 
departments (nijman, 2011).

if it were up to Marcus, the owner of an overtown barbershop, this  
dissertation would have been called “Beyond the Magic City”. i had asked 
him to suggest a title, and he told me that my research was about “the 
real Miami”. Marcus specifically differentiated between Miami Beach and  
overtown. in his comparison, Miami Beach, and south Beach in particular, 
represented Miami’s popular national and international image: palm trees, 
beach, art Deco style architecture, entertainment, nightlife, and expensive 
cars. a “magic city” indeed. overtown’s reputation, on the other hand, was 
that of an impoverished neighborhood with a high crime rate and intense 
police surveillance. To Marcus, Miami’s gritty side, characterized by crime  
and insecurity, tended to be overlooked compared to the city’s sites of  
luxury and entertainment. according to him, it was this “real” side that my 
research explored.

his representation of Miami as a divided city is grounded in the city’s 
racial segregation and unequal distribution of wealth amongst its residents.  
These perceptions are reflected in both popular culture and academic  
debate. in his song Hustlin’ (2006), Miami rapper rick ross explains that 
the city’s reputation as a “playboy paradise” is “just a façade: the bridge 
separates south Beach from my Miami, the real Miami.” in the correspond-
ing video clip, we see ross driving a white BMW across the bridge, leaving 
the City of Miami Beach to enter a part of the City of Miami where mostly 
Black and Latino residents engage in various kinds of business: this is where 
he “hustles”. Various TV shows, videogames, and movies have similarly used 
Miami as exotic but gritty décor, a vice-ridden city marked by crime and 
insecurity, for example, Miami Vice, CSI: Miami, Dexter, Grand Theft Auto: 
Vice City, and Scarface. academic literature has also attended to the idea 
of Miami as a classic tale of two cities. in her work on the effects of civic 
culture on public policy, juliet Gainsborough (2008: 419) suggests that “any 
discussion of Miami is really a discussion about two different Miamis”; she 

views it as a city of two wealth poles, without a significant middle class.  
Quantitative studies (e.g., Bloomberg, 2016) support the perception of  
Miami as a highly unequal city, consistently ranking the metropole as one 
of the poorest cities in the us, even as it houses some of the wealthiest  
residential enclaves in the nation. 

in addition to these tales of utopian magic and dystopian grittiness,  
local residents and academics alike see Miami as an exceptionally transna-
tional city. The vast majority of researchers who study Miami focus on how 
migrant population groups, especially Cuban-americans, have transformed 
the urban environment. authors have dubbed Miami the “capital of Latin 
america” (Portes and stepick, 1993), and the “gateway to the americas” 
(nijman, 2011). Focusing on its geographical position and migrant groups, 
these scholars point out that Miami offers exceptional business opportuni-
ties, making it unlike any other city in the us. in their view, companies 
and businesses based in Miami can tap into Latin american markets, while 
simultaneously enjoying the protected and legal environment of the us.  
in City on the Edge, Portes and stepick (1993: xi) write: “Miami is not a  
microcosm of the american city. it never was.” Based on its rapid growth  
through immigration and its spanish-speaking majority population, the  
authors depict Miami as a melting pot with a fundamentally dif ferent  
sociopolitical and cultural character than other us cities.

The f irst aim of this contextual chapter is to unpack these spatial  
imaginaries of Miami: its “magic”. i discuss the dominant imaginaries  
of Miami that circulate in popular culture and academic literature, and 
amongst local residents who engage with these imaginaries in their  
everyday lives. These imaginaries consist of ideas about the general  
characteristics that make places unique, of idealized representations of a 
certain geography, both in a negative and a positive sense (e.g., Watkins, 
2015; jaffe, 2012b; Gregory, 2004). spatial imaginaries share resemblances 
to social and legal imaginaries, all referring to broadly shared understand-
ings, of sociopolitical, cultural, and legal systems respectively. They are  
different in the sense that spatial imaginaries refer specifically to wide-
spread ideas of a space or place, such as a city, a country, or a neighborhood.  
spatial imaginaries tend to “fabricate ideas of difference” (Gregory, 2004: 
17), spaces of exception, creating binary categorizations of a space that  
belongs to “us” and a space that belongs to “them”. academics and local  
residents both represent a selective image of Miami as an exception, as  
highly distinct from other cities in the us. Their utopian and dystopian 
stories construct an exotic, divided city shaped by the unique impact of  
Miami’s migrant population groups. in other words, these imaginaries  
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against violent police actions and the penal state, often grouped together 
under the header of “Black Lives Matter”. organizations connected to this 
collective project have taken action against various forms of violence and 
inequality, including systemic racism within us police forces. in Florida, 
the local branch of the Black Lives Matter ideal and movement is cal led 
Dream Defenders, and it was founded in response to the killing of Trayvon 
Martin in 2012. Philip agnew, one of the organization’s co-founders, was 
living in Miami during the time of my research, where he organized and 
participated in multiple protests and cultural events.

i organize this discussion of the Miami context and the effects of  
national-level trends in this chapter by drawing from the experiences of 
three protagonists: Lux, Darius, and sarah. as an african-american police 
off icer, Lux sometimes felt part of a general community of security  
providers. But she also experienced increasing feelings of alienation and 
frustration, asking herself whether she was actually accepted as a full  
member of this professional community. To what extent can you feel part of 
the larger community of police officers if you disagree with some of your 
colleagues’ main perceptions and actions? Drawing on the perspective of 
Darius, an underpaid Cuban-american private security guard, i discuss the 
security practices and arrangements surrounding Memorial Day weekend. 
Throughout the year, Miami hosts many different festivities and cultural 
events, such as spring Break, art Basel, and ultra (a popular electronic  
music festival in Downtown Miami). Memorial Day weekend attracts a  
predominantly Black crowd compared to these other events, and the City 
of Miami Beach and the MBPD respond with more intrusive and extensive 
security arrangements, relying on both police officers and additional private 
security guards. Finally, the case of sarah, an african-american woman, 
illustrates an everyday reality of Miami’s racialized security practices. as a 
long-term resident of overtown, sarah saw herself as a “Towner”, but had 
conflicting feelings about her social and political allegiances. While sarah 
joined several protests against police violence and discrimination in the 
neighborhood, she found it difficult to translate these beliefs to her own 
personal life. sarah (and many others with her) struggled to reconcile her 
understandings of structural inequality and racism with dominant norms of 
individual empowerment and responsibility. 

i eventually decided against using Marcus’ suggestion for a title because 
i wanted to look beyond popular, binary imaginaries of Miami. Imagining 
Miami is a title echoing sheila Croucher’s (1997) work on ethnic politics 
in Miami. she argues that ethnic ties and ethnic tensions in the city are 
not only the result, but also part of Miami’s social, political, and economic 

reduce Miami to essentialist narratives, which are articulated in everyday 
images and language and shape urban governance. These narratives have 
skewed research towards an understanding of Miami as a transnational  
gateway and an exceptional city within the us. 

i argue that in contrast to spatial imaginaries of Miami, the city is in 
fact a rather unexceptional place – much more similar to its counterparts in 
the us than many would believe it to be. Few scholars frame Miami as a us 
city that is directly shaped by the national legislative context and political  
discourse. such a non-exceptionalist approach would involve focusing  
not just on Latino (and specif ical ly Cuban) residents, but a lso on the  
sociopolitical status and experiences of african-american and haitian-
american residents, beyond a focus on Black Miamians as victims of crime 
or supporting actors in Miami’s popular crime shows. as Mohl already  
suggested in 1989, the history of Black Miami has generally played second 
fiddle to Miami’s stories of Latin-american migration and the american 
Dream: “Black Miami was shuffled off into the shadows” (1989: 66). This 
has not changed in recent academic research (see Connolly, 2014). This 
chapter is an attempt to contribute to such a shift away from exceptionalism. 

The second aim of this chapter is to examine security trends and related 
socio-spatial inequality within the us more broadly. it thereby provides the 
national-level context for the ethnographic exploration in the next three 
chapters, each of which deals with specific elements of security provision 
in Miami. These national-level security trends increasingly shape Miami’s 
urban environment, and are a main reason why i consider the city to be  
relatively unexceptional. as in other us cities, racialized and selective  
security practices and policies strongly affect the experience of living  
and working in Miami. This does not mean that i consider Miami to be  
the same as other cities in the us – like any city, it has its own unique  
history – but studying the city from this angle does show it to be less of  
an exceptional and transnational place than academics and local residents 
have suggested so far. 

The two national-level security trends that i focus on are the  
development of public-private security partnerships and the growing  
critique of police violence and the penal state. The first trend concerns 
the ways in which public and private actors increasingly collaborate when  
responding to diverse security needs. in Miami, both public agencies 
and private companies employ police officers as well as private security  
guards. it is a common practice for business owners to pay off-duty police 
officers to provide security, a form of employment often referred to as 
“moonlighting”. The second trend concerns recent collective mobilizations 
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american and african-american population kept growing. in Miami’s  
early years, these groups made up forty percent of the city’s total  
population. While White residents relied upon them to build the city’s  
infrastructure, they also protested against the expansion of the Black  
population. Flagler eventually helped establish “Colored Town”, a specifi-
cally designed area where the city’s growing Black labor force had to live 
(Connolly, 2014; nijman, 2011). This area eventually became known as 
overtown. Miami ’s magical growth thus went hand-in-hand with racial  
segregation, a development still visible in the city today. 

in A World More Concrete, a history of real estate and racial segregation 
in south Florida, nathan B. Connolly (2014) discusses how racial apart-
heid became a sociopolitical and particularly spatial and material reality 
in Miami. in his account of Miami, Connolly (2014) does not tell a story of 
exceptional people enduring exceptional hardships in an exceptional place. 
rather, so the historian states, he “has offered a regrettably commonplace 
and unexceptional story about how people sought and used power over 
the land to make and unmake wealth, neighborhoods, and individual and  
collective identities” (ibid.: 278, emphasis in original). instead of calling 
it the “magic city”, Connolly (2014) refers to Miami as the “tragic city”. he 
argues that racial inequality and segregation were always the engine behind 
a wide variety of sociopolitical and economic developments in Miami. Thus, 
according to Connolly, Miami is a city that is not characterized by magic, 
but by the tragic displacement and exploitation of its african-american and 
Caribbean-american residents. 

Focusing on overtown in particular, Connolly (2014) discusses the  
construction of the interstate i-95 overpass in 1967. This development  
symbolized the continuous marginalization and discrimination of the  
neighborhood’s residents throughout history. The construction of the  
highway displaced over twelve thousand people and created a dark and 
empty space in the heart of overtown, transforming the neighborhood’s 
atmosphere. as a way to compensate for this dead space and utilize it for 
something positive, city commissioners opted to create a playground for  
local children beneath the overpass. on the day of the playground’s opening, 
Mayor stephen Clark reassured the audience that Miami would not sweep 
its socioeconomic problems under the rug. While spoken with likely  
unintended irony, that day below the freeway was remarkably symbolic  
for overtown. During the opening, the grass – growing in weak soil 
and sparse sunlight – was already wilting, mirroring the expectations of  
Miami’s poorer Black children who attended underfunded schools and had 
minimal access to city services. “[no one would] comment on the potential 

change. For example, she shows how the tale of the Cuban success story 
refers to Cubans as White, and contrasts them with african-americans as 
hard-working individuals who deserve their success. she notes that “tales  
of individual freedom and enterprise, or in other words, fulfilling the  
american Dream, influence the construction of social realities that are  
rooted in power and politics” (ibid.: 141). recognizing the importance 
of such imaginaries, this chapter examines how imagining Miami shapes  
everyday social and political life. My critique of the city’s popular and  
dominant imaginary, however, takes shape not through an analysis of ethnic 
politics, but through an exploration of the manifestation of two national-
level security trends. 

in the next section, i unpack Miami’s dominant imaginary. i call this 
imaginary Miami’s “magic” because the city has been dubbed “The Magic 
City” for several reasons. Most of them are intertwined with dominant  
imaginary of Miami as an exceptional city, and relate to issues of crime and 
insecurity, entertainment, individual freedom, and extraordinary growth. 
i discuss these interrelated issues through a discussion of the academic  
literature on Miami’s sociopolitical and cultural context. in the three  
sections that follow, i engage with the perspectives offered by Lux, Darius 
and sarah to address, respectively, private-public security partnerships in 
Wynwood; selective and racialized security practices during Memorial Day 
weekend; and the local manifestation of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
in the final section, i return to a reflection of what constitutes Miami’s  
magic in light of the aforementioned security trends.

u n p a C k i n g  t h e  m a g i C
Local residents, scholars, and journalists often depict Miami’s rapid growth 
since its establishment in 1896 as magical, indicating a sense of disbelief at 
how fast Miami was constructed out of thin air, from the wilderness, into 
a fully developed city. in less than six months, Miami had a newspaper, a 
bank, and several stores and churches. Writing about south Florida’s early 
development, Grunwald (2006) states that “nothing was crazier than the  
real estate market”, and that “Miami was epicenter of the insanity” (2006: 
177, 179). 

This “magic” was built and made possible by mostly Black work crews, 
who constructed a railway track from north (jacksonville) to south  
Florida (Key West) for henry Flagler’s railway company. in Flagler’s view, 
this railway track was necessary to make Miami attractive from an economic 
standpoint, which translated into the city’s rapid development (Connolly, 
2014). Because of the rising demand for cheap labor, the Caribbean- 
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also benefit from these urban development projects. 
These demands nevertheless exemplified how the structural factors  

and the distribution of power behind racial segregation and inequality 
are not directly identified as main catalysts for inequality. While specific 
urban development projects have increased and cemented Miami’s racial  
segregation and inequality, the protesters were suggesting that hiring  
overtown resident would be a step towards inclusion and ending race-based 
residential segregation. rather than contesting the development of the  
Miami World Center itself, the protesters did demanded that they be part  
of it; even if this inclusion meant no more than a temporary position as a 
construction worker or an employee in a shop earning minimum wage, or 
the provision of free Wi-Fi in the vicinity of the center (another demand 
made by the protesters). By emphasizing socioeconomic opportunities and 
urban renewal, real estate developers and city commissioners successfully 
sold the magic to local residents – the belief that an exclusive real estate  
project such as the Miami World Center can also end segregation and  
promote a more inclusive urban community . 

although the magic of Miami’s historical and contemporary urban  
development is in reality less of a fairytale and more a cautionary tale of 
exclusion, it also shows the city’s parallels with the broader us context.  
at a national level, urban development has also coincided with the  
exploitation of low-income african-american and Caribbean-american  
population groups. in spite of its “glittering reputations and its tremendous  
cultural and linguistic diversity, Greater Miami was nothing special. it  
remained as economically dependent on a white-over-black system as  
more industrialized us cities, such as Birmingham, alabama, or Chicago, 
illinois” (Connolly, 2014: 6). Beyond the us context, the case of Miami has 
helped some scholars to understand us urban apartheid as a variation of  
colonialism seen in other parts of the world (e.g., nightingale, 2012;  
Connolly, 2014). Miami’s very visible inequality and racial segregation, as 
well as its more concealed power structures, are expressions of national and 
international systems of exploitation and White supremacy. 

Miami’s rapid and sprawling urban development also speaks to another 
interpretation of the magic the city has to offer: individual freedom (see 
Croucher, 1997). Because of wider capitalistic ideals, and because home  
ownership sometimes means more than other promises of citizenship,  
many residents articulate their freedom through property ownership. This 
means that political freedom and economic independence have become 
increasingly intertwined in Miami. Black residents are no exception here:  
owning property provides a measure of individual freedom from the  

symbolism of a park that effectively rendered these kids invisible to  
travelers whisking above between the region’s airports, beaches, and  
suburbs,” Connolly (2014: 2) writes, as “the embodied future of black  
Miami looked up at a concrete sky.” Today, the space underneath the  
overpass is mostly occupied by a large homeless population, and is used 
by MPD instructors to introduce new police recruits to a part of the local 
populace they will likely encounter in their future work.

The political and commercial transactions that are part of such projects  
underlie the “magic” Miami’s economic and infrastructural growth  
throughout the twentieth century. urban development, infrastructural  
projects, and the real estate market in particular represent dramatic ways 
to discriminate against racial groups and to maintain a specific White- 
centered interpretation of Miami’s magic. a magic in which Miami is  
portrayed as america’s playground; an imaginary in which there is no  
room to discuss the ways in which Black residents are exploited through 
various projects of slum clearance, urban renewal, eminent domain, the 
construction of interstate highways, and the housing market (as sarah’s  
situation, discussed below, a lso i l lustrates). eminent domain, the  
expropriation of private property for public use, has been a particularly  
effective instrument to control the expansion of housing projects and slum 
housing in the city. as Connolly (2014: 5) explains, “When the buying 
and selling of real estate threatened to transgress the color line, or tales of  
rancid slum housing threatened to overtake the Magic City’s more favorable  
publicity, Miami’s local politicos looked to land taking as a market ‘correc-
tive’”. eminent domain, in other words, has protected white homeowners 
and contained black renters in impoverished and segregated neighborhoods. 

real estate development, the allocation of property rights, and housing 
policies such as eminent domain continue to reproduce racial segregation 
and the exploitation of Black tenants. residents of overtown have protested 
against large-scale development projects that are only accessible for more 
affluent classes. in 2015, residents organized against the development of 
the Miami World Center, a public-private space consisting of luxurious  
apartment complexes, shopping centers, and places for entertainment and 
nightlife. according to the developers, the location of the center was ideal: 
in the city that is the “gateway to the americas”, close to south Beach and 
the city’s central business district, and surrounded by the best art and  
culture Miami has to offer. it was, however, also close, if not technically 
located in, overtown. The protesters carried two large banners with them, 
on which they had written their demands: “hire overtown” and “end  
segregation” (see Figure 2.1). Local residents felt excluded and insisted they 
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jan nijman (2011) discusses the ways in which migrants have defined 
and reflected the city’s magic, its attractiveness. nijman focuses on the  
individualized experience of everyday life in the city. Based on the high 
turnover of residents, he argues that Miami is not a cohesive community, 
but that transience is the city’s defining characteristic. While the percep-
tion and lived experience of transience is perhaps particularly noticeable in 
Miami, it is also reflective of more national and even international trends. 
nijman finds evidence of this exceptional transience in everyday life, where 
sports teams have difficulties building a loyal fan base and political rallies 
and protests do not gather much support. in 2015, the walls of Marcus’  
barbershop were painted in the colors of Miami heat, the local basketball 
team, and displayed some of its most renowned players. But little under 
a year later, Marcus had completely redecorated the shop, explaining  
that the heat theme was just to attract customers when they were playing 
well. in 2006, massive immigration rallies were organized throughout the  
us, protesting the restrictive reform of immigration laws and policies. in 
Miami, the city with the largest share of immigrants in the whole country,  
the largest ral ly had only 4,000 people, compared to 500,000 in Los  
angeles. illustrating this transience and individualization in a dramatic 
fashion, nijman describes how Miami’s more affluent residents move about 
the city: from their air-conditioned homes, in their air-conditioned cars, 
to air-conditioned offices and malls. similarly, just as nijman describes for  
the 2006 immigration rallies, the anti-Trump and anti-racism protests in 
late-2016 were considerably smaller and less organized in Miami compared 
to cities elsewhere in the us.

While the above suggests that Miamians are perhaps less politically  
engaged than residents in other us cities, the city has seen several periods 
of intense political protest. in general, these protests have revolved around 
police violence, ethnic and racial tensions, and the criminalization of  
different neighborhoods in Miami, such as overtown, opa Locka, and  
Liberty City. Between 1980 and 1990, four major riots occurred in Miami, 
the first following the acquittal of four Miami-Dade police officers over the 
killing of arthur McDuffie in 1979. McDuffie died from injuries sustained 
at the hands of the four White officers, who sought to arrest the salesman 
after a car chase. During these “McDuffie riots”, police and military forces 
installed a curfew and used blockades and sniper fire to disperse crowds, 
ending the riots after three days, killing eighteen and injuring hundreds in 
the process (Croucher, 1997; stepick et al., 2003). These riots are important 
indicators of the lived experiences of police violence and inequality in  
the city, experiences not only characterized by physical violence, but 

coercive power of landlords, sometimes referred to by local residents 
as “slumlords” (Connolly, 2014: 11). a case in point is the renovated  
house of D.a. Dorsey in overtown. son of a former slave, Dorsey managed  
to educate himself and built a million-dollar real-estate fortune before 
his death in 1940. To commemorate one of the first african-american  
millionaires in Florida, the main avenue of the neighborhood, nW 3rd  
avenue, which runs alongside his former house, is also known as D.a. 
Dorsey Blvd. Currently one of overtown’s landmarks and part of its legacy, 
the Dorsey house and story illustrate to the neighborhood’s contemporary 
residents the entrenched linkages between the idealistic goals of individual 
freedom and economic independence. 

The american Dream is an idealized spatial imaginary at the national 
level that contributes to glorifying Miami’s alleged extraordinary sociopo-
litical and economic opportunities. Many Miamians consider the city to be 
exceptional compared to the us in general, a perception supported by the 
wealth and luxury displayed throughout the city. The narrative of Miami as 
a platform for social mobility has attracted migrants in every stage of the 
city’s short history. Miami has long been a destination of choice for many 
Cubans, who have been migrating to the city since the late 19th century. 
since 1980, when 125,000 Cubans and 40,000 haitians arrived in Miami 
in the span of one year, most of them as refugees, the number of residents 
with a background in Latin american countries increased considerably. The 
Latino population eventually became a majority and spanish became a main 
language used in everyday life in Miami alongside english (nijman, 2011). 

in light of the dominant migrant population groups in Miami, scholars 
have suggested that political and cultural affiliation in the city is, and always 
will be, distinct from other us cities. a key debate has been on whether 
Miami’s different population groups have established parallel governance 
structures, or have contributed to the creation of an urban “melting pot” 
(Portes and stepick, 1993). elizabeth aranda et al. (2014) suggest that Latin 
american residents primarily claim inclusion based on an urban connection 
(i.e., between a “hometown” abroad and Miami) rather than on a national 
level. They form their political identity and feelings of belonging through 
their everyday lives in Miami, as opposed to the us as a whole. The authors 
conceptualize this as lack of national-level rootedness as “translocal” citi-
zenship, which emphasizes lived conditions of citizenship that are related 
to urban environments outside the us. in doing so, they reify the idealized 
spatial imaginary and successfully marketed image of Miami as a Latin city, 
and as a safe, accommodating gateway to the americas for residents and 
business owners alike. 
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(see e.g., Goldstein, 2010). in Miami, this has been particularly visible 
in Wynwood, a popular and upcoming neighborhood for art, shopping,  
dining, and nightlife. The dramatic growth of the neighborhood’s popularity, 
which began in the early 2000s, was the direct outcome of wealthy art col-
lectors’ decision to store their collections in the relative cheap warehouses 
in the neighborhood and open local galleries (Garcia, 2017). in combination 
with successful branding strategies, art collectors caused the value of  
real estate in Wynwood to increase, attracting developers, business owners, 
and investors as a result. The directors of Wynwood’s own Business  
improvement District (BiD) looked to expand, and profit from, the neigh-
borhood’s popularity. BiDs “are public-private partnerships, in which 
property and business owners in a defined geographic area elect to make 
a collective contribution to the maintenance, development and marketing/
promotion of their commercial district” (Ward, 2007: 658). The collective 
contribution in Wynwood was, after City of Miami approval, compulsory  
for all businesses within the area. although the exact institutional  
arrangements and practices of BiDs may vary from place to place, such  
public-private partnerships have become an increasingly popular model in 
both us and non-us cities (i.e., Canada, australia, and south africa). 

Primarily concerned with urban livability, BiDs implement policies 
aimed to “revalorize city centers and downtowns, to improve the ‘business 
climate’” (Ward, 2007: 668). in Wynwood, the Wynwood BiD oversaw the 
neighborhood’s transformation from a relatively empty space with ware-
houses and poorly maintained real estate to one of Miami’s most famous 
areas in the space of a decade. real estate developers and BiD managers told 
me they envisioned Wynwood as combining elements of new York’s Lower 
east side district with a Dutch woonwijk, a place where people live and 
walk. in doing so, developers and investors also forced existing tenants and 
unwanted businesses to leave in order to make room for newer restaurants, 
galleries, amenities, and shops. The documentary “right to Wynwood” 
tells the stories of tenants who were evicted, or who could not afford the  
exponential increase in rent (Álvarez, 2013). The documentary became 
a controversial subject, and its narrative was contested by investors and  
developers, who claimed in conversations with me that Wynwood had  
always consisted of empty warehouses. 

From the start of its dramatic growth, local residents and developers 
understood Wynwood as situated in a larger area with a reputation of being 
unsafe. Located directly north of overtown, both actual incidents and any 
perception of crime were likely to halt Wynwood’s growing popularity. The 
BiD was therefore preoccupied with providing what it saw as the necessary  

also reflective of systemic and cultural violence. in 2015, a local resident  
discovered that the north Miami Beach Police had used images of Black 
men for target practice. she recognized her brother’s mug shot at a shooting 
range, as one of several pictures at which the officers had been firing.  
in response, the police chief apologized and prohibited the use of mugshots 
for future target practice (Miami herald, 2015). nevertheless, the case  
exemplifies the institutionalized racialization of security practices, which 
have to become public and labeled as acts of racism before the authorities 
consider and deal with them as such. in this example, the police department 
stopped using the mugshots for target practice only after the Miami Herald  
wrote about it. The Chief of Police told the press that he felt really bad  
about the matter, but refused to enter into dialogue with Black Lives Matter 
activists who had called for his resignation. 

in this section, i unpacked Miami’s spatial imaginary as america’s  
playground – an imaginary very distinct from the actual playground  
underneath the i-95. This imaginary, in which Miami is portrayed as an 
exotic and seductive gateway to the americas, is one of an exceptional  
place that is both accommodating to, and defined by, its migrants. a story 
that favors a Latino image over that of an african-american or haitian-
american one. This imaginary has become dominant and (re)produced by 
scholars and artists (e.g., nijman, 2011; Portes and stepick, 1993). however,  
many of the city’s social, cultural, and political features are in fact  
reflective of national trends, such as racialized security practices, spatial 
segregation, and housing policies that exploit Black tenants. Connolly  
(2014) convincingly shows that the dominant idealized representation 
of Miami as a tropical playground does not correspond with historical  
developments and a lived reality in which the importance of racial  
apartheid and exclusion are all too easily overlooked or ignored. his work 
suggests that Miami has always been less unique than many claim it to be. 
Like many other cities in the us and elsewhere, life in Miami, regardless  
of what geographical part, is shaped by national and global security trends. 
in an attempt to further our understanding of Miami beyond its magic, 
i show how public-private partnerships and racialized security practices 
characterize everyday life through individual perspectives. i begin with the 
story of Lux, the african-american police officer who worked for the MPD. 

l u x  a n d  w y n w o o d ’ s  p u b l i C - p r i V a t e 
p a r t n e r s h i p
an important recent national-level trends in security provision involves 
arrangements between public and private security providers and clients 
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their higher sociopolitical status, a status that is, in their view, more in line 
with the clientele they wish to attract. an indication of this differentiation is 
the fact that more expensive supermarkets such as Whole Foods and Publix 
use off-duty officers, while discount stores such as Target and Presidente 
hire private security guards.

During my research, Lux worked as an MPD police officer. every week, 
she worked four days in overtown as part of her regular patrol shift, and one 
day for the BiD in Wynwood. Lux generally enjoyed working in this visually 
attractive neighborhood. she considered it a welcome change to her regular 
patrol and it generated extra income. in Wynwood, she could drive or walk 
around without having to respond to the police radio and the dispatcher’s 
calls. During these off-duty days, it was mostly up to her to decide where 
she wanted to go. however, she did carry a dedicated phone with her, and 
the BiD provided the number of this mobile phone to all business owners in 
Wynwood should they want to contact a police officer in a non-emergency 
situation. a “Wynwood cop”, as off-duty police officers were called, did not 
receive many calls on this number. Lux only occasionally had to respond to 
calls concerning nuisance caused by intoxicated or homeless people in the 
neighborhood. 

Through her work as an off-duty police officer in Wynwood, Lux became 
part of a public-private security partnership that shared the ambition of  
preventing and reducing crime in the neighborhood. “Tim is entitled to make 
demands because he pays”, Lux explained to me. “so i’m basically a private 
security guard… Wait, no, that’s not what i meant.” she quickly corrected 
herself, recognizing that police officers still enjoyed a higher sociopolitical 
status and additional rights. however, the formal arrangements of off-duty 
police work blurred the boundaries. Both the MPD and the BiD suggested 
that reducing crime required both the police department and the public-
private partnership to actively collaborate and share information about  
past crimes and current and future threats. in monthly meetings, MPD  
commanding officers presented crime statistics and raised awareness 
amongst members of the audience (primarily consisting of developers,  
investors, and business owners) in terms of what made the neighborhood 
susceptible to crime. Police commanders explicitly stated that they required 
input from the Wynwood community to establish effective responses to  
various forms of crime that occurred in the neighborhood, such as armed 
robbery, burglary, vandalism, and murder. 

a main outcome of these collaborations between the BiD and the MPD 
was a specific description of people, situations, and locations, which were 
made available to local business owners and police officers. in practice, 

security services. in order to do so, the BiD collected extra taxes from  
business owners in the neighborhood, which they used to pay for collective 
services, such as a cleaning crew and security providers. one of the most 
influential real estate developers in Wynwood, a BiD board member  
himself, told me that the organization spent almost a third of its total  
budget ($700,000) on security in 2014. he wanted to increase this amount 
significantly in the coming years and aimed to invest in new surveillance 
cameras that could be operated and accessed remotely. 

an important aspect of security provision in Wynwood is the everyday 
use of off-duty police officers. off-duty officers are police officers who are 
not on patrol for the police department, but who are allocated a specific  
task while still enjoying the same rights and privileges to which they are 
entitled as a police officer. Collectives such as the BiD pay these off- 
duty police officers’ salaries indirectly, through the police department. 
at the time of my research, the department was usually paid $35 an hour 
for regular officers performing these off-duty tasks, while the presence of 
higher ranking officers (official policy when several off-duty officers were 
needed) and special circumstances (during holidays) involved an increased 
hourly rate. even though they are paid privately and are not working on 
duty for the police department, an off-duty police officer still wears their  
official uniform, carries a police-issued handgun, and drives an official  
police vehicle. in Wynwood, police officers drive around the neighborhood 
with a Wynwood BiD sticker attached to one of the side doors. The sticker 
notifies the public that these police officers work for the BiD, and that they 
are specifically (if not exclusively) concerned with any issues within the 
borders of Wynwood. Moreover, it suggests that the BiD is able to inform 
these officers of their priorities during their shift, such as what to look out 
for and where in particular. 

hiring off-duty police officers is a common practice throughout Miami 
and the us in general. While off-duty officers are more expensive, many 
clients preferred them over private security guards. This is because police 
officers enjoy more rights: they can use force more liberally and can actually 
arrest people. Tim, the managing director for the Wynwood BiD, told me 
during a tour of the neighborhood that they had decided to work with off-
duty police officers in order to “cut out the middle man.” in his experience, 
private security guards could do little more than call the police, whereas 
officers could respond immediately. Police work is, furthermore, considered 
to be more prestigious compared to the work of security guards. in general,  
wealthier companies and organizations are more likely to make use of  
off-duty police officers, because they can afford their salaries and because of 
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times after the suspect had spat in the officer’s face. This made her wonder: 
how can people still be uncritical supporters of all police practices? is police 
violence an outcome of institutionalized racism or the fault of an individual 
officer? These critical reflections on her own position and work gave rise to 
feelings of alienation. she worked together with Tim and the BiD to address 
“unwanted individuals” and “potential criminals”, which were basically  
references to residents of overtown and other nearby low-income areas.  
on the other hand, she also felt affinity with african-american and other  
Black residents, people who were considered by the larger society to be  
“not from Miami” and who were also targeted by police violence. These  
opposing affinities created a complex situation for Lux, alienating her from 
some of the ideas propagated by BiD members, while at the same time she 
had become increasingly attached to her off-duty job in the neighborhood. 

Lux’s story shows how public-private arrangements develop and work at  
a local scale, with public actors such as the MPD enacting private interests  
by enabling the hiring of off-duty police officers. such arrangements have 
further institutionalized and reproduced segregation along lines of race, 
both formally and informally. in Wynwood, business owners, restaurant  
managers, investors, police officers, and developers became part of a  
partnership that seemed to support racialized police practices almost  
unconditionally. however, while we could understand this development as 
a confirming the reality of Miami’s spatial imaginary as a divided city, Lux’s 
story nuances a binary understanding. as a police officer her everyday  
experience was occasionally contradictory. While she was affiliated with  
the MPD, she also sometimes felt alienated because of the racialized  
security practices of her colleagues, suggesting that the idea of Miami as  
a divided city is perhaps oversimplified. Lux told me that she was not alone 
in her sentiment and many of her fellow coworkers shared similar views,  
but were too afraid to speak out in fear of retaliation. i return to Lux and  
her relationship with the MPD in more detail in Chapter Five. 

This section examined the public-private partnership in Wynwood, 
showing how the collaboration between the Wynwood BiD and MPD  
police officers can perpetuate racialized security practices. Through the 
perspective of Lux, it illustrated how such partnerships manifest locally  
and are experienced individually. Focusing on contemporary urban develop-
ment (or “improvement” as the abbreviation of BiD refers to the process), i 
have suggested that the BiD is able to express corporate concerns through 
the work of police officers in Wynwood, increasingly aligning private and 
public interests, while institutionalizing and reproducing racialized security 
practices. in the next section, i continue my discussion of public-private 

Tim and an MPD sergeant informed Lux of where in the neighborhood she 
should patrol, and what kind of individuals were of concern to them. after 
somebody attempted to steal a designer handbag from a female pedestrian, 
Tim asked Lux to be present in that particular area. in one meeting just  
before the schools closed for the summer, Tim told the audience that “kids 
are going to come out, around the age of twelve, thirteen, or fourteen,  
riding around on bikes in groups between five to forty, and all dressed the 
same, like a gang.” in his perception, these kids could steal a phone or a 
purse, and when they left it would be impossible to identify who was the 
actual perpetrator. “We need to stay proactive”, he informed the Wynwood 
collective. “Trust your instincts. if something doesn’t feel right, or feels a 
little funny, call the BiD number.” as this example shows, the public-private 
partnership reproduced racialized security practices, as the BiD asked the 
community to specifically keep an eye out for certain groups that, in their 
view, came to Wynwood for the wrong reasons. 

Lux understood that security was a key concern of the BiD, and that the 
MPD looked to keep such lucrative clients satisfied. she also understood 
that working for the Wynwood BiD was a desirable position. Compared to 
more static off-duty work, such as in a supermarket or at a construction 
site, being able to walk around freely in Wynwood clearly had its perks.  
Lux was therefore worried whether Tim and her commanding officers  
were still happy with her presence and involvement. she sometimes called 
me after BiD meetings, curious to hear if anyone had made any remarks 
about her, or about anything else that could be of interest. Lux also tried  
to affiliate herself informally with the area’s many local and influential  
business owners, which was relatively easy for her. Many restaurant and  
gallery owners were happy to have a police officer around, and in  
particularly Lux, as many commented on her appearance – she was young 
and attractive. in practice, this often meant discounts and preferential  
treatment, such as skipping a line at a restaurant, which was also a  
common courtesy business owners give to police officers nationwide. one 
new restaurant owner offered Lux fifty per cent off her order if she entered 
in uniform, and twenty per cent off in plainclothes.

at the same time, Lux found it difficult to associate herself with people 
who were dedicated supporters of police practices, especially in light of the 
recent scrutiny of police violence. We watched recordings of police violence 
in Miami and elsewhere in the us on her phone together. in her discussions 
with me, she wondered out loud why officers retaliated with such aggres-
sion and sometimes lethal force. she was especially surprised when she saw 
a recording of one of her MPD colleagues hitting a handcuffed man multiple 
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guard working for Xecurity, was hired as the replacement. he worked long 
shifts at the bar, sometimes up to twelve hours straight, mostly sitting at the 
entrance. Darius explained to me that his job was similar to that of police 
officers, but just “took place in a bubble”, meaning that he was confined  
to a smaller and demarcated area. several other private security guards,  
including instructors at private security companies, also framed the work 
similar to the world of police. however, it was often very different in  
practice – private security guards did not enjoy the same sociopolitical  
status, legal rights, or financial compensation. indeed, the police officers 
with whom i became acquainted often made fun of private security guards, 
derisively calling them “mall cops”. Darius really wanted to become a  
police officer, a role that, in his view, was more valued by the wider public. 

every night, he helped the MBPD to set up lighting around the police 
towers on ocean Drive, chatting with the officers. he also bought personal  
items, such as a badge and a tactical belt, through which he sought to  
define himself as a provider of security. if a customer showed aggression  
or unwanted behavior in the bar, it was Darius’ job to get him outside of  
the bar as soon as he could without provoking the customer and inciting 
more aggression or violence. Darius called this act of talking to someone  
in order to get them to leave the bar “verbal judo”. a priority for Darius  
was to get someone to step outside. should a customer physically attack him, 
the security guard and his company could not be held liable for assault or 
battery as long as the altercation occurred outside the bar. This would be  
a different story if the struggle developed inside the bar, in which case  
the customer could potentially sue Darius and his company, creating all 
sorts of legal and possibly even financial complications for them. This  
context led Darius to assert that he would only use physical contact within 
the bar as a last resort.

although off-duty police officers were prohibited from working inside 
bars in south Beach, there was one exception: Memorial Day weekend.  
every year during the last weekend in May, Miami Beach becomes the  
stage for a diversity of festivities and celebrations. The city’s climate and 
reputation have made it an attractive place for celebrating Memorial Day 
and for many other festivities, such as spring Break, art Basel, and ultra. 
Traditionally, Memorial Day is a national holiday to commemorate those 
who have died while serving in the us armed forces. it has, however, become 
a major tourist event in Miami, and city officials expect around 200,000  
visitors over the weekend. 

Darius already disliked most south Beach visitors and made racist 
and stigmatizing comments on regular evenings. For him, Memorial Day  

partnerships in Miami, elaborating on how they can shape the ways security 
is provided and experienced. i do so through a discussion of Memorial Day 
weekend in Miami Beach, an event that produced an extraordinary amount 
of security arrangements. 

d a r i u s  a n d  r a C i a l i z e d  p o l i C i n g  o n 
m e m o r i a l  d a y  w e e k e n d
in july 2014, an off-duty police officer hired by Mango’s, a popular Miami 
Beach bar, was caught working under the influence of alcohol. security 
cameras captured the officer with his handgun in his hand, showing off 
to the bar’s customers. after eight months of internal investigation, the  
department asserted that the off-duty officer had drunk at least six glasses 
of double vodka and cranberry juice, and he was fired in 2015 (although  
the MBPD was forced to rehire him in 2016 after his lawyer successfully 
claimed wrongful termination). The Miami herald (2015) printed the  
story and images from the video, scrutinizing the officer’s actions and MBPD 
practices more generally, and questioning whether police officers should be 
able to work in bars. Daniel oates, the MBPD’s Chief of Police, took swift 
action and changed the department’s official policy: police officers would 
no longer be allowed to work off-duty inside south Beach bars.

Mango’s, and all the other south Beach bars, found themselves in need of 
alternative security providers. rather than using their own security guards, 
these businesses preferred to hire external companies. in addition to private 
security companies’ expertise, this arrangement meant that local businesses 
could avoid having to deal with legal accountability should incidents take  
place; altercations between guards and customers would be the  
responsibility of the security company and not the business itself. Many  
bars decided to hire private security guards from Xecurity, a company 
owned and managed by rick: an MBPD officer who was known in the area. 
rick told me that it had made sense for him to start a business, “[in] the 
world that i live in. My experience as a law enforcement officer gives me  
the opportunity to train my employees in a particular and proactive way: 
my guys are going to deal with a situation before it becomes a situation, 
you know what i mean?” rick suggested that with his skills as a public  
security provider, he was definitely able to educate private security guards. 
in particular, he saw his individual perception of how threatening situations 
developed as useful for training his employees to be proactive in their work.

at happy hour on ocean Drive, the same boulevard where Mango’s  
was located, the special dining area reserved for off-duty MBPD police 
officers remained empty, and Darius, a Cuban-american private security 
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weekend, also known as “urban beach weekend”, was the worst night of the 
year. More than spring Break and ultra, Memorial Day attracted a primarily 
african-american and Caribbean-american crowd. although these groups 
always seemed to be the majority of south Beach visitors, including at the 
bar where Darius worked, local residents understood Memorial Day  
weekend to be primarily for Black visitors. For many, this was also a  
reason to oppose the weekend and to criminalize those who attended, or 
warn White attendees. in 2015, when i told my roommate, olaf, that i  
was going to walk around Miami Beach during Memorial Day weekend, and 
that my parents were also coming over to visit, he laughed out loud. Like 
many other residents, he told me that he was going to stay as far away from 
the event as possible. some Miamians even choose to close their businesses 
and leave the city for a couple of days. 

Local residents, politicians, and journalists have perpetuated the  
weekend’s negative reputation by interpreting any violence that occurs  
during the weekend as a direct consequence of the visitors it attracts.  
in 2011, several MBPD officers surrounded a vehicle that had hit multiple 
cars and had come to a halt in the middle of the street. They fired  
numerous shots once the driver seemed unresponsive to their commands, 
killing him and hurting each other in the process. Many bystanders  
recorded the incident with their cameras, and even though the lethal  
violence came at the hands of MBPD police officers, the videos became a 
visual representation and reminder for local residents of what occurs during 
Memorial Day weekend in south Beach. 

in light of such racialized interpretations, the City of Miami Beach 
and the MBPD prepare well in advance for the weekend. a wide range  
of organizations pass on information to local residents: universities notify 
their students by mail of upcoming arrangements, and news websites update 
their readers on the latest security developments and potential concerns.  
in the runup to the 2015 Memorial Day weekend, a major issue for the  
authorities was how to prevent people with an arrest warrant or with a  
stolen vehicle from entering Miami Beach during the weekend. Police  
officers therefore prioritized controlling and redirecting traffic during the 
festivities. as a result, arriving by car from the City of Miami (and there was 
no alternative) became both nearly impossible and very expensive (parking 
lots easily charged customers $100 per day). The MBPD closed multiple 
lanes, reducing the traffic to one lane where they could check every single 
car waiting to go through. This resulted in a line of cars that covered the 
whole causeway to Miami Beach and began more than five kilometers away, 
all the way in Downtown Miami. 

Figure 2.2. Memorial Day weekend 2015 traffic and security pattern, May 2015. Source: City of 
Miami Beach.
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close for the weekend. in his view, it was too great of a risk, and indeed he 
mentioned the 2011 shooting in support of his opinion of the crowd that 
came to celebrate. in addition, he also had a hidden weapon on him, a secret 
way of protecting himself during the weekend that i discuss in more detail 
in Chapter Five. 

Memorial Day weekend illustrates how Miami Beach’s reputation as a 
paradise was easily transformed into a narrative of a war zone occupied  
by foreign forces – a state of exception. Miami’s idealized imaginary as a 
utopian city relies not only on the environment itself; it differs according 
to the perception of which racial groups are present at a given time. During 
Memorial Day weekend, these are primarily african-americans and  
haitian-americans, a presence that in the eyes of the authorities require 
extraordinary security practices, with City of Miami Beach hiring private 
security guards and assembling police officers from all around Miami in  
order to match the perceived security threat. The 2015 weekend, was  
however, very peaceful and energetic. Many visitors wanted to take a photo 
with the MBPD police officers parked underneath the palm trees of ocean 
Drive, most of whom willingly obliged. Luckily, there were no civil or  
human rights violations for the aCLu to witness either. Perhaps Miami’s 
idealized stories may yet develop into more inclusive spatial imaginaries.

s a r a h ,  d r e a m  d e f e n d e r s  a n d  t h e  
C r i t i q u e  o f  p o l i C e  V i o l e n C e
“Currently, there are more Black people in prison than captured during 
slavery!”, the human rights lawyer proclaimed in her opening statement. 
she was the first to speak during a meeting in March 2015 on penal state 
practices and police violence in overtown, in a packed conference room of 
the Black Police Precinct and Courthouse Museum. The building had once 
served as the first Black police station in Miami, a station where only Black 
police officers worked. The building was later renovated and turned into a 
historical museum showcasing what police work entailed for Black officers 
at the time. That night, various politicians, residents, police officers, and 
activists from all over Miami, including Trayvon Martin’s uncle, had come 
together to discuss their perspectives on, and experiences with, crime and 
violence in their everyday lives.

sarah also attended that night’s meeting, and like many others in the  
audience, she shifted between two broader perspectives. Many seemed to 
agree that racialized and systemic violence was a real concern. referencing 
several recent cases of police violence in the us, it was clear that nobody 
understood Miami to be different, and some had their own experiences of  

Various agencies and organizations in Miami distributed a map (Figure 
2.2) in preparation for the weekend. i received mine by mail through the 
university of Miami, while other residents received it from their employer 
or public agencies that they were affiliated with. The map shows what  
security measures the local authorities had implemented. it illustrates how 
traffic was redirected (black arrows), and the location of the license plate 
reader (black circle) and roadblocks (red crosses). it also shows the posi-
tion of security guards (light blue triangle) and the number of police of-
ficers permanently stationed at night (blue circle). as the map illustrates, 
there were police officers and security guards on almost every corner, and 
watch towers and light towers installed alongside the boulevard, including  
in front of Darius’ bar. The security practices during the weekend bore  
similarities to those of a military operation; there was even an MBPD  
“mobile command center” (a large camper van with a satellite communi-
cation system) stationed on a corner on ocean Drive, and police officers 
used the naTo alphabet to refer to the weekend, calling it “alpha Bravo” 
time. normally, the police officers’ regular work days were divided into 
three shifts, a, B, and C, with each shift consisting of ten hours. During the  
Memorial Day weekend, however, the day was divided into two shifts, which 
meant that officers had to work for twelve hours straight. although nobody 
was allowed to take the day off, the MBPD still did not have enough police 
officers to fulfill the necessary roles and positions during the weekend, and 
had to hire police officers from other nearby departments to patrol Miami 
Beach as well.

During this Memorial Day weekend, i walked around with the american 
Civil Liberties union (aCLu), a national human rights organization. Volun-
teers from the organization joined the festivities and looked to make contact 
with security providers. should any violent incidents occur (with a focus on 
police violence), these volunteers were there to witness violations of human 
rights. armed with a mobile phone with a camera and the aCLu app, with 
which i could immediately upload any footage of a violent encounter to the 
organization, i joined several volunteers on Friday night. 

as i walked past the bar where Darius worked, i saw him sitting behind 
an officer who was checking the identification cards of customers waiting 
in line. This was usually his job, but since extraordinary security measures 
had been implemented for the Memorial Day weekend, he was relegated 
to the role of backup security provider. it was busy and there was no way i 
could get through the crowd and talk to him, but i met up with him shortly 
afterwards. still exhausted, Darius told me how scared he had been, and 
that he understood why several other bars and restaurants had decided to 
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police violence to share. The lawyer informed the audience of the  
disproportionate incarceration rates of african-americans compared to 
other racial groups (see also Garland, 2001; Goffman, 2009). The issue of 
the “school-to-prison pipeline” was discussed, with many recognizing how 
a negative relationship with law enforcement could begin at a young age. 

on the other hand, certain members of the audience remarked that 
violence, both police violence and “Black on Black crime”, was often the 
outcome of individual behavior. a woman explained that her sons never 
dressed in a certain stereotypical way: “My boys never drop their pants!” 
another man followed up: “My grandson is going to harvard!” These two 
attendees implied that it was up to individuals to make sure their children 
did not become victims of violence, in all its forms. Their statements  
suggested that victimization was a choice, not a predetermined outcome.  
By dressing in a more “respectful” manner, by listening to the authorities, 
and by studying hard, some people present sought to suggest that Black  
children did not have to become over-represented in crime statistics. one 
attendee argued that as a predominantly african-american community, 
they had to overcome the image of slaves, to change their perspectives and 
attitudes, and fix their “identity crisis”.

sarah also had a son, who was living with his father just outside of  
Miami. she expressed her concerns when she told me that he wanted to be a 
gangster, that he also wanted to wear his pants low so that his underwear was 
visible. speaking to me after the meeting, sarah wondered to what extent 
she was able to keep him safe, and to what extent his future had already been 
decided by forces that profit from Black children’s failures. at the time she 
was living in a small ground-floor apartment with a burned-out kitchen.  
an accidental fire had blackened large parts of the wall behind the stove,  
and the whole apartment smelled like soot. as the “slumlord” of her  
apartment complex seemed indifferent to her requests, sarah was doing  
everything she could to find the right attorneys and city planners in order  
to “ f ight those who violated my rights.” in late 2015, af ter several  
physically and emotionally exhausting months, she found a completely  
renovated apartment in overtown. although she had a rough time during  
these months, her efforts also made her increasingly aware of several  
systemic inequalities that she, and other residents of overtown, had to  
deal with. it was also during this time that she became more affiliated with 
organizations addressing various civil rights issues, such as the Miami 
Workers Center, the Power for u Center, and Dream Defenders.

Dream Defenders consisted of a group of young residents advocating 
the Black Lives Matter ideal in Miami. During my time in the city, they  

organized several meetings, protests, and events in order to address a variety 
of different issues, but mostly focused on police violence and racialized  
security practices. one of the co-founders, Philip agnew, told me that their 
main concern was not necessarily police violence in itself, but the broader 
culture in which self-defense, violence, and racism had become intertwined 
and enacted, and were considered acceptable by local and national authori-
ties. he specifically used the term “deputized citizens” to refer to the ways in 
which citizens in Florida are endowed with the legal right to use lethal force, 
through private gun ownership and Florida’s stand Your Ground law (see 
Chapter Three). in his view, this had promoted a culture in which violence 
against Black residents was acceptable. as a response, Dream Defenders was 
a local initiative connecting to the national-level trend of protest against the 
penal state and police violence. in agnew’s words, the organization sought 
to “defend a life in the city that is not White.” 

although Black Lives Matter is a national-level ideal and movement,  
it is also rooted in the specific context of Miami. Dream Defenders organ-
ized around both national and local urban issues, mostly involving state 
violence, such as police violence. Following the lack of indictments in the 
police killings of Mike Brown in Ferguson and eric Garner in new York in 
2014, Dream Defenders organized a protest on the i-95 highway, blocking  
traffic in both directions after a busy art Basel. During these protests,  
the crowd used slogans such as “i can’t breathe” and “shut it down”, by 
then well-known expressions used by movements against police violence 
throughout the us. in addition to Garner and Brown, protesters also  
referred to local cases, such as the deaths of israel “reefa” hernandez and 
Delbert “Demz” rodriguez, two graffiti artists who had died at the hands of 
police officers in Miami Beach and Wynwood, respectively. These combined 
references exemplify how protests in Miami relate to and combine issues at 
different geographical scales, and highlight how local violence is interpreted 
through a national frame. a painted tombstone on one of Wynwood’s murals 
is a key illustration of this insertion of Miami into national narrative and 
vice versa, displaying the names of Trayvon Martin, Mike Brown, Demz, 
and reefa (see Figure 2.3): local and national victims of public and private 
security providers, united in their memorialization. 

For sarah, the Dream Defenders collective was a source of support  
during difficult times in her life. even though the protests in Miami did 
not attract as many people as in other us cities, and were often loosely  
organized around different, though related, issues, they nevertheless  
provided sarah with a more thorough understanding of how structural  
inequality and systemic violence had manifested in her everyday life, while 
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m i a m i  a s  t r a g i C ?
as i have argued in this contextual chapter, in which i have discussed both 
historical and contemporary sociopolitical developments in Miami, the city 
may be much less unique than many residents and academics would like to 
believe. Focusing on its transnational ties and Latin american character, 
scholars have tended to reproduce the idea of a culturally rich, diverse city, 
one that is unlike any other in the us. indeed, spanish is a dominant, if 
not the main, language used in Miami. The city has both been praised and 
criticized for its Latino influence, and it has become an important site for 
a variety of Latin american festivals, such as Cinco de Mayo. Yet there are 
many other us cities shaped and defined by migration, and Miami’s trans-
national linkages do not make it is a singular place that is unaffected by its 
national context.

in this chapter, i have attempted to advance understandings of Miami by 
focusing on how national-level security trends manifest locally, at an urban 
scale, and how they are experienced by differently positioned residents 
in everyday life. The public-private security arrangements in Wynwood 
and the securitization of Memorial Day weekend both reflect broader us  
developments of privatization and racialized security practices. in response, 
Dream Defenders rally support and organize protests in spaces that embody  
Miami’s racial inequality and segregation, such as the i-95 and the  
government center named after stephen Clark. Miamians have come to  
understand security and violence in their city by connecting different  
geographical scales: protesters organized around the deaths of both 
Demz, a local graffiti artist, and Mike Brown, who was killed in Ferguson,  
Missouri, and who became a symbol of systemic state violence against  
african-americans throughout the us. Miami’s racial inequality, segrega-
tion, and selective security practices reflect endemic national systems of 
White supremacy and apartheid, and are not an isolated issue or even a 
particularly urban problem.

in the end, Marcus was correct in saying that my dissertation sought  
to focus on the “real Miami”, but not because i did research in places such 
as overtown, which belied the city’s dominant spatial imaginary of tropical 
magic. in the real Miami, the magic and the tragic do not map neatly  
onto distinct urban spaces. You do not have to cross the bridge to the  
City of Miami to experience the “real Miami”, as the local rapper rick  
ross suggested: you can also try to cross the bridge to south Beach as an 
african-american on the last weekend of May. unlike any other event,  
Memorial Day weekend shows how easily the idea of Miami Beach as a  
paradise can be transformed into the idea of a dangerous area, a state of 

uniting her with others who had similar experiences. in the discussions that 
were held during the evening in the Black Police Precinct and Courthouse 
Museum, mentioned above, residents were torn between solutions based  
either on individual or structural changes. Dream Defenders in general have 
been working to break this impasse, to voice local issues and connect them 
with national-level trends, and to show that although many understand  
Miami to be an exception, Miamians are not alone in the problems they face. 

in late 2015, Dream Defenders organized a rally in front of the stephen 
P. Clark Government Center – named after the mayor who had officially 
opened the children’s playground underneath i-95. i joined sarah and the 
protesters, dressed in T-shirts that read “hire overtown”, as they entered the 
government building to make their demands known to city officials inside. 
although some had entered an office and refused to leave despite repeated 
requests by police officers and security guards who had followed us inside, it 
remained a peaceful event. Most officers who were called to provide backup, 
including rico (the officer i had joined on ride-alongs, see the introduction 
of this dissertation), did not feel that they had to intervene physically. i had 
never seen sarah so filled with energy and so happy as she kept on making 
new posters with different texts, before finally deciding on the one that she 
would take with her to the protest. it read: “We are one.”

Figure 2.3. Demz, Reefa, Trayvon Martin, and M. Brown on a mural tombstone in Wynwood, 
April 2015.
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exception, perhaps even temporarily similar to that of the “ghetto” (jaffe, 
2012b). a place that, in the eyes of city officials and MBPD police officers, 
suddenly requires heavy policing and extraordinary security measures.  
idealized spatial imaginaries are not necessarily fixed to a specific place, but 
can be selectively applied based on widespread normative beliefs of what 
utopian and dystopian places look like.

Through the lived experiences of Lux, Darius, and sarah, i have sought 
to nuance the dominant imaginary of Miami as an utopian place, in which 
crime and inequality only play a marginal role, or are used in popular  
culture to frame the city as more attractive and exceptional. as several  
commentators have suggested, including rapper rick ross and Connolly 
(2014), there is much to be considered as “tragic” beyond Miami’s super-
ficial magic. indeed, Miami is a rather unexceptional city, characterized by 
segregation and exclusion reminiscent of racial apartheid and its systemic  
violence. This chapter has sought to contribute to unpacking Miami’s  
imaginary by discussing national-level security trends and examining the 
ways they manifest locally and are experienced individually. While my  
findings critique the idea of a magic city, i want to be careful in using  
the opposite frame of tragedy. While there are many reasons to refer to  
Miami as a “tragic” city, the stories of my protagonists also convey hope, 
for the development of a more inclusive city and for better lives for an  
increasing number of Miamians. in light of sarah’s experiences and those  
of others, characterizing Miami along binary terms as either magic nor  
tragedy also reduces the lives of its residents to a one dimensional  
experience. in the chapters that follow, i show how my Miamian interlocu-
tors sought to avoid tragedy and asserted hope through their engagement 
with guns, cameras, and secrets. i analyze their engagement with these  
three main elements through the idea of vigilant citizenship, of a normative 
agenda in which self-defense, vigilance, and violence have become central to 
what citizenship means in practice. 



Chapter 3

•

g u n s

Figure 3.1. Street in the neighborhood where Olaf and I lived in 2015, February 2015.
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t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  s h o t g u n
a couple of days after i arrived in Miami, my roommate olaf showed me the 
shotgun he owned. he kept the remington 12-gauge pump-action shotgun  
stored in its original carton box under the king-sized bed he and his  
girlfriend slept in. olaf also kept it loaded. The only thing you had to do 
was load the shell into the chamber by pumping the handle on the bottom.  
olaf was not particularly fond of guns, or weapons in general for that  
matter. however, he told me, he had chosen to buy and own a shotgun  
because of the sound, the famous “click-clack” that you hear when you load 
a shell into the chamber. he believed that the sound by itself would already 
be enough to scare off any perceived threats, so he would not actually have 
to shoot anyone. 

one night in april 2015, olaf came home late and took out the garbage 
to be collected the next morning. he opened the electric fence in our front 
yard and drove the Mini Cooper his girlfriend had recently bought onto the 
street to make room for the container to roll through. olaf parked the car 
in the middle of the street and walked back towards the house to grab the 
container, leaving the engine running. The moment he turned his back, a 
man quickly walked over to the Mini, entered it, and began to drive away 
with the door still open. olaf ran towards his girlfriend’s car, shouted, and 
was able to pull the driver by his leg, but immediately let him go. he realized 
there was no way of knowing whether the man was armed, and the car was 
not worth risking physical injury, let alone death. as he saw the car making 
a turn towards the main road, a white van that had been parked across the 
intersection also took off in the same direction as the Mini.

olaf stormed back into the house, called 911, and knocked repeatedly 
on my door. We waited for the police together as he told me what had  
happened. The car was worth a lot of money, and his relationship with 
his girlfriend (who was at Coachella, a music festival in California, at the 
time) was already strained. a stolen Mini was not going to make things any  
better in the near future. it was a long and frustrating night for my room-
mate. one of the MPD officers who had responded to his call leaned back 
against the police car and rested his hands on his belt. he told olaf that  
either they would find the car quickly, or it was unlikely that it would ever 
be recovered. “What can i say? it’s Miami, man”, the police officer explained 
to olaf. By this, he meant that such incidents “just happened” in the city, 
and that there was only so much anyone could do about it. it was a risk you 
had to accept when living there. olaf was also disappointed by our neigh-
bors’ response, who did not seem to care much about what had happened 
either. Together with the lackluster performance of the MPD, this made him 

feel suddenly uncomfortable about living in the neighborhood. he recalled 
how his family, who lived in Miami Beach, had warned him about moving to 
this part of the city. had it been a mistake to ignore their advice?

Most of olaf ’s friends and family members owned and carried a gun.  
after hearing about the incident with the Mini, olaf ’s personal trainer  
began to carry his loaded handgun at the top of his equipment bag when he 
came to our house. some of olaf ’s friends told him that they would have 
shot the man for sure. olaf, however, told me that he was happy that he had 
not been carrying a gun at the time the man drove away in the Mini – he 
was afraid that he would have actually shot him, and doubted whether it was 
worth hurting or even killing someone over a car. 

This story illustrates how private gun ownership shapes practices and 
understandings of security provision and particularly self-defense. in a 
way, olaf ’s experience bears similarities to the opening vignette of the first 
chapter, in which MPD police officer rico questioned whether it would 
be legal for him to use lethal force. not because olaf was a police officer, 
but because the law entitled him to own and use a gun. Because private  
gun ownership is legal in Miami – as in all of the us – olaf could purchase  
and own a shotgun in order to protect himself, his girlfriend, and his  
belongings. The law allowed him to use or threaten to use lethal force when 
faced with imminent danger. his shotgun transformed my roommate into 
a “first responder”: olaf would not be forced to wait for the MPD to come 
to his aid, he could intervene in a dangerous situation himself. Yet olaf 
wondered when and how he could use the weapon in a way that was both 
ethically and legally justifiable. 

This chapter discusses how guns shape everyday security provision in 
Miami, and what guns mean in terms of how Miamians enact and experi-
ence citizenship. in my analysis, i emphasize that shared understandings of 
the law, which i call legal imaginaries, make the gun meaningful in daily life 
in ways that go beyond its material implications and cultural associations. 
since private gun ownership is legal in the us, i am particularly interested 
in how Miamians experience and enact citizenship in light of this right.  
The main part of this chapter is therefore concerned with how Miamians 
enact and experience citizenship through the legal framework of private gun 
ownership. 

Private gun ownership is accompanied by expectations that transform 
the idea of gun rights into a duty to carry or use a gun. Widely circulating  
interpretations of the us constitution and of Florida state laws, such as  
the stand Your Ground law, not only legalize but also encourage private  
gun ownership and armed self-defense. Miamians who might not feel  
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gun ownership and use illustrates how legal imaginaries shape citizenship 
through everyday security provision, and in particular how vigilant citizen-
ship is formulated and affects daily life in Miami. While guns are prominent  
and powerful objects in everyday security provision, their presence is often 
concealed and their use recorded, a point i return to in the following  
chapters on cameras and secrets. 

Guns are considered essential for the security practices of police officers, 
private security guards and regular residents seeking to project themselves. 
The private security industry differentiates between “D” and “G” licenses, 
the latter allowing a private security guard to legally carry a firearm while  
at work. G-licensed security guards receive a higher salary, which is an  
incentive for aspiring security guards to learn how to use a gun. all of the 
protagonists of this dissertation, and many others Miamians i met in the 
course of this research, owned a gun. They stored them underneath their 
bed, hidden behind their underwear, under their pillow, or simply left them 
on their nightstand. a widespread phenomenon, private gun ownership  
affords a sense of political belonging to a collective body in which  
people make use of their right to legally own a gun. The cases in this  
chapter, however, are more indicative of how guns contribute to processes of 
individualization, in which suspicion, precarity and a lack of togetherness 
have become characteristic of Miami’s urban environment. i specifically  
focus on my roommate olaf and Marcus, the barber in overtown; in  
addition i introduce alex, the manager of a Wynwood gun store. 

in the following section, i introduce and explain my socio-legal approach 
to guns, situating this in relation to existing work on private gun ownership,  
which emphasizes the material and cultural aspects of guns in the us. next, 
i discuss how private gun ownership produces and reproduces differentiated 
citizenship in Miami, focusing on gun buyback programs and other forms 
of exclusion and racialized stigmatization. i then turn to Marcus, who,  
like olaf himself, experienced difficulties negotiating broadly shared  
normative expectations of gun ownership. in conclusion, i focus on how 
guns define and shape agency in terms of legal liability, and what this  
tells us about legal imaginaries of legality and legitimacy shape acts and 
experiences of citizenship.

a  s o C i o - l e g a l  a p p r o a C h  t o  g u n s
Guns are perhaps both the most common and the most contested object in 
everyday security provision in the us. nationally, there are over 300 compa-
nies involved in the business of small arms production, and approximately 
200 million privately owned guns are distributed over 40 per cent of us 

comfortable owning and carrying a gun are still subject to peer pressure and 
the normative ideal of vigilant citizenship. Like olaf, they ask themselves 
when using a gun is legal, and when it would be considered murder. such 
complexities reflect the process of political subject formation, in which  
vigilant and responsible citizens are contrasted with ignorant or  
criminalized individuals. Political belonging to the first category has come 
to involve private gun ownership as an act of good citizenship.

i also discuss how the conditions for and understandings of private  
gun ownership create and reproduce differentiated citizenship. although 
the us constitution and Florida state laws make armed self-defense legal, 
not everyone can claim this right: for some Miamians, it is illegal to buy or 
own a gun. in addition, discursively shaped normative categories, of more 
and less preferred types of urban gun owners, affect the extent to which 
differently positioned Miamians can navigate legal and moral accountabil-
ity. Local police departments and city officials, for instance, organize gun 
buyback programs in order to get “unwanted guns off the streets.” such  
programs are, however, exclusively organized in less wealthy neighbor-
hoods. understandings of good and law abiding citizens are entangled 
with race, class, and appearance, to the extent that some Miamians are not  
welcome in local gun stores – as i discuss in more detail below. 

Finally, i explain how Miamians interpret individual responsibility in 
light of gun use. Many Miamians i encountered considered guns to be both 
an asset and a liability: individuals can use guns to defend themselves, but 
at the same time they can be held legally liable for doing so. however, when 
legal gun violence is a given, whom Miamians hold responsible can actually 
be diffuse, with legal and moral accountability at times blurred, yet always 
individualized. in such interpretations of responsibility, Miamians look for 
ways to hold individuals accountable without contesting the legality of guns, 
or even the shooter. in these cases, accountability becomes a question of 
morality rather than legality. 

Drawing on the concept of legal imaginaries, i develop a socio-legal  
approach that complements analyses of private gun ownership and  
security that emphasize the material and cultural meanings of guns  
(anderson, 2017; Kivland, 2018; Kohn, 2004; springwood, 2014). This  
work has tended to focus either on the material aspects of guns, how they 
shape and enable a particular type of action (e.g., Latour, 1994), or on  
cultural constructs that inform how and why guns are supposed to be used 
in everyday life (e.g., springwood, 2007a). i offer an understanding of  
how and why guns become meaningful objects in acts and experiences of 
citizenship through shared understandings of the law. This approach to 
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both in and outside the us. Peter squires (2000), for example, examines  
differences and similarities between gun control policies in the us and the 
uK. Tracing the significance of guns in the us throughout history, he explains 
gun violence through what he understands to be the national gun culture. 
similarly, abigail Kohn’s (2004) ethnography of gun enthusiasts in California 
 focuses on the significance of guns in everyday life. she approaches guns 
as a materiality that represents a core feature of us identity and culture, 
deeply embedded in historical developments of citizenship. Based on her 
interactions with her interlocutors, Kohn points out that guns shape the 
worldview of those who own them, but argues that “in a nation fixated on 
guns as the us, outlawing guns will not wean americans of their interests 
in guns” (ibid.: 140). 

explaining gun violence through the concept of a single (national) gun 
culture is, however, problematic and limiting. rather than focusing on gun 
culture at large, therefore, Charles springwood approaches guns primarily as 
cultural and material objects, “as symbols of subversion of domination”, and 
studies how “handlers of guns produce – through their usage – the range of 
possible meanings of guns” (2007a: 11, 9, emphasis in original). he provides 
a qualitative account of guns that include a range of their specific cultural, 
societal, and political implications, including (dis)empowerment, race,  
gender, and popular culture, and proposes the concept of “gunscapes”:  
societal constructs that inform how and why gun use is supported in  
everyday life. indeed, guns and gun play have become meaningful both 
in and beyond security contexts. entangled with notions of morality,  
masculinity and ethnicity, guns inform how children and adults play as they 
mimic the practices of police officers, cowboys and indians, bank robbers, 
and soldiers. sometimes such role playing practices cross over from their 
dramaturgical spaces into actual encounters with police officers. Phrases and 
metaphors that relate to guns have also permeated everyday language, such 
as “pulling the trigger” and “taking a shot” (see Myers, 2017). richard King 
(2007: 88) examines the relationship between the “erotic and the ballistic”, 
and suggests that ideas of force and manhood in relation to private gun 
ownership support and amplify sexual hierarchies. in other words, as a  
cultural object, the gun “presents itself as a particularly useful starting-point 
in thinking about how to integrate the symbolic and the material, and to 
articulate embodiment and political knowledge” (springwood, 2007b: 16). 

i seek to build on and extend this existing work through a socio-legal 
approach, to advance our understanding of how people navigate everyday 
security provision and political belonging through gun ownership and use. 
a socio-legal approach focuses on the legal framework in which private  

households (springwood, 2007a). opinions on private gun ownership divide 
the nation and correlate with political preference: states with the most gun 
owners vote republican and states with the fewest vote Democrat. There 
is, however, little reliable and up to date statistical information available 
regarding private gun ownership. For political and economic reasons, the 
national rifle association (nra) has managed to keep research on gun 
ownership and gun violence to a minimum and off of the political agenda. 

The nra argues that guns are neutral objects that do not shape  
individual perceptions or behavior. responding directly to the nra’s line  
of argumentation, Bruno Latour (1994) proposed a material account of  
sociology, which he later developed into actor-network theory (see also  
Latour, 2005). he claims that guns are not neutral and do in fact trans-
form individuals, creating new violent actors that can act differently than  
individuals without a gun (e.g., riis, 2008). a gun is not subordinate to 
the will of its owner, but has a script: it has the potential to take hold of its  
owner and guide her towards playing a certain role in its story. not only 
does the materiality of guns instruct and direct, Latour (1994) argues that  
it even pulls the trigger. in his view, our personalities and actions depend on 
what we have in our hands, not the other way around. in this material under- 
standing of social life, guns are seen as agents (or actants), an approach 
that would requires a shift in our human-oriented interpretation of security  
encounters, especially in terms of legal accountability and culpability.

Latour’s (1994; 2005) theory of material agency has, however, been  
thoroughly critiqued. a main concern has been that the approach only  
focuses socio-material relationships but ignores the power structures and 
cultural constructs that inform gun ownership and use in everyday life.  
in other words, what his account lacks is a thorough understanding of 
the cultural and political contexts in which guns are owned and used. as  
Chelsey Kivland (2018: 358) explains, a gun in haiti “unlike in the  
united states, will probably not be used to indiscriminately shoot people 
in a school or movie theater or at a concert. This is not because the gun 
does not afford this possibility but because the gun has not figured in this 
particular cultural scripts”. examining the transformative effects of guns in 
terms of subjectivity and agency, she focuses on stories of gun violence in 
order to theorize the gun as a script, as a “character in the play” a technology 
that “can generate action and meaning in the world” (ibid.: 357). in her view, 
the script of the gun should be understood in terms of how human intention 
and technological capacity interact.

Working less from a material understanding of guns, researchers studying 
 “gun cultures” have sought to account for the everyday experience of guns, 
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understandings of the law. 
Private gun ownership connects directly to differentiated citizenship 

through the distinctions made between those who are entitled to legally 
own a gun and those who are not. an analysis of historical and contem-
porary policies in the us indicates that “the white majority has often used  
gun regulation as a tool to keep firearms out of the hands of politically  
unpopular groups that it deemed to be too dangerous” (Gulasekaram, 
2010: 1542). Private gun ownership can be understood not so much as  
an easily claimed universal right, but an unevenly distributed privilege  
that paradoxically has become a defining aspect of citizenship status,  
creating second-class citizens who were not able to access these rights.  
Traditionally those who were not covered by the second amendment were 
enslaved people, immigrants, and specific racial and ethnic groups. Today, 
it is illegal for Florida residents with a registered felony to own a gun  
(or to vote), although they may seek to have their gun rights reinstated  
through a complicated and often unsuccessful legal procedure. Considering  
the disproportionate incarceration rates for african-americans and  
Latinos in comparison to Whites in the us, exclusion from gun owner-
ship based on felony convictions is therefore strongly linked to race (e.g.,  
Wacquant, 2001).

Guns are given a different status depending on whose hands they are  
in: some guns are perceived as contributing to public safety, others are  
considered to be a threat to it. Legitimate gun use is in part dependent on 
the legality of gun ownership. stolen guns become a threat because they 
are no longer “legal”. For example, the us Department of justice (Doj)  
encourages citizens to keep a record of their personal firearms, reason-
ing that if a gun is stolen, it is more easily recovered when characteristics 
such as model, manufacturer, and serial number are known. The Doj has 
therefore distributed a document that gun owners can voluntarily use to 
keep track of their firearms, because “a stolen gun threatens everyone” (us  
Department of justice, 2013). although guns are both widely available and 
subject to decreasing regulation, this gesture illustrates that the authorities 
are concerned about illegal gun ownership, which in their view is a direct 
threat to public safety. 

in short, my socio-legal approach shifts our attention towards the  
everyday experience and articulation of the laws and policies that frame 
private gun ownership and use. research on private gun ownership  
advances our understanding of citizens’ acts and experiences, in particular  
by showing how the law becomes meaningful in practice.

gun ownership and use – whether in the context of professional security 
provision or self-defense – become culturally meaningful and legitimate. 
in doing so, i examine how guns are entangled with notions of legality and 
legitimacy, and shape how Miamians, not just gun enthusiasts, interpret 
and enact gun ownership in terms of citizenship. i analyze guns through  
“lawscapes” (Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, 2013) rather than “gunscapes” 
to highlight the entanglements between urban space, law, and other forms 
of normativity. My approach to how Miamians enact and experience citizen-
ship through guns focuses specifically on the legal framework of private 
gun ownership. not only does this framework create the conditions for the 
justification of self-defense, it also shapes an understanding of legitimacy. 
as i outlined in the introduction to this dissertation, Miamians’ everyday 
interpretations of legitimacy increasing center on legality. This chapter  
explains how an imaginary of legality and legitimacy is materialized through 
the object of the gun. 

Miamians’ use and experience of guns, then, is directly connected to 
concepts of legality. in the us, private gun ownership is grounded in the 
second amendment of the constitution, and has been expanded in some 
states by so-called castle doctrine legislation and stand Your Ground laws 
(Boots et al., 2009). as i explained in the introduction, the us common law 
system means that court rulings are influential in defining and qualifying 
legislation as precedents for future lawsuits. When it comes to private gun 
ownership, there have been several important cases in recent history that 
have reinforced the prominence of self-defense, and which illustrate how  
the legislation directly informs and is informed by everyday security  
practices. in the impactful 2008 ruling of District of Columbia v. heller, the 
us supreme Court struck down the District of Columbia’s measures aimed 
at restricting gun ownership and use. The court cited various reasons why us 
citizens might favor a handgun for self-defense, including that it is easier to 
store and more accessible than a rifle, and that “it can be pointed at a burglar 
with one hand while the other dials the police” (District of Columbia v. 
heller, 2008: 100). Building on this and similar judicial outcomes, the nra 
successfully lobbied to expand self-defense legislation throughout the us 
that “redefines and expands the locations and situations when an individual 
may use force to defend their person or property without having any duty to 
retreat” (Boots et al., 2009: 516). These statutes justify self-defense even 
outside the home, the traditional “castle” where private gun ownership was 
originally legalized, providing additional legal grounds for justifying the 
use of lethal force. how and when these legal grounds translate to everyday 
security provision is, however, not unilinear or universal, but informed by 



82    |     Chapter 3 Guns     |     83

so important for public safety. using the analogy of dogs, wolves, sheep,  
and sheepdogs, the manager differentiated between individual roles in  
society. Dogs were the police officers who tried to stop the wolves, i.e. the 
criminals. These wolves targeted innocent sheep: peaceful but ignorant  
Miamians. according to alex, sheep lived their lives blind to the crime  
happening around them. Confronted with crime or violence, they were  
always surprised to hear of such practices to begin with. sheep were not  
necessarily bad in his view, but relatively useless to society as they did  
nothing to prevent illegal behavior from occurring, contributing nothing 
to actually improving the safety of the larger community. sometimes, alex 
told me, it was even because of the sheep’s ignorance that criminals got away 
with crimes unpunished. 

alex explained that guns transformed individuals from ignorant  
civilians into security providers that actually contributed to the safety of 
the communities around them. a main characteristic of sheep was that they 
did not own a gun, or were for various reasons incapable of using one. Guns 
were the key difference between sheep and sheepdogs, the term he used to 
describe private gun owners. according to alex, legal privates gun owners 
could assist police officers unable to be everywhere at the same time.  
sheepdogs could therefore respond before the actual dogs arrived, to protect 
the sheep from the wolves. alex said that he was much more relaxed  
knowing that his wife, who was out shopping, was protected by people with 
guns who could intervene if she found herself in trouble. “although we look 
like sheep,” alex said, “we can still fight like dogs.” 

after he had finished his story, alex walked away to help a customer 
and i read the back of his polo shirt: “guns for the good guys.” echoing the  
message on his shirt, politicians and supporters of the right to bear 
arms use explanations and analogies very similar to alex’s story of dogs, 
wolves, sheep, and sheepdogs, in order to explain why and how private gun  
ownership is important for public safety. as responses to many recent 
mass shootings and violence in the us indicate, this seems like the go-to  
argument for anyone who thinks that more guns is the answer. according to 
this perspective, the only solution to the bad guys with guns is to arm more 
good guys with guns. 

This story illustrates a phenomenon i encountered in Miami, where  
everyday narratives described private gun ownership not only as a right,  
but also as a responsibility, sometimes even a troubling and burdensome 
duty. The right to bear arms has become entangled with idealized notions 
of citizenship, in particular the vigilant type: private gun ownership is  
valued, and people who own guns are perceived as contributing more to the 

f r o m  g u n  r i g h t  t o  g u n  d u t y
The second amendment protects private gun ownership at the national 
scale, but within the parameters set by the Constitution, individual states 
can introduce specific legislation and regulation that applies to their  
geographical territories. Florida has relatively lax gun regulations. any  
official resident of the state who is over 21 years old can legally purchase a 
handgun after completing a standard criminal history check and a 72-hour 
waiting period. With this basic permit, it is legal to carry a gun inside a 
home, and also – when the gun is “securely encased” – in a private vehicle. 
although i heard different interpretations of what “securely encased” entails 
in practice, the general consensus seemed to be that the gun should not 
be easily accessible, with its encasement preventing anyone from grabbing  
and using the weapon quickly. an additional “concealed carry” license, 
however, allows residents to move through public space while carrying a 
weapon. Their gun should be concealed, so not directly visible to others, 
and certain spaces (mostly public agencies) are excluded. Many who carry 
their weapons in public attach a small holster to their belt and conceal the 
gun with a large shirt. 

in Florida, the many gun stores and shows suggest that guns are in many 
ways similar to other consumer products that can be bought, traded, used, 
and lost. in their analysis of the consumption of security products, Benja-
min Goold et al. (2010) discuss the competing social meanings attached 
to commodities such as alarms, access control and CCTV. While under-
standings of citizens as consumers suggest that buying and owning security 
products would feel liberating, the authors found that this was not the case 
with many security products, which often involved begrudging purchases: 
“Far from being an arena in which individuals create and re-create them-
selves, security consumption is experienced as an irritant, a hassle, even as 
a de facto form of taxation” (2010: 11). however, the authors examine the 
purchase of mostly non-violent security products. Guns might be different 
than these products because they are more embedded in cultural notions 
of masculinity. unlike, for example, a tailor-made alarm system, buying a 
gun may entail a sense of power and pride that differentiates it from other  
security products available on the private market.

olaf had bought his shotgun some years earlier in a shop on the  
outskirts of Wynwood. i visited the store a couple of times, and eventually 
became acquainted with alex, the gun store manager. in addition to chatting 
with alex, i would talk to police officers and customers in the store about 
recent shootings, crime and security in Miami, and of course private gun 
ownership. During one visit, alex explained to me why gun owners were  
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i asked her how the police initially responded to her initiative to start a 
crime watch in the neighborhood. she began to explain:

 
i had a little fender bender and the cops arrived in two minutes. i 
could not even get anyone here during a shooting. i could not even get 
anyone here during a shooting! i work in the juridical system, i asked 
them: “Where are the technicians to take evidence? My neighbors’ 
tires have been blown out, all the shell cases on the ground, where are 
the technicians, where are the officers? Where is the investigation?” 
You know what he told me, the cop? “Do you have a gun?” That’s what 
he asked me: “Do you have a gun?” and i am looking at him, saying 
“What do i need a gun for? You are here.” he goes, “Well, you should 
have a gun. You should move to the other side [of the city].” and 
the lady officer that was with him said, “Yeah, i moved to Pembroke 
Pines. You should do the same. You want to get out of here.”

Caitlyn had moved to the neighborhood a couple of years before olaf  
and his girlfriend. she told me that she had received multiple threats  
from other residents after she decided to set up the crime watch group.  
according to her, criminal neighbors had felt threatened by her presence 
and the activities she organized, such as the crime watch meeting (see  
Figure 3.2). Caitlyn told me that she found that the authorities were  

(political) communities of which they are a part. Current laws make the use 
of a lethal weapon for the protection of persons or property legal, and in 
combination with the certain normative frameworks even encourage such 
behavior. alex and other customers told me stories of people they knew  
who had defended themselves against intruders, and showed me videos of 
shootings. For these and other Miamians, private gun ownership was also 
related to other aspects associated with good citizenship, such as home-
ownership. one police officer who frequented the gun store proudly showed 
me a picture of his thirteen-year-old daughter practicing with a shotgun. 
he glowed with pride as he showed me the image of his daughter shooting. 
To him and others, it was indicative of good fatherhood. other gun store 
customers told me that they had bought a handgun exactly because they had 
gone from being a tenant to a homeowner. They saw this status as involving 
additional responsibilities, and some figured that a gun would allow them 
to protect their investment. 

it is, however, too much of a stretch to argue that such normative ideals 
by themselves force Miamians either to buy a gun, or to live with the stigma 
of being a sheep. There are many who escape this binary, for example by 
living comfortably without a gun, or by actively opposing gun legislation 
as part of a collectivity with a shared interest in restricting gun ownership. 
The point here is therefore not to argue that there is no way of escaping  
the glorification of private gun ownership in everyday life, but to suggest 
that these dominant narratives inform concrete acts and experiences of  
citizenship. Through their purchase of a gun, Miamians may understand 
themselves as claiming a legal citizenship right. This illustrates how a  
specific legal imaginary of the legal-right-as-duty is materialized, and how 
notions of “good citizenship” are framed in relation to this constitutional  
right. The second amendment shapes how Miamians can enact and  
experience their citizenship in the context of everyday security provision.

While the perceptions and practices of the Wynwood gun store’s  
employees and customers illustrate the relationship between guns and  
citizenship explicitly, other Miamians’ experiences underlined the same 
point in different ways. one of olaf and my neighbors, Caitlyn, had  
founded our neighborhood’s crime watch group. as the group’s captain, 
Caitlyn organized several monthly meetings, during which police officers 
and local residents exchanged information, expressed concerns, and  
discussed possible solutions to security issues. after attending several  
of these meetings, i talked to her about how and why she had set up  
the group, and especially how it had affected her relationship with other  
residents and police officers living and working in the neighborhood.  

Figure 3.2. Crime Watch meeting organized by Caitlyn, May 2015.
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appearance. in his words, this was no more than a matter of respect and 
courtesy. The sign suggested that people who show no “decency” for others – 
by showing their underwear – were perhaps also not the ideal type of gun 
owner. although alex had a different explanation, to me this dress code 
was clearly addressed at young african-americans, suggesting vividly how 
private gun ownership is used to exclude certain population groups on the 
basis of racialized stereotypes (Gulasekaram, 2010).

a couple of blocks south of the Wynwood gun store was the overtown 
barbershop i often visited, where Marcus walked around the chair that his 
customers sat in, his jeans hung loosely around his upper legs, his colorful 
underwear clearly showing underneath his white t-shirt. Marcus told me 
how much he valued his right to own and carry a gun, because it enabled 
him to protect himself, his wife and child, and even me sitting inside his 
barbershop. While the gun store sign did not make it illegal or impossible 
for Marcus to purchase and own a gun, it suggested that at least some  
people questioned whether and how his gun contributed to public safety.  
it indicated that there was a difference between Marcus’ gun and olaf ’s gun. 

in order to understand how private gun ownership creates and perpetu-

unresponsive to the threats she received and her concerns about general 
safety in the neighborhood. at least, not until she managed to acquire the 
attention of higher ranking officials in the MPD. eventually, the police  
began to consider Caitlyn’s initiative and determination as a good example 
for other neighborhoods without a crime watch group. Many city officials – 
including the district commissioner – came out to celebrate the crime watch 
group’s successes and to congratulate Caitlyn on her efforts, which they saw 
as beneficial to the whole community.

The interaction with the police officers that Caitlyn described to me  
underlines how understandings of private gun ownership – as a legal  
possibility or even necessity for self-defense – affect everyday security  
provision in Miami. Gun ownership is encouraged through articulations  
of rights and responsibilities, which translate to concrete expectations and 
recommendations. Caitlyn explained to me that she did not want to have 
a gun, as she was afraid that children might find it and hurt themselves or 
others, or that someone would steal it and use it against her or others. The 
police officer, however, expected Caitlyn to have a gun, and recommended 
that she buy a weapon on hearing that she did not have one. This illustrates 
how the legal right to own a gun or to use it in self-defense can translate to 
a normative duty – supported by police officers – in the context of everyday 
security provision. The ideal type of the vigilant citizen is reinforced  
through everyday encounters in which gun ownership is presented as the 
main legal and legitimate solution to feelings of insecurity. in the above 
example, in the eyes of the public security providers, a gun is the only viable 
alternative to actually moving to a different neighborhood. 

The expectations and duties related to gun ownership, however, do not 
apply universally to all Miamians. as mentioned in the previous section, 
Miamians with a registered felony cannot legally own a gun. Yet the people 
i met who were unable to own a gun legally, or who were involved in a  
lawsuit, also worried about their personal safety. in a context where guns 
were strongly connected to personal safety, how could they protect them-
selves and their families if they were not allowed to own one? 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  g u n  o w n e r s h i p
on one of my visits to the gun store in Wynwood, i read the sign on the 
front door more carefully. it explained the kind of potential customers who 
were welcome in the store, and those who were not. as Figure 3.3 shows, 
potential customers who wore their pants so low so that their underwear 
was visible were told not to come in. i asked alex about the sign, and he 
told me that he preferred that anyone entering the store maintain certain 

Figure 3.3. Sign on the front door of a gun store in Wynwood, March 2015.
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however, primarily organized in neighborhoods known for their high 
crime rate. state agencies did not define private gun ownership per se to be  
problematic and dangerous, but did consider stolen, illegal, and unwanted 
guns to be a threat to public safety. The organizers of the gun buyback  
programs reasoned that these guns were primarily in the hands of Latino 
and african-american residents living in infamous Miami neighborhoods. 
similarly, and as i discuss in Chapter Four, stakeholders also used the  
program to “build relationships”. according to activists and police officers, 
these relationships were necessary in order to convince residents to “speak 
up”, claiming that there “was no such thing as snitching” when it came to 
gun violence (nBC Miami, 2016). 

The gun buyback programs that i observed not only suggested a  
selective and racialized understanding of the dangers of private gun  
ownership, they were also indicative of how responsibility for public safety 
is distributed in larger society. in Florida at the time of my research, private 
gun ownership was legal and relatively unregulated. Technically speaking, 
if the goal was to reduce “unwanted guns”, state agencies could also have 
imposed stricter gun laws. Yet they relied on soft laws, such as non-binding 
guidelines and recommendations, in order to make Miamians responsible 
for bringing in the guns themselves. since the nra lobby made it difficult, 
if not impossible for politicians to pass stricter gun laws, local police  
departments saw few alternative strategies. 1 similarly, buyback programs 
for toy guns across the us offered children non-violent toys in return for 
their pistols and rifles. These programs are illustrative of the extent to  
which consumers of security products and violent toys are held  
responsible for public safety, rather than the state regulating the market  
for such objects. instead of changing private gun laws, state agencies ask 
certain Miamians, such as those in Liberty City and overtown, to give 
up their right to self-defense, a right that has become central to acts and  
experiences of citizenship, legal or illegal. 

l e g a l  g u n  V i o l e n C e  a n d  i n d i V i d u a l 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y
so far in this chapter, i have examined what guns mean for the experience 
and enactment of citizenship through the legal framework of private gun 

ates differentiated citizenship, it is useful to distinguish between “hard” and 
“soft” laws (von Benda-Beckmann et al., 2009). hard laws refer to the actual  
written laws used in a court of law. These laws, for example, determine  
the necessary conditions for private gun ownership to be legal, and thus 
differentiate between citizens who are eligible to own a gun and those who 
are not. Citizens who are able to pass the background check performed by a 
gun salesman can therefore buy a gun at a store. although soft laws cannot 
define a particular form of private gun ownership as illegal, they do reflect 
more broader interpretations of how and when guns actually contribute  
to public safety. More specifically, soft laws refer to “governance through 
peer review, consultation, peer pressure, shaming and the creation of non-
binding guidelines and recommendations” (von Benda-Beckmann et al., 
2009: 9). although hard laws dictate that Miamians who meet the legal  
criteria are eligible to buy and own a gun, soft laws tell a different story: 
some guns contribute to public safety, and others do not; some gun owners 
are legitimate sheepdogs, others are more likely to be wolves. 

racialized understandings of how guns contribute to public safety also 
exist on a larger scale, when they are institutionalized through public policy  
and state practices. For example, Miami police departments and city officials 
have organized numerous gun buyback programs that take place several 
times throughout the year. These programs are not necessarily controversial; 
scholars such as nancy scheper-hughes (2014: 8) also recommend gun  
buyback programs as a way of curbing gun violence and mass shootings in 
the us, and as a response to the “militarization of everyday life in countries 
accustomed to war,” in which “war crimes gradually seep into civilian life”.

in March 2016, a gun buyback event took place at a missionary church 
in Liberty City, a neighborhood with a reputation for having a high crime 
rate, similar to overtown. nBC Miami reporters were present during the 
event and claimed it to have been a huge success: “more than a hundred  
guns now off the streets and out of the hands of anyone who could be  
dangerous”, the anchorman summarized (nBC Miami, 2016). in return  
for their guns, Miamians received gift cards of $50 to $200, depending  
on the kind of weapon they had handed in. The program did not require 
anyone to officially register or show identification: guns could be hand-
ed in anonymously and no police officer would ask any questions. Thomas  
regalado, the mayor of Miami at the time, was present during the Liberty 
City gun buyback, and asserted that the bottom line of the event was that 
the parties involved had managed to get more than one hundred guns off 
the city’s streets.

The gun buyback programs that took place during my fieldwork were, 

1 The problem of the NRA lobby and stricter gun laws in the US once again  
 became a national debate following the mass-shooting in a Pittsburgh  
 synagogue in October 2018 (New York Times, 2018a). 
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page in the document on the right in Figure 3.4 had a space reserved for 
the emergency phone number of a lawyer. The legal imaginary built around 
private gun ownership focuses on navigating legal accountability and  
justifying self-defense in court, and on the notion that knowledge of the law 
is the best way to prevent murder. Murder as a legal classification that is, not 
necessarily as a death might be framed in the experience of ordinary people. 

This legal imaginary, with its emphasis on legal liability, is key to how 
Miamians read the threat of violence and danger, which in turn informs how 
and where Miamians aim and shoot. The understanding that lethal force is 
legal for those defending themselves from a direct threat of grave bodily 
harm or death can lead to a seemingly warped, but broadly shared logic of 
gun use. Police officers, private security guards, and private gun owners told 
me that where you shot an attacker would be read as legal evidence of the 
measure of threat you were facing. an MPD police instructor told me that 
if he did not aim and fire at the torso of someone posing a threat, he would 
render himself liable to prosecution. “shooting at the arms or legs could be 
a reason for the victim to sue me for illegal dismemberment”, the instructor 
explained. after all, he reasoned, if there were truly an imminent threat, 
why would you aim for the limbs to begin with? a judge and jury might 
make the same assessment. similarly, sarah and Darius, who both owned 
and sometimes carried a gun (described in more detail in Chapter Five), 
also imagined that if ever they were to pull out their gun, they would be 
sure to fire it. otherwise they would need to explain why they had threat-
ened someone with a gun in the first place, while in their eyes shooting 
would provide a legal justification – it was self-defense. in other words, such 
shared understandings of the law – whether fully accurate or misreadings 
of jurisprudence – can make it more likely that guns will actually be used 
lethally in practice. 

Who Miamians hold responsible or culpable for gun violence is more dif-
fuse, with legal and moral accountability at times blurred, yet consistently 
individualized. one morning in May 2015, i received a call from Marcus. 
someone had been shot close to the barbershop and the whole area was 
swarming with police – he thought it would be interesting for my research. 
after a short detour on my bike to avoid the police blockades, broadcasting 
vans, and yellow tape, i arrived at the barbershop, where both Fenix and 
Marcus were watching the news on a television screen. Directly in front of 
the shop was a police car with its lights on, guarding the perimeter. Watch-
ing the news on the television inside the barbershop, we learned that a 
middle-aged Black man had been shot close to the library in Culmer Park, 
one of overtown’s more popular parks. Marcus had heard the shots, which 

ownership. This framework has legalized self-defense and other forms of 
gun violence. in this section, i focus more specifically on how Miamians 
interpret responsibility in individual terms, in the context of the use of guns 
in everyday security provision. 

although us and state laws legalize self-defense, the conditions that 
justify firing a gun remain subject to judicial interpretation. Legal profes-
sionals and state agencies that suggest that there is a fine line between  
murder and self-defense reinforce this ambiguity. For example, the  
gun store in Wynwood distributed information from us Lawshield, a  
national organization that aims to educate its “members in self-defense  
law; empower them to handle critical, life-threatening situations with  
confidence; and protect them from potential injustices in the legal  
system after acts of self-defense” (us Lawshield, 2018). 

shared understandings of the law shape how guns are used in practice, 
often more than ethical and social concerns regarding whether, how and  
when private gun ownership actually contributes to public safety. as 
the booklets displayed in Figure 3.4 suggest, gun owners need to have a  
thorough understanding of the self-defense legislation in order to justify 
their use of a gun. While the organizations that distribute these booklets 
emphasize these uncertainties in order to sell the services they offer, it is 
indicative of a broader understanding that knowledge of the law and access 
to legal services are crucial to prevent being sued by other parties. The first 

Figure 3.4. Legal information regarding private gun ownership. Source: US LawShield.
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according to the “unofficial mayor”, the new staff members at the library 
were the ones responsible for the death of the man in the park, and not the 
police officers, or even the man himself, who had been holding an iron pipe 
in his hands. in his view, the library staff members should have known that, 
if you called the emergency number and explained that you felt threatened, 
it was likely that a police officer would shoot the man. 

What i found especially striking was the immediate and explicit framing 
of the violent encounter in terms of a responsibility and moral account-
ability that never contested the legality of gun violence. instead of holding 
the police officer or even the victim himself responsible for the violence, 
the mayor blamed an individual for the shooting who was not even legally 
involved in the physical encounter that took place. it illustrates how respon-
sibility may be interpreted, once (legal) police gun violence is considered  
a given. although other residents did frame the encounter as an example 
of police violence, they were still primarily concerned with allocating  
individual responsibility and culpability: who had been at fault and might 
even be liable for prosecution? The police officer who shot an homeless  
man, the chief of police, the person who called the police, or even the  
homeless man himself ? 

l e a V i n g  t h e  l a w s C a p e
in an unlikely turn of events, olaf actually found the stolen Mini Cooper the 
next morning in an empty parking lot close to our home. it was completely 
unscathed, with only a trace of marijuana in the trunk. olaf had removed 
the key the night it had been stolen, and while the engine of the Mini could 
run without a key, it could not start without one – meaning that once the  
thieves had stopped the car, there was no way to start it again. i drove  
behind my roommate in his BMW as he returned the Mini to our home. 

olaf was happy he had found his girlfriend’s car, but from that moment 
on he no longer wanted to live in the neighborhood. although they had 
lived there without any trouble for several years, his mother said that she 
was not surprised to hear about what had happened the night the Mini got  
stolen. olaf made up his mind: he was going to leave the neighborhood  
and move back to the house his mother owned in Miami Beach. olaf was 
jewish, and he told me that he wanted to live amongst other jewish people, 
and amidst neighbors who were more likely to feel involved should he  
become a victim of crime again. Fortunately, i was able move with him and 
could thus continue to be part of the everyday life of a main protagonist of 
my dissertation research. in june 2015, just before we moved, i asked him a 
couple of questions, recording the conversation with his permission.

had been the outcome of a deadly encounter between a police officer and a 
homeless man who frequently camped out in the park with his belongings. 
The interaction had escalated to the point where the police officer had used 
his gun and had shot and killed the man. rodolfo Llanes, the MPD Chief 
of Police, appeared on the news, and Fenix wondered what kind of excuse 
this “double L nigger” was going to come up with this time. Llanes told the 
journalists that the investigation was still ongoing, and that there was not 
much he could say at that time. Marcus and Fenix both blamed the police 
officer, turned off the news channel, increased the volume of the music, and 
returned to work. 

a couple of hours later and back outside, i spoke to one of overtown’s 
most known activists, whom the media sometimes referred to as the  
“unofficial mayor” of the neighborhood. indeed, as a community board 
member and long-term resident of overtown, he was present at nearly all 
of the local meetings that i attended. i wondered if he could tell me more  
about the shooting, and he rushed to explain the situation to me as i started 
saying “There’s just been a shooting at the…”

at the park. Yes. That happened because the regular staff wasn’t there. 
The regular staff would have never called the police: the man was not 
a dangerous person! But you got these people working the library 
system that get moved here and there. and they called: “oh he out 
there and he got an iron pipe, get the police!” and the police killed 
him when they got there. i want to go to the library and i want to 
know who was the one that set off the execution on the man. Because 
the chief said the caller pretended the man was so dangerous. Well 
to them, maybe so. But to the regular crew who live in the neighbor-
hood, know all the people, know that he was not. even the man [park 
manager, interviewed by the media] said the same thing. But you got 
some asshole in there that said: “oh this man is dangerous, this is the 
ghetto, this is overtown, he gon’ kill me, let me call the police and 
have them kill him!” all the children that go there know this man!

i asked the “Mayor” what he thought of the role of the officer. he asserted 
forcefully that the homeless man’s death was not to be blamed on the police:

They need to arrest the person that made the call. Because that person 
lied and caused this man’s life. The officer came with an attitude he 
would not have had if he did not get this bogus ass information. so i 
don’t hold anything against the officer.
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a specific lawscape in which his security practices were shaped by specific 
allocations of responsibility, violence, and legal accountability.

in this chapter, i have argued that guns have become primarily  
meaningful within enactments and experiences of citizenship through a 
specific legal imaginary, one in which understandings of what a court of  
law would consider legal and illegal shape how Miamians experience and 
enact political rights, responsibilities and belonging through private gun 
ownership. examining guns through a socio-legal approach, i analyzed here 
how private gun ownership creates “first responders” and differentiated  
citizenship, and produces multiple interpretations of legal accountability. 
i read olaf ’s decision not to bring his shotgun with him, as well as the 
other examples in this chapter, primarily in relation to this legal imaginary, 
rather than through interpretations of the gun itself as a cultural or material  
object. after his girlfriend’s car was stolen, my roommate was confronted 
with the individual responsibility of preventing and responding to crime. 
Yet he was uncomfortable with using a gun, anxious about the prospect 
of potentially injuring or killing someone, and having to navigate legal  
accountability as well as the social and ethical norms surrounding such  
violent acts. The fact that he nevertheless still owned one was indicative 
of a dominant narrative in which private gun ownership is synonymous  
with empowerment and control over time and body: he could respond to 
a physical threat against his person immediately without needing to wait  
for others.

in practice, interpretations of legality perpetuate racialized interpreta-
tions of danger and insecurity, and often favor the shooter. in 2018, a White 
man and his family illegally parked their car in a disabled parking spot  
outside a Florida shopping mall. a local Black resident confronted them, 
pushing the White man, who fell to the ground. he turned around and shot 
the Black man in the chest, killing him. The whole event was captured by the 
mall’s security cameras. Local authorities, backed by the nra, stated that 
they would not prosecute the killer because his actions were protected by 
the stand Your Ground law (new York Times, 2018b). 

This and similar events have sparked national and local debates over 
private gun ownership, self-defense legislation, and racialized articulations 
of justice. in the us, because guns are not only a powerful object embedded  
in popular culture, but are also central to claiming citizenship rights and 
are intimately tied to private lives, it is difficult for groups to protest  
against private gun ownership or to advocate for tougher gun control.  
Without giving up on such ideals, Miamians have resorted to different 
ways of dealing with the injustices connected to private gun ownership in  

Thijs: olaf, why do you want to leave?
Olaf: You’re recording this bro? alright. i’m tired of fucking coming 
home and having to look and turn my head twenty times. scared to get 
out of my car and having to lock myself behind the gate. i’m tired of 
having random people walking down the street worrying who they are, 
because they’re looking to fucking break in and i am an easy target. 
i’m tired of all this shit, hearing this shit [referring to news about 
crime]. i just want to come home and not have to think about – just 
chill, get out my car, take my sweet time, leave my shit open when i 
have groceries. simple things like that get fucking annoying. i want 
to take my trash out whenever i want and not worry what time it is.
Thijs: You’re an easy target?
Olaf: There are people at night looking around for an easy target, and 
if you’re not on point you get fucked. That’s what happened to me the 
other night when i wasn’t on point.

olaf was tall, in his late twenties, and not particularly muscular or intimidat-
ing looking. Clearly informed by popular interpretations of victimization, 
olaf reasoned that both he and his girlfriend were easy targets: he carried  
expensive musical equipment, and his girlfriend was fit and often came  
home in yoga pants, he explained. interestingly enough, he also blamed  
himself for what had happened the night of the theft: he had not been “on 
point.” in his experience, since he could not count on the police or the 
neighbors, it was his own responsibility to prevent and respond to crime. 
unlike Caitlyn, who felt much safer once her crime watch group became 
popular in the neighborhood, olaf ’s solution to insecurity was to move to 
Miami Beach. 

The shotgun, however, did not travel with us to the new house (nor did 
his girlfriend, but that is a different story). Following a trip to spain for a 
couple of weeks, during which he gave me access to his room in order to 
use the shotgun to “scare off the neighbors”, olaf brought the weapon to the 
music studio where he worked, located farther west. in his view, the studio 
was located “in the ghetto”, while our new house in Miami Beach was not. 
olaf ’s decision not to take the gun to Miami Beach was partly informed by 
his understandings of the kind of environment in which it was necessary 
for him to be able to use lethal force. Friends and family members had told 
him that living in the old neighborhood was unsafe, especially compared 
to Miami Beach. it could be said that olaf moved to a new “gunscape”, in 
which dominant interpretations of crime and insecurity informed how and 
when guns were owned and used. But more importantly, olaf looked to leave 
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everyday life. Miamians, like many others all over the world, increasingly  
use mobile cameras to capture and replay gun violence. in recording  
such violent encounters, both local residents and security professionals, 
use the technology to make gun violence more visible to others and use it 
in a court of law. 



Chapter 4

•

C a m e r a s

Figure 4.1. Mural in Wynwood, October 2016.
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a r m e d  w i t h  a  C a m e r a
Marcus and Fenix carefully wielded their electric razors, creating precise, 
customized haircuts to the sound of Future’s latest rap album playing  
through the barbershop’s loudspeakers. The air was filled with the scent of 
hairspray and alcoholic disinfectant, misted liberally over the customers’ 
heads after each cut. although both hairdressers were highly skilled and 
efficient, the line of visitors seemed a little overwhelming for them that 
afternoon in july 2015. Fenix took short breaks, smoking a cigarette  
outside and checking his phone before rushing back in. This was definitely 
not a good time to disturb either of them, so i was happy to be able to chat 
with those waiting on the chairs next to me. Marcus’ father entered, and as  
Marcus unplugged the audio cable from his cell phone, the buzzing sound of 
Fenix’s razor suddenly became audible. i had seen his father before, but we 
had never had a chance to talk. 

When i told Marcus’ father about my research in the neighborhood, he 
mentioned several negative experiences he had had with police officers. 
some had occurred recently, some several years ago, and many of these  
encounters had taken place in overtown. other customers gathered around 
us and began to share their experiences and frustrations with Miami’s  
police departments, accusing them of institutionalized racist practices. The 
customer who was getting his hair cut tried nodding carefully to show his 
agreement, even as Fenix pushed his head forward for the cut.

To show me what they were talking about, one of the customers picked 
up a video camera and played several recordings of interactions between 
neighborhood residents and police officers. i saw videos of MPD officers  
arresting individuals near the barbershop and of black undercover cars 
parked across the street. Marcus told me that he knew they were police cars, 
because most vehicles owned by public officials had a license plate that  
began with the letter “x”. Besides, the windows of these cars were so darkly 
tinted that it would have been illegal for a civilian to have had them  
installed. Most of the videos had been shot from the angle of the barber-
shop’s front door, where Marcus could position himself. The door could 
only be opened from the inside, so he could lock himself in should the  
situation escalate.

on my next visit to the overtown barbershop, i found Marcus alone 
playing Grand Theft auto on his Playstation. i learned that the video  
camera was his personal camera. he kept it on a shelf below a mirror  
decorated with drawings by his son and pictures of family and friends.  
Marcus used the camera to shoot music videos and marketing material for 
his shop, but he had also bought and used it specifically to record police  

officers in the neighborhood. indeed, he switched it on whenever he  
expected to interact with them.

The camera was Marcus’ way of responding to what he called the  
“corruptification” of local police departments, by which he meant both 
the numerous violent practices perpetrated by officers and their conscious  
attempts to conceal them. “The police are the biggest gang out there”, he told 
me, indicating the distance they would go to cover up their illegal activities 
internally. since the MPD would never critically address their racial and 
violent policies by themselves, Marcus reasoned, recording the actions of 
individual officers was the only way of making police violence visible, of 
giving it some kind of meaning beyond and outside a single encounter.  
By recording police officers in overtown, Marcus thus became part of a 
growing national collective body, a political community, that was photo-
graphing and videotaping police practices across the us. a community 
that might not have emerged, or at least reached such a size, without the  
widespread availability of mobile cameras. 

The technology of the camera afforded Marcus the possibility of making 
 his personal security encounters visible to a larger audience, thereby  
politicizing them. such practices have redefined the use and purpose of  
mobile cameras, while simultaneously reshaping interpersonal interactions 
and human behavior. Why have cameras become so pivotal in individual 
and collective responses to state violence and injustice? how do Miamians 
enact and experience their citizenship through this visibilizing technology? 
and how is their use mediated by legal imaginaries? in this chapter i address 
these questions by focusing on mobile cameras: the police body camera, the 
cell phone camera, and other consumer and portable recording equipment.

in both public and academic debate, the widespread availability of  
cameras has often been interpreted as a form of power leveling. Various 
scholars argue that cameras empower citizens in their interactions with 
state authorities. David Lyon (2003), for example, contends that cameras  
allow citizens to go beyond being the object of surveillance, as they can 
make others, including state actors, visible and record them. his work  
contributes to a body of literature in which surveilling is no longer  
understood as an exclusive act, reserved only for those in power. such an  
argument is based in part on empirical cases in which people have 
used cameras to capture incidents with police officers and/or to frame  
politicians, revealing actions that would otherwise most likely have  
remained hidden from public scrutiny. such examples have been used to 
support the idea that cameras have contributed to a bottom-up form of  
surveillance, also known as “sousveillance”, that counters the status quo 
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such records might have. in other words, the belief that cameras empower 
their users persists, regardless of whether this is supported by jurispru-
dence. applying insights derived from the critical studies of photography 
(e.g., sontag, 2003; azoulay, 2008), this chapter seeks to understand the 
contemporary use of cameras in Miami, shifting away from security and 
surveillance studies perspectives and focusing instead on the context of the 
us legal system.

i argue that cameras strengthen existing and formulate new configura-
tions of practices of visualization and shared understandings of the law, 
creating what i call a “legal gaze” – a specific visual manifestation of a  
dominant legal imaginary. The legal gaze relates to similar constructs  
embedded in dominant visual cultures, specifically the “male gaze” (Mulvey, 
1975) and the “tourist gaze” (urry, 2002), that also conceptualize a particu-
lar way of seeing and interpreting. The concept of the male gaze emphasizes 
the extent to which women are displayed as erotic objects for heterosexual 
men. initially used to conceptualize the role of cinematic perspective in 
objectifying women, the concept captures the asymmetry of scopic power 
between the sexes more broadly, including the tendency of many women to 
view themselves through such a male-oriented, sexualized gaze. The concept 
of the tourist gaze concerns the set of expectations tourists have when  
participating in cultural tourism, searching for an authentic experience. 
Cognizant of popular and commercial representations, local populations 
have an economic incentive to reflect an image in line with what tourists 
expect. in an analogous way, i use the legal gaze to conceptualize how  
people expect, desire, and imagine a specific judicial outcome of their  
efforts to visualize security encounters. The legal gaze relies on the  
assumption that cameras, as a technology of visualization, strengthen 
the rule of law, a system in which individuals, state agencies and more  
broadly power are bound and subject to the law.

Through the legal gaze, people have come to assess interpersonal  
interactions in legal terms, a mode of vision that over-exposes individual 
responsibility and under-exposes structural causes. This involves two  
intersections of the law and visualizing technologies. The first concerns 
the legal potentiality of a camera recording: the law and the camera come 
together in the legal imaginary that when cameras capture an encounter 
the recording will go on to become undisputed evidence in a court of law. 
second, cameras influence everyday practices and over-expose individual 
behavior; they are involved in a photographic performance that renders  
individuals rather than organizations susceptible to legal prosecution. W.j.T. 
Mitchell’s (1996) work on “what pictures really want” proposes an analysis 

(e.g., haggerty and ericson, 2000).
indeed, the technology to make visible, to literally frame, is sometimes a 

form of empowerment. at times, a video or an image can prevent incidents, 
change behavior, and lead to the prosecution of offenders. With his camera, 
Marcus could record police interactions and potentially use the video as a 
form of legal evidence. it could help him take legal steps against any officer 
who might mistreat him or violate his rights. ideally, a recording would  
provide Marcus with the chance to achieve “justice”, an objective that 
in the us is often expressed in the form of financial compensation for  
emotional distress or physical injury. There have in fact been recent  
examples of police violence in the us where the officers involved were  
prosecuted and fired simply because somebody recorded the offense with 
a personal mobile camera. Marcus was convinced that having a video  
illustrating a violation of civil rights would be worth more than any verbal 
statement he might make, particularly in a court of law.

nonetheless, there have been numerous instances in which perpetrators 
of police violence whose actions were recorded have not been convicted, 
leaving victims and their families with feelings of injustice, disillusionment, 
and emotional distress (jackson, 2015). in spite of what could be said to 
be overwhelming visual evidence, these cases illustrate that even when a  
violent encounter is made visual, it is not viewed in the same way by  
everyone. Where victims and those supportive of their claims viewing 
such recordings often see disproportional and unjustified (lethal) violence,  
defendants deny these allegations and claim to see self-defense, or simply 
police officers following protocol. Technologies of visualization are thus not 
necessarily accompanied by control over the interpretation of a recording, 
or over the behavior of those captured on camera. 

The recent use of cameras, especially cell phone cameras, has been crucial 
for addressing a wide range of citizenship-related issues. Throughout the us 
(and elsewhere), people increasingly rely on cameras in attempts to protect 
their civil rights, their physical safety, and their livelihoods. Miamians are 
by no means an exception. Many of the police officers, security guards, and 
residents that i worked with during my research project told me that they 
used mobile cameras for the protection of both their physical security and 
their civil rights, recording themselves or others during encounters. While 
Marcus’ experiences are central to this chapter, all of the six main characters 
in this dissertation had either used or been exposed to the practice of  
visual recording. The phenomenon suggests that the perception of agency 
and control associated with the production of a visual record is instrumental 
to the widespread use of mobile cameras, despite the limited legal power 
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station, which required most patrol officers to drive to overtown at the 
beginning and end of their shift, they had their reasons. Marcus felt that 
he was constantly being watched. in particular, he experienced a form of  
surveillance that made him feel vulnerable when outside of his own home 
and the barbershop, two places where he had some degree of physical  
control over the way in which police officers could see him. at home, he 
could close the blinds, and in the barbershop the glass in the front door 
was reflective, making it difficult to look inside unless you were standing 
very close. it was impossible to see Marcus from the outside if he was  
standing in the back, which he often did. as any resident of overtown, he 
was often subject to surveillance cameras, both on the streets and in shops 
of the neighborhood. The small grocery store close to the barbershop had 
a large screen mounted to the ceiling, displaying the footage of the security 
cameras inside and outside the store. While buying paper towels for work, 
Fenix had seen Marcus on the screen several times, interacting with police 
officers or running back inside when they arrived. This example illustrates 
how residents have become increasingly accustomed to “seeing” each other, 
and to understanding security encounters more generally, in relation to the 
technology to make visible.

in Marcus’ view, it was not a matter of if but when officers would  
physically or verbally assault him. he figured that this was most likely to 
happen during his bike ride home. To deal with this sense of insecurity, 
Marcus regularly hung his camera around his neck, where it dangled in front 
of his chest and recorded his commute from home to work and back again. 
For Marcus, the fact that police officers wore body cameras did not mean 
much in terms of ensuring his personal safety, or that of other residents of 
overtown for that matter. “For people to be safe, everyone needs to wear a  
body camera”, Marcus argued. he did not expect the police to change  
their behavior. in fact, he told me he experienced an increase in hostility 
whenever he switched on his camera. i understand Marcus’ decision to  
record his commute as made primarily through the legal gaze. he did not 
expect the camera to improve his safety, or see it as having a preventive 
function in this sense. rather, he sought to record his encounters with the 
police based on the idea that it would provide him with a recording that 
he could use in a potential future court case as a visual testimony, as legal 
evidence. 

Kevin haggerty and richard ericson (2000) introduce the concept of 
“surveillant assemblages” to understand the widespread use of cameras.  
instead of having a few powerful individuals watching the majority,  
mobile cameras mean that no major population group can escape visual 

that takes into account the “desire” of images to obtain some kind of power 
and generate a particular outcome. in the case of the legal gaze, this is the 
power to make individuals susceptible to legal prosecution, and in so doing 
to maintain the rule of law. The technology of the camera is surrounded 
by an imagination of empowerment, through a neutral and accessible legal 
system. The legal gaze evidences a belief in, and a desire for, unambiguous 
visual distinctions between legal and illegal, justice and injustice – in the 
courtroom of law, but even more so in everyday life. 

in the following sections, i explain that the legal gaze connect to a  
dominant legal imaginary in Miami, which involves a persistent if not  
always substantiated belief that the law produces equality, justice, and  
legitimacy. Conceptualizing the visual manifestation hereof in the form 
of the legal gaze, this chapter suggests that Miamians consider the camera 
to be the best technology to make the law work in your favor. Following 
this particular way of seeing and interpreting, citizenship is enacted and  
experienced primarily through what looks to be in accordance with the law. 
By analyzing the workings of the legal gaze, we can better understand how 
cameras have become important in experiencing and defining citizenship, 
not only because by capturing a violation of rights, but also by defining 
these rights and what they look like in practice. 

i take Marcus’ camera, which he used to record police encounters  
from his barbershop in overtown, as this chapter’s point of departure. 
Throughout the chapter, i draw on his perceptions and experiences, in  
conjunction with those of Miami police officers, to illustrate similarities 
and differences in camera use and different perceptions of this use. in the 
following section, i elaborate my argument that mobile cameras do not  
necessarily empower their users, given that people do not always have  
control over how and when they are seen by others. The next two sections 
discuss the two aforementioned ways in which the law and the visual come 
together through the workings of cameras: through the legal potentiality  
of cameras and their practical implications respectively. in the final section, 
i connect camera use to vigilant citizenship more explicitly, explaining how 
it both legalizes and individualizes responsibility and perpetuates the need 
for a heightened sense of awareness in navigating a world where everyone 
can be recorded by others.

t h e  p o l i t i C s  o f  m a k i n g  V i s i b l e
Both Marcus and Fenix felt that they were disproportionately exposed to  
police activity in overtown. although their experience of a heightened 
police presence could be partly explained by the remoteness of the police 



106    |     Chapter 4 Cameras     |     107

the visual sense objectifies and masters: “it sets at a distance, and maintains  
a distance” (2000: 389, 390). one could imagine that the technological  
advancements of the past decades, which have made cameras more mobile 
and affordable, have only intensified such understandings.

There is, however, more to the technique of visualization than the aspect 
of ownership. susan sontag (2003) explains that photographs (or videos for 
that matter) also have the capacity to define, not just to capture. Making  
visible is more than creating a copy of reality, and photos and videos involve 
much more than what is printed or saved to a memory card or computer.  
Focusing on photography in the context of conflict, sontag argues that when 
it comes to conveying violence, photography has become an authority and 
has an immediacy greater than verbal accounts. Photography manages to 
define circumstances that are perhaps indescribable with words. Making  
visible through a camera has the unique characteristic of combining an  
“objective” record with a personal testimony. a personal testimony recorded  
by mobile camera, in particular a cell phone camera, is easily seen as 
more authentic than a professionally shot image. often shot by amateurs, 
these videos lack proper lighting, composition, and appear spontaneous,  
“unstaged” and unmanipulated. They could therefore be interpreted by a 
larger audience not present at the scene itself as an exact representation 
of “what really happened”. Moreover, photographs more generally have  
acquired an authority over the imagination, superseding the printed and 
spoken word. in a way, sontag explains that the photographic image has 
become hyperreal, more real than reality, blurring the difference between 
“a faithful copy or transcription of an actual moment of reality and an  
interpretation of that reality” (sontag, 2003: 26). 

Cameras, however, do not produce objective information. an image or 
a video is a particular frame, an exposure that captures certain elements, 
but simultaneously exclude others. What sontag (2003) emphasizes is the  
importance of the subjectivity of both the photographer and the audience.  
The video in itself should never be understood as a transparency of  
something that has taken place, but rather as a representation of someone’s 
view of the event (see also rancière, 2009). This is why she values text and 
words, a caption explaining an image. in sontag’s view, the photographer’s 
intentions do not matter, because the picture itself will acquire different 
meanings in different communities anyway, especially if the context in 
which the picture has been taken is insufficiently explained. 

in The Civil Contract of Photography, her comprehensive work on  
citizenship and photography, ariella azoulay (2008) explains that everyone 
involved in photography – the photographer, the bystander, the audience – 

monitoring. Cameras, they suggest, can empower marginalized individuals 
and groups, as the technology enables them to surveil the powerful,  
making various forms of injustice visible. This has been interpreted as a 
form of “sousveillance”: a term used to describe actions that encompass the 
monitoring of powerful entities (e.g., Mann, nolan, and Wellman, 2003). 
according to this perspective, cameras change the nature of surveillance by 
enabling a majority to expose the wrongdoings of a powerful minority. as a 
way of looking back at police officers, sousveillance is both the bottom-up 
counterpart to, and the result of, surveillance by state authorities. 

haggerty and ericson (2000: 619) conclude that sousveillance marks the 
“disappearance of disappearance”. although they recognize the differential 
nature of surveillance practices in the us – Black men are generally more 
thoroughly surveilled by local police officers than other groups – these  
authors argue that the availability of affordable consumer cameras has  
leveled the traditional hierarchy of surveillance. an interpretation drawing 
on such scholarship would interpret Marcus’ use of his camera as a way of 
subjecting those who surveilled him to a similar experience and authority. 
By recording police officers in order to document potential abuses, the  
camera enabled Marcus to respond to his feelings of being watched,  
providing him with some form of control while doing so. 

sean hier and josh Greenberg (2009), however, warn against the use 
of the term sousveillance, emphasizing that visibility, like exposure, is  
neither good nor bad in itself. in other words, while more people are able to 
make interactions and encounters (such as police violence) visible because 
of cameras, this does not automatically mean that camera users exercise 
power and are able to politicize these images. The authors conclude that it 
is necessary to identify and discuss the underlying premises of why cameras 
are considered so useful to begin with. Why are visual testimonies valued in 
contemporary societies? in answering this question, we need to examine the 
technology-to-make-visible in itself, and the political and legal framework 
in which cameras have become popular and meaningful.

studying photography, susan sontag (2003) argues that cameras have 
the tendency towards objectification, to turn an event or individual into 
an object, something that can be possessed. Photographs, digital images, 
and video recordings are a means to capture and own a copy of a specific  
interaction. although it is more of a claim than necessarily a practical  
reality, a particular photo is generally considered to be private property. 
john urry, suggesting that the importance of techniques to visualize are 
reflected in the dominant position of sight over the other senses, with  
eye-to-eye contact the “purest” form of interaction, similarly asserts that 
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multiple meanings, they allow for an experience and enactment of rights, 
responsibilities, and political subjectivity outside the exclusive relationship 
between a citizen and a nation-state. a citizenship that is not subject to 
the authority of state agencies, because they cannot completely control the 
way in which a particular image is interpreted. she suggests that cameras 
are an excellent tool for pursuing alternative political agendas and resisting  
contemporary power relations. not because they give people control  
over how videos and images are interpreted by others, but because the  
technique to make visible has altered a way of seeing, a way of escaping 
a state-centric view of what citizenship should look like in everyday life. 
azoulay concludes that everyone involved in photography is automatically 
a contributing member of a political community, a citizen of photography. 

however, my analysis of cameras in the context of everyday security  
provision suggests that the way people can give meaning to images and  
videos is much more shaped by the politics of making visible. although 
i recognize that cameras do provide the opportunity for people to escape 
and contest an authority, the way they experience and use the technique to 
make visible is still very much affected by dominant understandings of what  
cameras do, and what pictures mean, in a given context. indeed, as sontag 
(2003: 29, emphasis in original) points out: “one reads into the photograph 
what it should be saying”. People already have an understanding of what 
they are looking for when taking a picture, or when they see recordings of a  
security encounter. These differences can be shaped by the familiarity of 
certain images or the anticipation of particular events or interactions, which 
also ties to ideas of future-oriented policing and contemporary modes of 
watchful politics (see also Chapter Five). 

examining the politics of seeing, Gil hochberg (2015) examines why 
and how certain events are made visible, while others remain invisible.  
Drawing from the israel-Palestine conflict, she argues that the repetitive  
nature of familiar images of the conflict (e.g., demolished Palestinian  
houses, the aftermath of suicide bombing attacks in israeli streets), the  
israeli occupation is seen “through the banality of its cruelty, while  
Palestinians become recognized as political agents insofar as they are  
seen through a fetishized visual frame of destruction, violence, and loss” 
(ibid.: 6). she argues that such particular visual practices solidify security 
arrangements, create racial identities, and influence geopolitical configu-
rations of space. The conflict itself is constructed through the politics of 
visibility and invisibility: specific parts of the conflict are explicitly made 
visible, while other parts are made (even more) invisible.

We can apply similar insights to the case of Marcus, and the interaction 

has the capacity to give it meaning. People can enact citizenship by making 
pictures, by watching them, and in general by being part of a larger  
political community that engages with everyday photography. azoulay  
argues that we should also use the word “watching” instead of “looking” in 
this context. The former verb entails dimensions of time and movement; it 
suggests both that people in an image are no longer there, and that the image 
itself is not necessarily evidence that they ever were there (2008: 14). This 
line of reasoning is similar to the grounds on which scholars have critiqued 
the tendency to use the “ethnographic present” when presenting their data, 
since it tends to reduce respondents to subjects stuck in a single unchanging 
moment. By describing respondents and their activities in the past tense, 
this suggests that they have moved on, changing, and will always continue 
to do so. The argument that photography should be approached in a way 
that captures movement, or change, in time and space can also be applied 
to videography. although a video recording already shows a certain extent 
of movement, it is still limited to the frames that someone else has captured 
during one particular moment. 

The technique to make visible takes place in the plural, and has no single 
author (azoulay, 2008). indeed, multiple objects, subjectivities, and people 
are involved in making and interpreting an image. To illustrate her point, 
azoulay provides the example of a picture of two israeli soldiers standing 
and smiling over a dead Palestinian body. The image was perhaps meant 
for the eyes of colleagues and friends, as some kind of trophy. it conveyed 
a meaning of dominance. a second photographer took a photo of the same 
scene, but he included the photographer who took the first picture of the 
two israeli soldiers. This second photographer’s actions captured a different 
perspective, portraying a disturbing scene in which israeli soldiers thought 
it a was good idea to pose for a picture with a dead Palestinian. even if 
you see victory in the first picture, the second picture creates a distance,  
allowing the watcher to contextualize the scene. More so than the first, the 
second image raises the disturbing feeling of a disregard for human life, as 
well as notions of both structural, and very direct and lethal violence. in a 
way, the meaning and the imagined outcome of the first picture, as a trophy 
and commemoration of the actions of the soldiers, are contradicted by the 
second picture. Photography, then, remains a negotiation, in which multi-
ple meanings and perspectives will always exist simultaneously. There is no 
fixed and singular outcome that follows the act of taking a photo.

according to azoulay, the technique to make visible is a useful space 
in which to escape a sovereign power, to “reformulate the boundaries of 
citizenship” (2008: 24). Because photography and videography allow for 
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defining individual responsibility and legal liability. i read Miamians’ use 
of cameras as attempts to answer the question of what it looks like when 
someone breaks the law in a given security encounter. in the case of Marcus, 
his efforts to make visible primarily concerned the physically violent nature 
of many security encounters. aware of the impact of a visual image, his 
efforts were geared towards a legal screening of the actions of the officers 
involved. such attempts, however, simultaneously create a restrictive visual  
framework in which it becomes difficult to contextualize a given setting,  
to zoom out and watch what is going on outside of what the camera has 
captured. 

i suggest that the use of cameras is both embedded in the legal gaze, 
and strengthens this existing visual-legal configuration. in the next section,  
i argue that cameras are increasingly used in security encounters because  
of their legal potentiality, the understanding that the images and videos  
captured will go on to become undisputed evidence in a court of law. 

L e g A L P OT e N T IA L I T y
in 1992, a video was made public capturing four Los angeles police  
officers assaulting a Black man named rodney King. They beat him with 
extraordinary force: fifty-six baton blows, seven kicks, and four shots from a 
Taser. seventeen other police officers watched. The prosecution understood 
the video to be the most objective piece of evidence imaginable, because it 
clearly showed the identified officers’ wrongdoings. in fact, the prosecution 
was so convinced of the power of this visual evidence that they did not even 
call on rodney King to testify, but relied solely on the video as their primary 
witness during the trial. 

The lawyers who defended the police officers, on the other hand, urged 
the judge and jury to see the event through the eyes of the officers, and 
not through the eye of the camera. They humanized and contextualized the  
involved officers, juxtaposing King’s body language and position with those 
of the “anxious” and “threatened” officers. The assault was systematically 
categorized into distinct uses of force, all with a different level of severity  
and justification, which were then weighed against the LaPD’s manual on 
beatings. as a result, and in spite of the visual recording of the beating, 
only one of the four officers was initially convicted of excessive use of force  
by the non-Black jury, which included nra members and former military 
officers (Miller, 1998).

The video, however, showed something more than the beating of  
rodney King. it visualized the high rate of police killings in Los angeles,  
and became symbolic of the disproportionate violence against Black  

between police officers and Black residents in the us in general. Both are 
looking to make each other visible, but are primarily able to do so through 
the dominant representations of their respective roles. i focus on the use of 
cameras by Miami’s police officers (including the implementation of body 
cameras) in the next section, but for now it is sufficient to understand that 
citizens and officers alike frequently use cameras for similar purposes. When 
Marcus made his interactions with police officers visible with his camera, 
he created a connection between an actual encounter and a representation 
of that encounter – a representation in which Marcus could be seen as a 
stereotypical victim of police practices, but only through a dominant and 
restrictive visual framework of fetishized physical violence and oppression. 
This reminded me of what sarah, another resident of overtown, told me: 
“apparently White people need to see us lying dead in our own blood before 
they believe police violence.” and even then, there is no guarantee that such 
images will have any legal consequences. as hochberg (2015: 164) writes, 
there is nothing intrinsic to vision and visibility that “marks them as either 
emancipatory or suppressive”. nevertheless, the widespread use of cameras 
has shaped the visual contours through which security encounters can be 
given meaning.

i conceptualize the visual framework through which Miamians inter-
pret and experience everyday security encounters in the form of the “legal  
gaze”. This gaze shifts our focus to the law as a dominant frame that  
informs how Miamians see security encounters, and how they act when they 
are aware of the possibility that they could be recorded by a camera. i am 
particularly concerned with how local residents and security professionals 
visualize their rights and responsibilities, and more broadly with what  
legality looks like in recordings and images. Louise amoore (2007) explores 
how us state agencies mobilize and shape such visualizations in the context 
of a perceived threat. she suggests that images and videos are called for to 
provide legal evidence and support a claim of justice. according to her, the 
visualization of a threat comes “in advance of law, prior to justice in the 
strict sense” (2007: 230, emphasis in original). in my conceptualization of 
the legal gaze, however, the law and the visual are not sequential, but are 
intertwined in a visual framework through which recordings and images are 
understood and applied. This raises the question of how much of what we 
see is influenced by specific visual-legal configurations.

The legal gaze enhances our understanding of contemporary efforts 
to make visible, efforts in which people zoom in and frame a particular  
encounter. in producing such visual frames, Miamians seem concerned  
with visualizing legality, a preoccupation that translates to exposing and 
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violated the law, the video recordings would at least allow for the  
identification and investigation of the respective officers involved.  
obviously, not all of overtown’s Black residents were supportive of the  
initiative, and not every police officer was skeptical of, or opposed to, the 
implementation of the technology. some residents of the neighborhood,  
including sarah, accepted the body camera for police officers as a last resort. 
They reasoned that if existing policies and laws were unable to stop officers 
from shooting unarmed civilians, then body cameras hopefully would.

regional policy makers and local activists suggested that it was only a 
matter of time before body cameras would become mandatory for police 
officers in Miami. The MBPD, for example, launched a three-month pilot 
program with thirty motorcycle officers in May 2015. since these officers 
frequently conducted traffic stops that involved verbal and face-to-face  
encounters, the higher-ups reasoned that these officers offered a good  
test case for the technology. a month earlier, the regional police force 
of Miami-Dade County had allotted us$1 million of its budget to body  
cameras. Politicians and us presidents have also endorsed the use of  
police body cameras, although for different and even opposing reasons. some  
argue that body cameras protect residents from police violence, while  
others support the implementation of the technology in order to protect 
police officers from false accusations. although police unions have  
criticized and attempted to postpone the policy, at the time of writing it 
seemed inevitable that the body camera would soon, in one way or another, 
make its way to becoming the next piece of equipment to be part of the 
standardized police uniform throughout the Miami metropolitan area.

During a ride-along and on several other occasions that i spoke with  
Miami police officers, they told me that they feared that body cameras 
would impair their work. They also worried that they would create more 
insecurity for the communities they worked in. in general, these officers 
argued that the presence of a body camera would hinder them from  
following their intuition when preventing crime. officers often described 
police work as a “legal grey area” that required officers to approach “out-of-
place-looking” individuals, sometimes without any clear reason other than 
a sense of intuition. The body camera recording, however, might force them 
to prove probable cause – the legal term for reasonable grounds to believe 
that a particular person has committed a crime, or is about to violate the 
law, on which the police are legally permitted to stop and search people or 
their vehicles. although acting without probable cause always made a police  
officer susceptible to legal prosecution, the body camera caused many  
officers to frame their work in more explicit legal terms. responding to the 

citizens across the country. although the legal result was far from the  
outcome that the prosecutors had hoped for – the jury acquitted most of  
the officers involved – in a way the trial achieved what numerous written 
complaints against White officers by Black civilians could not, as it did 
eventually lead to the conviction of two policemen and generated wide-
spread outrage and debate. The case of rodney King illustrates how a video 
can be assigned certain meanings. as i explained in the previous section, 
on the politics of making visible, different people understand images and 
recordings as conveying different narratives. The city of Miami experienced 
a similar event in 1980, when a video showed a Black man named arthur 
McDuffie being killed by five police officers. The officers were all acquitted, 
which resulted in three infamous days of rioting.

This is the first of two sections that discuss why people use and rely on 
cameras for security purposes, and how visibility and legality come together 
in this widespread and relatively new phenomenon. This section focuses 
specifically on the legal potentiality of cameras, on the understanding that 
making visible translates directly to the creation of legal evidence, while 
the section that follows discusses people’s behavior when they realize that 
their actions are being recorded by a camera. as discussed in the previous 
section, i consider it more important to study the conditions and relations 
in which cameras operate and are used, contextualizing both the technology 
itself, and the act of making visible through either photos or videos. instead 
of discussing how individuals convey a message through the recording and 
 sharing of videos in the attempt to convince a larger audience, in this  
section i am more concerned with the political and legal configurations  
that help us to understand why they do so. here, i also shift the focus away 
from Marcus for a while to discuss the use of cameras by police officers.

Despite the two cases described above – the beating of rodney King 
and the murder of arthur McDuffie – and many others that illustrate the  
ambiguous legal impact of visual images, civil rights advocates across the 
us have increasingly called for police officers to wear body cameras to  
enable their being held them accountable for their actions. During  
community meetings that i observed held in overtown’s Black Police  
Precinct and Courthouse Museum, people from local and regional govern-
ment bodies and nGos, as well as activists, including Trayvon Martin’s  
uncle, discussed issues of police violence and racism. They told me that 
implementing body cameras was the best short-term solution. in their view, 
body cameras would work because they would act as a reminder to officers  
that any wrongdoings would be recorded, making them susceptible to legal  
prosecution. and if this preventive effect failed and police officers still  
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camera could in fact lower the number of complaints, as the technology 
would prove that the officers had been acting in accordance with the 
law and official policies. The fear of complaints affected the daily work  
routines of police officers directly, as they were frequently consciously  
aware of how the public perceived them. instead of showing their  
annoyance with a woman who had parked her suV in the middle of the 
road, for instance, officers smiled and politely asked her multiple times to 
move on. When she finally left, officers called her out, clearly frustrated not 
just with her lack of cooperation, but mostly because they had to maintain  
a specific performance – a performance in which they were required to  
uphold the attitude of a friendly neighborhood officer. afraid of  
complaints or a reprimand from their supervisor, there was no space for 
them to express their discomfort, frustration or annoyance. it could be 
questioned, however, the extent to which body cameras would actually  
increase these officers’ possibilities to express themselves. in the next  
section, i discuss in more detail the ways in which cameras affect  
emotions and interpersonal relations. 

in short, when it came to body cameras, Miami’s police officers saw both 
positives and negatives. They could imagine recordings as helping them in 
verbal and legal disagreements with civilians, but they were also doubtful 
about how their privacy would be affected: could they still make jokes about 
the sergeant? They also wondered how they could continue to do the work 
that was required of them if the authorities weighed their every action on a 
binary scale of legal versus illegal, leaving no space for the “legal grey area” 
they considered crucial to effective policing. at the time of writing, many 
local and national politicians and the highest ranking officers had not yet 
come up with a comprehensive solution to the specifics of implementing 
body cameras, in particular regarding the control over and access to the 
footage. some officers were convinced that they would be able to turn 
off the cameras when necessary, while others were not so sure. rumors,  
together with arbitrary national and local decisions, created feelings of  
uncertainty and precarity among many officers in Miami, especially in 
terms of what the implementation of body cameras would mean for them 
and their work.

Police officers imagined and expected the legal potentiality of the  
cameras; they expected future recordings to evaluate police work – which 
takes place in a “legal grey area” – as either legal or illegal, but also  
anticipated the cameras’ potential to subject others to a similar gaze. These 
concerns reflect and define an idealized relationship between the camera’s 
capacity to make something visible, and the potential legal implications of  

legal potentiality of the body camera, it increased their need to document 
their actions beforehand. in addition, many police officers explained that 
they did not live in the same environments in which they worked, and in 
their view, if the public supported body cameras, this would make their own 
living areas less safe. residents would have to deal with the consequences 
of criminals going about their ways, since officers would be restrained from 
intervening based on intuition.

somewhat ironically and apparently unbeknownst to these officers,  
their reasoning on the potential effects of body cameras on their policing 
behavior did in fact offer an argument for the effectiveness of body cameras. 
officers themselves suggested that they would no longer be able rely on their 
“intuition” and would have to follow the law whenever they interacted with 
civilians – exactly what advocates in overtown aspired to achieve. some 
officers, facing the “threat” of having to wear a body camera, switched jobs  
and became instructors at the police academy rather than engaging in  
police work that involved encounters with the public. as one officer  
explained to me, “it wasn’t the time for officers like us to walk the streets.” 
To him, the fact that body cameras were deemed necessary, to check and 
control the actions of individual officers, meant that he could not work 
in the way he considered most effective. Perhaps David Lyon’s (2003)  
conclusion that not all technology is sinister per definition is correct. Based 
on the police officers’ initial responses, body cameras could decenter the 
importance of “personal experience” (and its relation to racial profiling) 
within police work, in favor of notions of legality. 

on the other hand, there were also many officers who saw potential 
benefits to wearing a body camera. During a short stop on the streets of 
Miami Beach, one officer walked around, slamming his hands on his large 
chest, protected by body armor. “Bring ’em on”, he said. “everything will be 
on tape, so whenever i tell that motherfucker to take a seat, eight fucking 
times, and he doesn’t do it, i have to force him down, what’s he gonna do?” 
This was his emotional response to the amount of complaints and internal 
investigations that he and many police officers in Miami were dealing with, 
a frustrating and time-consuming hassle, which many found stressful as it 
could potentially affect their future careers as a law enforcement officers. 
online searches using the names of the officers whom i met indicated that 
most of them had been involved in some kind of legal issue. some had even 
been temporarily suspended or reassigned to an administrative task. 

in this example, and in many other interactions i observed, officers 
were often actively concerned with preventing citizens from complaining to 
their superiors about their behavior. some officers believed that the body  
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comfortable, and awaited the outcome of the negotiations by taking  
pictures of themselves on their cell phones while pointing their middle  
fingers to the cameras.

after thirty minutes or so, and after all verbal attempts to get the woman 
out of her car had failed, the officers agreed that it was time to make an 
arrest. The lieutenant instructed elrond, a member of the sWaT team and 
the most muscular officer around, to handcuff the woman. The lieutenant 
seemed worried, however, and she ordered a sergeant to “stand by” with 
his cell phone to record the arrest. The woman sitting behind the wheel 
was Black, and i assumed that this heightened the lieutenant’s anxiety and  
perhaps partly explained why she wanted the arrest recorded.

elrond reached inside the car and grabbed the forearms of the woman,  
who resisted verbally but obeyed physically. The sergeant recorded the 
whole interaction, and only stopped recording when the backdoor of one of 
the police cars slammed shut behind the handcuffed woman. With the video 
saved to its memory card, the phone was returned to its holder attached 
to the sergeant’s tactical belt, behind his gun. “it’s the cherry on top of the 
cake”, explained elrond when we drove towards the City of Miami holding  
cells, located at the back of the MPD station. in case the woman filed a  
complaint against one of the officers, they could show the recording made by 
the sergeant that day. Filling out the report did not take elrond much time, 
but during the rest of his shift his mind boggled over why the woman had  
not left her car by herself. in his view, it was not worth getting arrested over.

Police officers with whom i spoke acknowledged that cameras allowed 
them to capture their perspectives whenever they felt it was necessary. in 
this case, however, the officers used a personal camera to record a video that 
the officers themselves could save in a place they could always access, unlike 
the expected body cameras, over which they would have much less control.  
The use of personal cameras had become increasingly popular among  
police officers, and the cell phone was an essential part of an officer’s  
tactical belt, where it was locked in place alongside a handgun, a Taser, a 
flashlight, and ammunition. instead of pondering the question of who was 
mimicking whom – citizens or police officers – the use of cameras discussed 
her show that both parties were part of the same community in which the 
legal potentiality of cameras affected individuals directly, informing their 
behavior, and influencing interpersonal relations and interactions. 

it is important to understand the widespread use of cameras in terms 
of shared practices, in order to address the commonalities underlying why 
citizens and police officers use them, and to prevent a debate that only sees 
it as some kind of visual warfare. The latter view would imply that camera 

this capacity. in this view, images are considered to be the ultimate  
evidence that can prove whether an individual has acted in a lawful or  
unlawful manner. indeed, as noted earlier, i observed instructors explicitly 
teaching police recruits that the media was not their friend. During one 
such class, a lieutenant told recruits that journalists were only out there to 
highlight police violence and confrontational encounters, and showed little 
to no interest in other, more positive, sides of the work they did in society. 
This media attention connected to the eagerness of members of the wider 
public to record police officers with their cell phones. nowadays, basically 
everyone owns a camera, even those who might be without a home and  
living on the streets. Thus when security guards or police officers confront 
members of the public regarding unlawful actions, the latter often record 
the encounter. in my interactions with Miamians, showing such videos to 
me also proved a popular way of supporting their verbal account of their 
experiences.

Faced with the legal potentiality of cameras, police officers were not  
patiently awaiting the arrival of the body camera, but explicitly sought to 
make the most of the technology’s ability to visualize security encounters. 
one particular event that i observed clearly illustrated the use of mobile 
cameras by police officers. it took place during my second ride-along with 
officer elrond (a pseudonym), a direct colleague of Lux’s, both at the MPD 
and at the Wynwood BiD where they worked off-duty. elrond was a member 
of the local sWaT team, and after our first ride-along we went together to 
do swimming exercises in a nearby pool. he wanted to try out for a special 
unit for which he was required to swim multiple laps with a heavy suit, 
and i had given him some advice on his technique. elrond was generally 
open about his work and social life, and was willing to discuss his personal  
experiences and thoughts with me, which was why i had wanted to ride with 
him a second time.

Directly after we left the MPD station and greeted the private security 
guard at the gate, elrond got a call on his cell phone. his new lieutenant 
requested his presence at the entrance of Bayside Park in Downtown. There 
was no rush, so no need for him to turn on the alarm and sirens. after a 
short ride, we parked behind three other police cars, all with their blue 
and red lights flickering. next to them was a large suV attached to a tow 
truck, with a woman still sitting in the driver’s seat, refusing to leave her car,  
which she had parked illegally. The police officers waited patiently, as  
requested by the lieutenant, the highest ranking officer present. They  
gave the woman exactly half an hour to exit the vehicle by herself before 
they would intervene. The employees of the towing company were less  
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looked for ways to have police officers deal with aggressive individuals in 
order to protect themselves and their employer from legal prosecution. 
such examples speak to a shared understanding of the law, in which legality 
shapes how security encounters play out.

in a rather bizarre and ironic twist, decades after the rodney King  
incident, the same company that fabricated the electric stun-gun that the  
officers used against King – Taser, now a worldwide supplier of the  
technology – has begun to promote the usage of (body) cameras (see Fig-
ure 4.2). Targeting police officers, the advertisement depicted here – which 
i saw hanging in the MBPD station – conveys the message that officers  
themselves are responsible for ensuring the legality of their actions, as 
well as documenting and validating the illegality of the actions of others. 

use creates a conflict in which police officers oppose citizens and vice  
versa, with both sides trying to use cameras to score legal points. rather, i  
argue that everyone finds themselves subject to a legal gaze, relying on  
individualized efforts to make legality and illegality visible, to validate.  
Because of the legal potentiality of cameras, they are used by individuals to 
first, validate their personal actions or perspectives as legal and just, and 
second, to reveal the practices of other individuals, exposing them to legal 
prosecution or protecting them from it.

in tracing the historical origins of the ties between legality and  
photography, john Tagg (1988) argues that the technologies that enabled 
the increased use of cameras in the nineteenth century allowed state power 
to grow simultaneously. Cameras, he argues, did not become so essential 
for extracting evidence because of their physical and aesthetic capacities 
to capture a particular frame by themselves. rather, cameras acquired  
their legal potentiality because government agencies and international  
corporations sought to establish a “new regime of truth” (ibid.: 61): a  
proliferating system of documentation in which it became important to 
collect and save evidence. Tagg sees the development of police forces 
as integral to the camera’s legal potentiality, a potentiality that has been  
reinforced by various government policies over the years. Police services and 
photography, he shows, have progressed and expanded together for over two 
hundred years. in addition, cameras have also become more affordable, and 
recent innovations have made the technology more mobile and convenient. 
By making use of photography, this system of legally-oriented documenta-
tion emerged and expanded in various parts of society, including hospitals, 
schools, prisons, and police forces. as a consequence, a mix of visualization 
and legality became embedded in numerous everyday practices. 

The legal gaze creates a restrictive framework that limits the meaning 
of visual representations. in other words, the interpretations of camera use 
are confined to almost exclusively legal terms. such interpretations have 
been reinforced by government agencies and private companies, which rely 
on visual documentation of their practices as a form of legal insurance and 
a mode of showing transparency. The camera’s legal potentiality is a key  
concern in Miami, where suing city officials, police departments, and  
companies, based on camera evidence, is a relatively common practice.  
Local residents and security professionals told me that they used their  
mobile phone to deal with non-compliant customers, violent behavior, or 
whenever they felt their rights were violated during a security encounter. 
With or without the presence of cameras, many Miamians were concerned 
with their susceptibility to being sued. security guards told me that they 

Figure 4.2. Taser advertisement in the MBPD police station, September 2015. 
Source: https://uk.axon.com/taser.
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the national organization PinaC (Photography is not a Crime).2 Both al 
Crespo’s and PinaC’s website displayed numerous videos in which police 
officers and public officials aggressively responded to cameras and the  
people using them, as both sides accuse each other of breaking the law. 
These sites are indicative of how much the use of cameras in public space 
has been debated, in particular when it comes their supposed interference 
with police work.

With the legal potential of making visible in mind, it makes sense to  
expect that, when confronted with cameras, people shift to a performance 
that is perceived as being legal. During a ride-along with officer Gomez, 
who patrolled overtown, a final call came through: a security guard had 
been punched in a park. it was a code four call, implying that Gomez should 
use sirens and headlights in order to arrive as soon as possible. When we  
arrived on the scene, several officers already present were attempting to 
arrest a Black man, while numerous park visitors had gathered around  
the scene and had begun to record the altercation with their cell phones. 
Gomez did not hesitate and assisted his colleagues as they pushed the man 
in handcuffs towards the back of one of the police cars. The three officers 
were unable to get him into the car, and Gomez used his baton to hit the 
man on his legs. 

illuminated by a street lantern, punctuated by the flickering of the red 
and blue police lights, and surrounded by dozens of bystanders, the man 
began to shout: “read me my Miranda rights!” he kept on repeating the  
sentence, louder and louder, before he finally succumbed to the officers’ 
pressure and beating. The door of the police car slammed shut. The car  
began to bounce, and you could hear the man shouting inside, trying to  
kick himself a way out. “he’s gonna break it…” one officer predicted.  
she was right. The tinted window came flying off and the man showed his 
head one more time, directing his speech at the audience. “read. Me. My. 
Miranda. rights!”

To me, the whole incident felt almost staged. The man who was being  
arrested was resisting the force used by the police officers, relying on 
a claim to his most basic citizenship rights, which he repeated loudly 
over and over. The police officers themselves seemed to follow the exact  
procedures for making the arrest, increasing their use of force step by step 
as long as the man refused to cooperate with their demands. Behind the blue 

Many believe that a (body) camera is the most effective way of doing so. in  
stating that “Testimony is interesting. Video is compelling”, Taser quite  
literally places the significance of an individual visual account above that  
of a verbal one for those working in a security-related field. We can  
recognize the importance of Tagg’s (1988) “regime of truth” here.  
although he envisioned the working of this regime to stem primarily  
from a single entity – the state – here, the efforts of state, corporations,  
activist organizations and individuals combine in reproducing such a  
regime and the practices that come with it. 

although attractive and understandably popular, legal potentiality has 
made it difficult to think, watch, and imagine social interactions outside of 
the rubric of law and state. used to record civil rights violations, cameras 
have produced a language that speaks to a legal system through an  
individualized, rather than a collective effort. in the next section, i discuss 
how a legal gaze over-exposes individual behavior, and how it shapes the 
actual performances part of everyday security provision. 

t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i C  p e r f o r m a n C e
Legality and technologies of making visible not only come together in the  
legal potentiality of cameras, which informs decisions whether to use 
them or not. The physical presence and usage of cameras also define and 
shape how people enact and experience interpersonal interactions in terms 
of a shared understanding of the law. i refer to this as the photographic  
performance: the way in which people behave when they realize that  
a camera is switched on and capturing the scene. Cameras capture and  
expose individual performances. Marcus did not use his camera in order  
to change the behavior of the officers he would encounter. recall, however, 
his comment that he actually experienced an increase in hostility once he 
began to record their actions. Together with his camera, Marcus shaped the 
way in which others acted and responded to his presence, although in this 
case the response was not necessarily friendlier, or in correspondence with 
the law for that matter. 

in political and public debate in the us, the legality of public photo-
graphy has been thoroughly discussed and contested. Where can you be  
legally photographed? What distance is required between a police officer and 
someone recording her actions with a cell phone? especially when mobile 
cameras were relatively new, police departments and state authorities  
condemned, and to a certain extent criminalized, the act of photography. 
Many officers and human rights advocates in Miami were familiar with the 
controversial and sensational website of al Crespo, and his linkages with 

2 https://www.crespogramnews.com/index.html and https://newsmaven.io/
pinacnews/
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behave when they were stopped by a police officer. in other words, it advised 
them on what their performance should look like, in order to minimize  
the risk of escalation and violence. The organization also recommended  
recording the officer’s information, which could also be done with a camera. 

The document, depicted in Figure 4.3, was a message to overtown’s  
residents, explaining that if they acted in a particular way, they could avoid 
a confrontational outcome with law enforcement officers, and the potential 
injury associated with such confrontations. although it did explain that 
“every situation is different”, it was distributed by local residents as a way of 
suggesting that, as long as you followed certain micro-behavioral guidelines, 
a police officer would not see you as a potential threat. This view illustrated 
a more widespread understanding that one’s behavior within a security 
encounter would be interpreted according to one’s intentions. This under-
standing, however, neglects the political context in which these encounters 
take place. as i explained in the section on the politics of making visible, 
people and interactions are seen through a visual framework in which  
certain representations are dominant. in this case, this visual framework 
is one in which a Black man on the street is automatically seen as a threat. 

i suggest that the use of mobile cameras strengthens the importance  
of such performances in public debate. Making visible comes with the  
tendency to over-expose individual behavior. images captured by a camera 
can be used to uncover which individual was at fault, how, and when. Who 
did not stick to the script? Whose performance went awry? Mobile camera 
technology affords a micro analysis of an incident, exposing the details 
of a person’s behavior. in so doing, it reinforces a tendency to ascribe the  
violation of rights to a particular individual and their behavior. Marcus’ 
videos could be used to publicly condemn or legally prosecute one or a few 
individual police officers. although the existence of numerous videos of 
police violence from various regions of the us suggests that the issue exists 
at a structural level and not an individual one, the legal gaze shifts our focus 
to “bad apples”: people or employees who do not act in accordance with the 
law and are therefore at fault and susceptible to prosecution. Their visibility 
can therefore be used to support the argument that they are the exception 
to the rule.

Cameras and the performances they elicit perpetuate the dominant idea 
of individual responsibility and liability. The camera, as an instrument 
that is often used to reveal violence and crime, over-exposes individual  
liability and under-exposes the importance of structural causes. Making 
security encounters visible, in other words, highlights personal errors 
and perpetuates a legal system in which people look for ways to sue  

and red lights of the police cars were the bystanders, almost every single 
one of them with their cell phone in their hand, following and capturing the 
scene through their digital screens. The event felt like it was staged because 
it seemed that everyone involved was performing in a certain way, as if there 
were a script that was heavily informed by imaginations of what was legal, 
and how to perform when confronted with the illegal. This does not mean 
that those involved performed in a particular way only because the scene 
was being recorded. Perhaps the man would have shouted the same thing 
without a camera being present, and perhaps the police officers would have 
followed the same particular guidelines regardless of whether their actions 
were being captured. The point here is not to prove some kind of causal  
relationship that links specific performances with the act of recording. What 
i aim to argue in this section is that cameras not only have the capacity to 
shape a performance, but more importantly, to over-expose it. 

in his performance, the man whom Gomez and his colleagues sought to 
arrest made sure to let the audience know that he felt the police officers were 
violating his rights. he demanded that they read him his Miranda rights out 
loud, speaking to the inconsistencies between police practices and official 
policies and legal regulations – as every viewer of police procedural shows  
knows, officers are supposed to read the standardized lines of legal rights  
and responsibilities to the man or woman under arrest. Both the officers  
and the man were very repetitive in their behavior, both performing to  
their respective and idealized roles. While using physical force, the police 
officers sought to proceed with the arrest “in a calm manner”. in addition, 
they made use of specific attributes, such as flashing lights and uniforms, 
to rule out any perception that they were not in fact police officers and that 
their actions could not be justified to the growing crowd. There was little 
doubt that during the arrest, neither the police nor the man under arrest 
were going to change their performance.

While recordings may prompt police to perform their duties according 
to procedure, state agencies and affiliated organizations also expect citizens 
to perform in a certain way during such encounters. ideally, their perfor-
mance should minimize (or even prevent) the risk of being a victim of police 
violence. During meetings organized by activists in overtown, a pamphlet 
created by the national Black Police association – an advocate forum for  
“minority police officers” – was distributed.3 The pamphlet aimed to provide 
young Black men in the neighborhood with specific instructions on how to 

3 http://blackpolice.org/
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individuals for acting unlawfully. Individuals are increasingly considered 
to be the responsible party when it comes to documenting, capturing, and 
exposing civil rights violations. at the same time, individuals continue to 
be found culpable whenever such “incidents” are made visible. This is a 
cycle that reinforces itself: the more cameras are able to expose individual  
liability – who did what wrong and when – the more they will be used for 
exactly this purpose, and the more privileged individual liability will be in 
mediating security encounters. 

The idea of individual liability also informs how people interpret  
security encounters for reasons to go beyond their own risk of legal  
prosecution. For example, during the training of new security officers at 
the private security company Xecurity, the instructor showed a series of 
YouTube videos in which police officers made serious and sometimes  
lethal mistakes by shooting unarmed civilians. The instructor paused after 
each video and explained what exactly had gone wrong and what the  
officer should have done instead. he pointed out specific behavioral aspects 
of the encounter: the officer should have walked the other way, backed off, 
or used a different tone of voice. he concluded that all of these errors could 
have been prevented if only police officers were more properly trained.

The legal gaze not only shapes performances, encouraging individuals 
to behave in a manner that looks lawful; it also filters out other – intimate,  
emotional – interactions while privileging legal susceptibility. a short  
documentary called The Rise of Body Cameras (McDonald, 2017) illustrates 
how a police body camera affects emotional and interpersonal relation-
ships and interactions. The documentary shows footage of a police officer  
shooting Paul o’neal in Chicago in 2016. o’neal was unarmed, and we see 
in the video that directly after the shooting, the officer panics, and tries 
to find some comfort with a colleague. she does not want to talk to him,  
however, and points with her index finger to the body camera on her uni-
form. What she expresses with this gesture is a reminder that everything 
he says will be recorded. it can and will be used against him during po-
lice and legal investigations. The shooting was horrendous and an unarmed 
man was shot and killed. The camera did not prevent it from happening. in  
addition, it deterred empathetic interaction, as the officer was left alone 
after shooting an unarmed man. although body cameras have not become 
standardized equipment at the time of writing, the short documentary  
illustrates how the technology could affect interpersonal interaction and 
feelings of collectivity in the near future. 

Figure 4.3. Document distributed during meeting in Overtown, April 2015. 
Source: http://blackpolice.org/
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to capture any encounter in order to document visual evidence, for personal  
or professionals reasons. Finally, the individualization of responsibility  
and liability undermines feelings of collective belonging. Miamians looked 
for ways to sue others when they perceived their rights as being violated, but 
also felt the need to protect themselves from such liability.

The use of mobile cameras is likely only going to increase in the future. 
The aCLu, for instance, a national human rights organization, has created a 
mobile app that allows users to immediately upload their recording of police 
violence to the organization (as i described briefly in Chapter Four in the 
context of Memorial Day weekend in Miami). While this move suggests a  
more collective approach to individual recordings, the increase in the  
production and circulation of such images implies that there is also a  
need for critically understanding such footage, in order to escape the  
individualizing effect of the legal gaze. Being a citizen of photography is  
not enough on its own to politicize everyday inequality and violence. 
in addition to focusing on the endless negotiations over the meaning of  
images, we should shift our analytical lens to capture “the bigger picture”. 
This implies discussing the underlying reasons and assumptions that  
explain why Marcus finds it necessary to record his encounters with police 
officers in the first place. 

in the past years, the number of videos made public that capture  
alleged police brutality has grown exponentially. Cameras have become a 
key medium through which people attempt to politicize their experiences. 
sarah was partly right: apparently people do need to see violence before 
they will accept that it is happening, and as the Taser advertisement points 
out, verbal accounts are, unfortunately, not as compelling. although many 
still continue to deny the existence of racial profiling and disproportionate 
violence used by police officers, recent social movements have managed to 
mobilize nationwide support in their struggle against police violence. The 
specifics of why and how Black Lives Matter movements have come into 
being are beyond the scope of this research, but it is safe to say that record-
ings produced by mobile cameras have been crucial in their mobilization of 
support. it is not clear whether, without these videos, a similarly widespread 
and effective movement would have come into existence.

according to azoulay (2008), the camera itself offers a way out of the 
exclusive relationship between a citizen and a nation-state, because it allows 
for multiple meanings and experiences. even though state agencies may 
try, they cannot control the way in which a particular image is interpreted,  
since its outcome belongs to no one. Because of this, she suggests, cameras 
are an excellent tool for pursuing alternative political agendas and resisting 

e s C a p i n g  t h e  l e g a l  g a z e
returning to the barbershop in 2016, Fenix told me that Marcus had lent  
his camera to some of his friends, who wanted to shoot a music video  
insidethe shop. one of the artists thought it would be cool to have  
packages of white powder hidden in the ceiling, so that it would look like 
they were dealing cocaine in the video. The video was published online,  
and eventually the MPD saw it. several officers knocked on the front door  
of Marcus’ barbershop for inspection shortly thereafter. as it had simply 
been staged for the music video, the police officers went away empty handed. 

The cases in this chapter illustrate that the images cameras create, in 
the form of photographs or videos, have been all too often (mis)understood 
as compelling legal evidence, as a direct representation of the truth. i have  
argued that acts and experiences of making visible are entangled with  
notions of legality: the legal gaze. Through this visual-legal configuration, 
Miamians have come to assess interpersonal interactions in legal terms, 
over-exposing individual liability and under-exposing the importance 
of more structural causes. such a focus on individual liability limits the  
attempts to distribute meaning to an encounter, or to contextualize it,  
outside of the language of legality. i have unpacked the legal gaze through 
the legal potentiality of cameras and the photographic performance. 

i conclude that the technology to make visible has become pivotal in 
experiencing and enacting citizenship. First, cameras are used to record 
and define civil rights violations; they have become the most compelling 
technology through which to capture a violation of rights. But in doing so, 
cameras also shape definitions of these rights and what their violation looks 
like to begin with, and influence how people perform in security encounters 
accordingly. Violent encounters between african-american residents and 
police officers are interpreted as “incidents” between “bad apples” and/or 
criminals. efforts to visualize such encounters zoom in on individual  
liability. Marcus gave me the names of the individual officers whom he  
accused of abusing their power. names he remembered and that almost  
became the personification of his feelings of injustice. in the event of  
future altercations, he would want to see them fired and to personally  
receive financial compensation for the violation of his rights, using his  
camera to achieve this. second, recording and identifying civil rights  
violations are increasingly becoming an individual responsibility. This  
shift speaks to the ideal type of vigilant citizenship, in which individuals  
are expected to develop a heightened awareness of when and how their 
rights are violated and are capable of undertaking the necessary actions. 
indeed, both local residents and security professionals use mobile cameras 
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contemporary power relations. as i explained in the section on the politics 
of making visible, she also suggests that everyone involved in photography 
is a “citizen of photography”.

in this chapter, however, i suggest that this is not necessarily the case. 
The legal gaze shapes Miamians’ understandings of when and where they 
should switch their camera on, and whom they should record on video.  
This does not mean that state authority is automatically contested and  
power is redistributed, or that people who do so enact belonging to a  
larger body politic. how then do social movements in Miami and the us  
escape the legal gaze’s individualizing effects, to address more structural  
and deeply rooted inequalities that reflect differentiations of citizenship 
along lines of race, class and residential location? What is necessary is a 
deliberate effort to frame and discuss citizenship issues without relying  
exclusively on the law as a way of seeing and dealing with them. Like  
other groups organized around similar values and goals, Miami’s Dream  
Defenders’ efforts could appear a bit haphazard. advocates addressed  
different, albeit related issues, such as the minimum wage, the israel- 
Palestine conflict, racial segregation, and sexism. however, through efforts 
that center around cultural and political changes, incorporating other as-
pects of daily life, Dream Defenders and affiliated organizations looked 
for ways to establish feelings of solidarity and political community, and to 
form political subjectivity in ways that terms other than those of criminal 
and civil law. Through protests, workshops, classes, and other meetings and 
forms of civil disobedience, they aimed to develop a narrative that allowed  
Miamians to politicize the violation of rights by defending non-White  
life, as one of the founders told me. Considering the significance of the  
legal gaze in everyday life, this is not an insignificant challenge. 

 Cameras are used to uncover acts that might otherwise go unseen, to 
improve or uphold a form of transparency. Civil rights activists and local 
residents believed that body cameras would stop the police from operating 
as a “gang” and concealing their wrongdoings. This focus on disclosure in 
relation to citizenship and security, however, has purchase beyond cameras  
as a form of visualizing technology. it also shapes other dimensions of  
everyday life in Miami. one of these dimensions relates to secrets, and  
how these are understood – as threats that need to be disclosed to the  
authorities or others, or as an essential and beneficial type of knowledge.  
Moving further away from the materiality of guns, and the partial  
materiality of cameras, Chapter Five focuses on both the public and private 
disclosure and concealment of information. 



Chapter 5

•

s e C r e t s

Figure 5.1. MPD police officers look for information after the murder of Marlon Eason in Over-
town, March 2015.
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officers and local residents is framed in terms of “good citizenship”. it  
suggests that the duties of the ideal type of citizen include informing and 
collaborating with the authorities. MPD police officers and DTrT cam-
paign leaders suggest that such actions should be rewarded. Likewise, many  
programs in Miami that promote the involvement of residents in security- 
related matters also commend and reward those who provide essential  
information. 

Campaigns such as the DTrT are a form of “civilian mobilization”:  
they use and rely on civilians to collaborate with police officers in dealing 
with a range of security concerns, both domestic and international. joshua 
reeves (2017) conceptualizes this as “lateral surveillance”, a form of sur-
veillance in which civilians watch and report on each other to authorities. 
The concept of lateral surveillance is useful for unpacking how citizens 
have been enrolled in a larger project of security, and for understanding  
the concomitant shift in responsibility for security and how this is framed 
in terms of political belonging to the nation-state. reeves provides an  
extensive historical overview of the numerous ways in which civilians 
have been mobilized for surveillance purposes throughout the us. indeed,  
academic literature has long recorded such forms of lateral surveillance, 
focusing on the performance of surveillance in the case of neighborhood 
watch groups, for example. Much of such work aims to understand the  
power dynamics inherent to such programs in the us and beyond. My  

a  s l i C e  o f  C i t i z e n s h i p
in a cold conference room at the MPD, children and their families gathered 
with numerous police officers for the Do The right Thing (DTrT) award 
ceremony. During this monthly ceremony, the MPD issued awards to  
children for their good citizenship and to police officers for extraordinary 
deeds in the line of work. once everyone in the audience was inside, the 
ceremony began with a pledge of allegiance to the us flag on display on 
the podium at the front. a commanding officer introduced the different 
cases and presented the individuals who had been nominated, including a  
police officer who while responding to a different situation had gone beyond 
the call of duty to save a man who was choking, and a young girl who had 
proactively assisted a police officer when her friend ran away from home. 
Campaign leaders nominated and awarded children and officers whose  
behavior they considered to be exemplary for their peers. in many cases, the 
nominees had shared secret information with local authorities without the 
consent of other residents. That month’s award winner was a young girl who 
had contacted the MPD after her friend had run away from home. although 
her friend had explicitly said that it was a secret, and that she should not  
tell anybody, the girl had ignored her request and notified her friend’s  
parents and police officers anyway. The involved police officers explained 
that they had been able to respond promptly, and had brought the runaway 
girl home before anything could happen to her. The audience applauded as 
family and friends took pictures of the girl with the involved police officers 
at her side, and the us flag in the background.

The DTrT campaign was a part of the activities of Miami’s police  
departments and was financed through confiscated drug money. it usually  
received around us$1 million per year and was specifically set up to involve 
children in primary and secondary schools. according to the founder, its 
aim was to improve “relationships between the youth and the officers” in 
the city. During the summer, when campaign leaders believed it was espe-
cially important to keep children from hanging around and thus getting into  
trouble, police officers handed out coupons entitling the recipients to free 
pizza. These coupons were handed out whenever an officer felt that some-
one had displayed behavior that was reflective of good citizenship. MPD 
police officers explained to me that this evidence of being a good citizen 
generally involved an active collaboration with law enforcement officers. 
The coupon, as shown in Figure 5.2, was jokingly called a “citation”, but  
instead of having to pay a fine, the holder could order a small pizza from 
Papa john’s Pizza company. 

The DTrT campaign illustrates how the relationship between police  

Figure 5.2. A “ticket citation” from the MPD providing free pizza, August 2015.
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protection, and sometimes it is better not to share information with others, 
let alone police officers. Beyond looking at the power dynamics inherent  
to lateral surveillance (who watches whom), i am also interested in the  
everyday realities of living with various types of security-related secrets. 
By including a discussion of how Miamians experience and employ such 
secrets, this chapter provides an addition way of understanding of the  
articulation of citizenship through everyday security provision. 

The three cases i discuss in this chapter illustrate how Miamians  
navigate security-related secrets in everyday life, as government agencies 
aim to convince them that their involvement is essential for efficient law  
enforcement and security provision. This involves attempts by police  
officers and security agencies to convince residents, especially those  
living in low-income neighborhoods, that sharing secrets is an act of  
good citizenship. These residents, however, might distrust local police  
departments, consider them to be incapable of providing security, or even 
experience their involvement as the actual source of their insecurity. in  
addition, secrets are also a necessary and fundamental part of everyday  
life (Birchall, 2016). how do residents, private security guards, and police 
officers use secrets and how do they believe that this helps them? and how 
do relationships between state agencies, local communities, and individuals 
shift when gathering and disseminating knowledge about your neighbors 
become framed as an essential citizen duty?

Proponents of lateral surveillance suggest that the authorities, given  
the opportunity to investigate, will make assessments of guilt and innocence 
in a legal and just fashion. Given the racialization of police reactions, as  
the previous chapters have also shown, i suggest that lateral surveillance 
programs are as likely to cultivate distrust, fear, and alienation. state  
agencies articulate citizenship agendas that emphasize the contributions 
of a community of vigilant citizens to public safety, a community whose 
members ideally investigate and reveal each other’s secrets or suspicious 
behavior to local police officers. This results in tensions in contexts where 
such ideals are contested and residents shift and connect with multiple  
political communities across different scales. i also explore secrets outside 
the context of lateral surveillance. Focusing on private lives and experi-
ences, i show how state agencies can expand the notion of what constitutes 
security-related secrets, blurring the boundaries between secrecy, often 
considered a threat to public safety, and privacy, a civil right. 

The following section sets out the socio-legal approach to security- 
related secrets that frames this chapter theoretically. next, i analyze 
three cases involving sarah, Lux, and Darius, all of whom have secrets of 

interest, however, is to address how people experience and articulate  
these forms of lateral surveillance in terms of rights, responsibilities, 
and political subjectivity. Where reeves’ and related work establishes a  
relationship between security provision and top-down citizenship agendas, 
my focus is on how security-related secrets in particular shape acts and  
experiences of citizenship. 

This chapter, then, seeks to enable a better understanding of the  
everyday realities of lateral surveillance. since secrets are central to  
practices of lateral surveillance and security more broadly, my analysis 
is concerned with how state agencies politicize security-related secrets,  
but i focus on the everyday experience of having or action on security- 
related secrets. There is, of course, nothing inherently wrong with some-
body calling the police in order to deal with individuals or groups who  
jeopardize public and private safety. however, the solidarity rooted in  
actions of lateral surveillance speaks primarily to an idealized political  
community. These assumptions shape how Miamians experience political 
subjectivity, as overlapping and conflicting allegiances to the nation-state 
and to more local communities. 

i suggest that Miamians interpret and navigate security-related secrets 
through legal imaginaries, which make secrets meaningful in everyday 
life as they shape acts and experiences of citizenship. First, a specific legal  
imaginary informs how Miamians experience political subjectivity, as a  
form of belonging to a political community of vigilant citizens. as i  
explained in earlier chapters, vigilant citizens are watchful and expected  
to report anything that has a whiff of illegality, including other people’s 
security-related secrets. revealing such secrets is a way to enact good  
citizenship. second, my analysis of secrets shows a more complex  
interpretation and articulation of vigilant citizenship, focusing on everyday 
realities in which, for various reasons, Miamians do not want to, or cannot, 
reveal their own or others’ secrets. Yet how Miamians understand and act on 
secrets remains informed by notions of legality and legitimacy. a concealed 
weapon for example, legal or not, illustrates how Miamians use secrets to 
“do the right thing”, as they seek to contribute to public and personal safety 
while faced with conflicting laws and non-legal norms. 

in exploring these acts and experiences, i draw on Taussig’s (1999)  
examination of “the public secret”, which involves knowing what not to 
know, and what is embedded in the sociopolitical right to discuss it. The 
notion of public secrets therefore “provides a set of culturally familiar, 
and convincing, tropes to help people navigate the ordered disorder of 
their lives” (Penglase, 2009: 59). secrets are often important for individual  
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discusses the cultivation of such forms of surveillance by exploring the  
genealogies of neighborhood watch groups and the histories of citizen  
surveillance programs throughout the us. he argues that the practices of 
vigilance, suspicion, and snooping have become rooted in us society and 
culture. as a nation state, the us has a long history of mobilizing its citizens 
against a diversity of perceived enemies, both domestic and international. 
according to reeves, lateral surveillance has often resulted in expressions 
of fear and mutual suspicion, and sometimes lethal violence. he discusses 
the killing of Trayvon Martin in 2012 to illustrate his concerns with the 
underlying premises of lateral surveillance. according to him, people like 
George Zimmerman, the man who fatally shot Martin, feel that it is their 
civic duty to scour their surroundings and respond whenever they identify 
something or someone as suspicious. Zimmerman’s actions could therefore 
be understood as an act of citizenship. This duty of vigilance that has been 
cultivated by various public and private organizations, which attempt to 
mobilize residents against various domestic and international threats. as 
reeves argues, the impulse of citizens to police each other is more “socially 
destructive than the merely symptomatic threats of crime, petty immorality, 
and terrorism” (2017: 180). 

recent analyses of surveillance have shifted to focus on digital  
technologies, which surpass the human capacity of people in both speed 
and scope. however, while such technologies – like the video camera 
– might dominate the security landscape, a purely technological view of  
surveillance limits the possibilities of understanding it in terms of citizen-
ship and of formulating political critique. accordingly, reeves advocates 
for a focus on people as agents of surveillance and on their communication. 
This helps to explain why lateral surveillance programs are becoming  
increasingly popular: people are able to uncover and interpret intelligence 
in ways that most common (digital) surveillance technologies cannot, 
which is why citizens are mobilized to complement them. in other words,  
government agencies are convinced that citizens are good at finding out 
each other’s secrets and reporting them to authorities. 

in Miami, i observed how residents were notified of their responsibility 
to reveal secrets in various ways, especially through the news media. Local 
10 news, a popular broadcaster in the metropolitan area of Miami, had a 
special item called “get them off the streets”. in this item, a special crime 
reporter informed the audience of any local residents who broke the law 
and were wanted by local police departments. he introduced the respective 
cases and urged viewers to contact authorities should they have any relevant 
information. i transcribed the item that was broadcast on May 28, 2015  

their own, and navigate the use of these secrets in their interactions with  
neighbors, police officers, customers, and colleagues. sarah and her dog 
lived in an apartment next to a man who appeared to be involved in  
local drug trafficking. she found it particularly complicated to interact with 
him because of her involvement in local politics and her relationships with 
police officers and city officials as an activist. sarah’s story illustrates the 
tensions of living in a neighborhood where state agencies urge residents to 
“break the silence” and disclose criminal activities to the police. second, 
the case of MPD police officer Lux suggests how easily secrets can become 
a security concern whenever authorities understand them as such. it shows 
how private matters can be identified as a threat to public safety, and how 
the balance between the right to privacy and the responsibility to reveal  
secrets shifts as a result. Finally, as a private security guard at a south  
Beach bar, Darius saw his secret, an illegally concealed gun on his ankle, as 
an asset; he drew on a specific legal imaginary to legitimize this secret, to 
justify, or even legalize, his behavior as an act of good citizenship. Together, 
these cases suggest that when security practices increasingly emphasize the 
transactional dimension of secrets, and the role of the individual in such 
transactions, many citizens find themselves increasingly isolated, rather 
than sustained by their belonging to a larger political community.

a  s o C i o - l e g a l  a p p r o a C h  t o  s e C r e t s
During the First World War, public vigilance campaigns emerged in the us. 
state agencies created posters and distributed them amongst residents, who 
were instructed to watch out for and report suspicious activities (Larsen and 
Piché, 2009). Government agencies aimed to create a kind of resilience and 
a general level of preparedness among their constituents. us residents were 
expected, encouraged, and required to be vigilant, to develop a heightened 
alertness and awareness of their surroundings. as a result, people were not 
only monitored by public and private organizations, but also by each other. 
in orwell’s famous novel 1984, the main character Winston smith is not  
just afraid of Big Brother and its technologies and employees, but also  
of his fellow citizens, who monitor each other and report “symptoms of  
unorthodoxy” (Larsen and Piché, 2009: 187). according to Larsen and  
Piché (2009), Big Brother’s gaze is actually a diffuse one, in which fear  
and suspicion reinforce the authoritarian status quo. in light of recent  
perceived terrorist threats, discussions of such “citizen mobilization” only 
have become more common. 

as noted above, the mobilization of local residents for the purpose 
of surveillance has been described as lateral surveillance. reeves (2017)  
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visited the neighborhood to look for illegal drug transactions in the  
motion picture Miami Vice (Mann, 2006). 

in order to pursue judicial action, however, state agencies need local  
residents to actively share such secrets with them. in order to encourage local 
residents to do so, they have attempted to influence the legal dynamics that 
frame such political and contested forms of knowledge. The us government 
has changed federal law to protect those who participate in lateral surveil-
lance. Before such measures, whenever a person falsely accused someone 
of terrorism, for example, the accuser would be at risk of legal prosecution. 
This changed as the act of “saying something” was increasingly framed as a 
citizenship duty, and lateral surveillance was identified as a means to counter 
domestic acts of terrorism and organized crime. especially after 2011, when 
the “see something, say something” act was introduced and passed through 
the us Congress, us citizens became protected from libel action should 
they falsely accuse their peers (reeves, 2017). The idea behind this shift was 
straightforward: the law needed to protect those who had a vigilant mindset, 
instead of discouraging and punishing them. 

in studying secrecy, many build on Michael Taussig (1999)’s concept of 
the public secret, which refers to the knowledge of what not to know, and 
of what is embedded in the sociopolitical rights to discuss a secret. People 
may have knowledge of certain (illegal) practices, but this does not mean 
that they are allowed to express this knowledge. Taussig points out that even 
though people may know of corrupt or illegal practices, i.e. secrets, there 
may be no easy way of saying so, “especially on the ground, face-to-face” 
(ibid.: 6), and not being able to speak about the public secret is testimony 
to its power. anthropologists using this concept have emphasized that both 
state agencies and criminal authorities legitimize themselves and exercise 
control through public secrecy (e.g., Weegels, 2018; Penglase, 2009). 

rather than analyzing public secrecy primarily as a mode of security 
governance, i am more interested in the everyday experience of having and 
acting on security-related secrets. Drawing on a socio-legal framework, i  
examine how secrets become meaningful in relation to notions of legal-
ity, and how Miamians experience and enact responsibility and political  
subjectivity through secrets. Part of this framework builds on the normative 
and legal framing of those who reveal secrets. in the context of security, 
journalists and legal professionals tend to perceive secrets as carrying a 
negative connotation. secrets corrupt and lead to conspiracies, preventing 
a so-called healthy culture of transparency and accountability. secrets are 
associated with lying, scandals, spying, and cheating. There are different 
ways in which individuals who reveal secrets to outsiders are framed. some 

(Local 10 news, 2015a) as follows: 

From a heroin dealer to some very dangerous drivers, they are all 
out there and we need to ‘get them off the streets’ [as the large text  
behind the anchorman indicates]. here’s crime specialist john  
Turchin [camera switches to john]. some are hardened criminals, 
some could still find the right path, but all of them are accused  
of breaking the law. so, let’s help police get them off the streets.  
alright, we’re going to begin tonight with this guy, Kristopher  
Barlitt, take a good look at him, he’s from Davie, he’s accused of  
driving under the influence, but never showed up for court. next on 
the list, Keith Clark, he’s wanted for trying to pawn stolen proper-
ty, Clark is from the north Palm Beach area, if you see him make 
that call. how about this guy, roberto Guerrero, he’s a Miami boy 
and an alleged pot dealer but he’s on the run right now, let’s try to 
find him. our next fugitive is this guy, a babyface-looking guy that 
is, his name is Gordon Council, he’s only 21 but wanted for Grand 
Theft. he was last seen in islamorada. and you’ve got to help cops  
get this guy, Delarrian Black senior, he’s accused of a whole lot of 
things including dealing both heroin and opium. he needs to be 
locked up, folks. another guy from the Florida Keys, scott Purvis, 
he’s wanted for driving under the influence as well and used to live in 
Tavernier. also, and finally our last one, a woman, Laura ann rager.  
Well, cops say she’s trouble folks, wanted for her third Dui and  
assault with a deadly weapon. it’s time rager sees the inside of a  
jail cell. oK, now remember now, the police need your help get  
them all off the streets, and here are some of the numbers to help 
you remember: Miami-Dade Crimestoppers, 305-471-TiPs, Broward 
County Crimestoppers 954-493-TiPs, and you can see all these guys 
again, and this woman, on local10.com. i’m crime specialist john 
Turchin, Local 10 news. 

Like john, police officers, journalists, and local politicians considered the 
involvement of residents necessary in order to provide law enforcement 
with probable cause and legal evidence, and in so doing enabling police 
investigations and legal prosecution. This is not to say that police officers 
were completely unaware of “secret” criminal activities. it was widely known 
by police officers, residents, and even movie directors that drugs were dealt 
and used in overtown. This common knowledge was also reflected and  
reproduced in popular culture, as sonny Crockett and ricardo Tubbs  
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murder, and expressing the difficulty he had understanding any violent act 
that resulted in the loss of children’s lives. in an interview with a CBs Miami 
reporter, Llanes explained that although he had directed police officers do 
to “all that is necessary to get to the bottom” of the incident, they “cannot 
do this alone: we need the help of the community that we have sworn to 
serve.” he urged viewers to contact the police with whatever information 

are considered traitors, snitches or spies, while others who address serious 
misconduct or illegal behavior may be called whistleblowers, a category of  
secret-sharers that is in theory protected by law. in practice, those who  
reveal secrets to others face very different reactions and accusations, as  
the cases of Chelsea Manning and julian assange illustrate.

having and sharing secrets, then, does not necessarily empower people 
– it can in fact be a risky endeavor. security-related secrets have to be  
navigated, as the holders of such secrets may have to deal with legal  
liability and politically and physically threatening circumstances. at the 
same time, secrets are connected to privacy, which is also a legal right.  
secrets make it possible to establish a boundary that separates public from 
private life, an understanding that builds on the work of sociologists and 
anthropologists who have examined how secrets influence interpersonal 
relationships and how they are embedded in specific cultural frameworks 
(e.g., simmel, 1906; Piot, 1993; Marx and Muschert, 2009; Manderson et 
al., 2015). i propose a shift in focus from “secrecy” to “secrets” in order  
to understand how political and intimate knowledge shape lived realities 
and relationships in everyday security provision. The secret is the “very 
space of separation which keeps apart the individual from the collective, 
from anything to which they might belong, from any belonging whose  
demands might prove excessive or intrusive, and therefore from any belong-
ing whatsoever” (Gilbert, 2007: 27). 

in the next sections, i discuss the cases of sarah, Lux and Darius,  
respectively. although these three cases illustrate the differences in how 
Miamians can experience having security-related secrets, they also show 
how they enact and experience their citizenship through such secrets. My 
analysis shows how Darius is able to enact the responsibilities associated 
with vigilant citizenship through his secret, how sarah’s secret shapes and 
interferes with her sense of belonging to different political communities, 
and how Lux’s secret has politicized her private life. 

t h e  s h o p  n e x t  d o o r
MPD police officers and state officials frequently encouraged overtown  
residents to share information on criminal activities with the police. This 
message was communicated verbally during crime watch meetings and  
outreach programs in the neighborhood, during which police officers  
actively looked to interact with local residents to discuss security concerns. 
in March 2015, a ten-year-old boy was shot and killed in front of his house 
in overtown, where he was playing with his basketball. Directly afterwards, 
MPD police chief rodolfo Llanes released a statement condemning the  

Figure 5.3. Document distributed after the murder of Marlon Eason, March 2015. Source: Miami 
Police Department.
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they might have: “no matter how small you think it is, it may be a key part 
of our investigation” (Local 10 news, 2015b). 

over the next two days, police officers, supporting staff members, 
and residents walked through the streets of overtown and the adjacent 
neighborhood of allapattah. Their mission was to approach and speak to  
anyone they encountered. even commanding officers visited certain apart-
ment complexes to engage in a dialogue with local residents. sometimes 
interactions were difficult, as most homes had an iron fence around the 
property, as a boundary between private property and public street. The 
officers were reluctant to venture into any front yards, trespass on private 
property, and to knock on doors, so they would hit the fence with their  
batons and raise their voices to notify anyone inside. if a resident did come 
out to talk (see Figure 5.1), officers would give them a document (Figure 
5.3) with some details on the incident and the victim, encouraging anyone 
who had any information that could help the MPD find the perpetrator to 
call Crime stoppers.

as the document indicates, the MPD sought to encourage anyone with 
information regarding the incident to call the Crime stoppers phone number 
(the last four digits corresponding with the word TiPs), or to visit a website 
where crime could be reported anonymously. Tipsters were even eligible for 
a reward of up to $3,000, should their tip lead to the arrest of the killer(s). 
it was common in Miami at the time of my research for police departments 
to hand out similar rewards to those who shared key information with  
them. Crime stoppers, a national organization, is well-known in Miami, 
with signs throughout the city and in overtown. While directly connected 
to law enforcement agencies, the organization was specifically created to 
encourage local residents who might be more hesitant to contact the police 
themselves to become involved in “crime fighting” by sharing knowledge. 
in order to guarantee anonymity, the organization states that they do not 
trace any calls and they hand out rewards in cash through a confidential  
tip number. 

i met sarah shortly after Marlon eason’s murder, during the first crime 
watch meeting in overtown in early 2015. she was actively involved in the 
neighborhood and wanted to share her concerns with the officers present 
that afternoon. The MPD officers explicitly stated, as they had done during 
similar meetings in other neighborhoods, that the involvement of residents 
was essential for law enforcement to be effective. Many residents seemed to 
agree, but others expressed their concerns regarding the MPD’s aggressive 
practices. some also complained that Miami’s witness protection program 
was insufficient to ensure the safety of those who became police informants. 

Many considered such programs crucial in overcoming the criminalization  
and precariousness of anyone who collaborated with law enforcement.  
The saying “snitches get stitches” illustrates that those who break certain 
socio-political norms and discuss local secrets with the police require legal 
and physical protection.

a couple of weeks later, sarah invited me to her home in overtown. at 
the time, i was unfamiliar with the neighborhood and felt uncomfortable 
walking and biking there. Police officers and local residents frequently told 
me that most illegal substances were sold her area, which had acquired a  
reputation for being a popular local drug market. sarah herself had  
referred to it as “crack city”, while MPD police officers introduced me to  
the area during patrols in the neighborhood as the “swamp”, suggesting  
that it was some kind of urban jungle owned and run by those in the  
business of dealing drugs and those who were addicted to them. 

in contrast to overtown’s main corridor (nW 3rd avenue), where cars 
were the primary mode of transport, in the streets around sarah’s apart-
ment many residents walked and biked. The apartment was located on the 
ground floor of a three-story complex. i had to drive around for a while 
before i was able to find a good parking spot. i called sarah to tell her that i 
had arrived. My car, and certainly my appearance as a White man, attracted 
the attention of many residents. a group directly in front of me decided to 
split up once they saw me speaking on the phone. as i waited for sarah to 
come out, a man walked towards me, quickly waving his arms, telling me to 
leave. he told me that “shop was closed”, and that i had no business here. 
once she arrived, sarah intervened, telling the man that i was her friend and  
insisting that she could invite whomever she wanted. she threatened to  
notify the police, who were parked further down the street, with a whistle 
that she always carried with her. he replied that it was his right to stand in 
public space and that he was doing nothing wrong, but he left us alone. 

sarah explained later that the man had been trying to tell me that no 
drugs were being sold by her next-door neighbor at the time: his shop was 
closed. This was because the residents in the apartment complex had been 
notified of an upcoming visit from code enforcement – city officials were 
coming to inspect the complex’s patio, as well as sarah’s burned out kitchen 
– later that morning. sarah’s neighbor, locally known as Dre (a pseudonym), 
had therefore decided to temporarily suspend his business. The man outside 
had mistaken me for a potential customer, and had wanted to warn me that 
Dre had stopped selling for the morning, or at least until code enforcement 
had finished their business inside the premises.

over the course of the following months, sarah kept me informed of all 
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as a final resort, sarah decided she needed to own a handgun. she stored  
the .357 Magnum unloaded in a blue cotton holster under her pillow or  
behind her clothes in a cabinet. she purposefully stored the bullets  
separately from the handgun, out of fear that someone could break in, steal 
it, and use it against her or others. sarah did ensure me that should she feel 
compelled to load the handgun and take it outside, there would be no going 
back. she would pull the trigger. i asked her whether she had every thought 
of taking weapons with her when she walked past Dre. she explained that 
she would not:

no, you gotta have a concealed weapons permit, i don’t have one. 
You see, it’s also so easy for me to be beaten up or assaulted, so my 
five-mile whistle and my mace is better for me. But he pushed himself 
on me, i told you. and i don’t know why at the time i didn’t think of  
taking pictures of him and again, writing the serial numbers of the 
guns. But you’re just… thinking…

 
i asked her whether she would ever consider contacting the police. she  
demurred:

it would be seen like you’re calling the police for help, but for what? 
something someone did to you? so then you need to watch your back, 
because it would [be] like telling on someone, being a snitch. The 
police are not your friends over there because everybody’s watching, 
and you might be a snitch, and you might end up dead. You don’t 
[want] to be seen with the police or talk to them. it’s unacceptable.

sarah’s experiences are illustrative of the complicated positions that people 
find themselves in when law enforcement organizations and international 
anti-crime organizations expect behavior that is not complicit with local 
norms and perceptions. sarah’s secret – the detailed information she had on 
Dre’s illegal business – had clear legal implications. While it was possible  
that the MPD was unaware of the specifics of Dre’s illegal business, it was 
unlikely that they needed sarah to inform them that drugs were being pro-
duced and distributed in her neighborhood. nevertheless, local authorities 
suggested that Dre would only be liable to criminal prosecution if sarah 
contacted the MPD and revealed the secret information that she had as a 
result of living next to him.

although the anonymity of informants was stressed and witness  
protection programs were available, these measures did not address the  
daily concerns of living with security-related secrets. sarah lived under 
Dre’s threat every day, a fact that affected the way she interacted with him, 

the things she learned about Dre’s business: where he stored the drugs, at 
what time in the morning he cooked his meth, and who his girlfriend was, 
who used and sold some of his product as well. even in the couple of hours 
that i spent with sarah that first day, once the shop was open again, i could 
hear many customers shouting his name as they walked up to the gate to 
complete their transaction. sarah was frustrated by the situation. she felt as 
if she was being held hostage in her own home and that there was nothing 
she could do about it. in her words, she had to act in a way that suggested 
that she was “still cool” with Dre and had no intention of talking with the 
police. sarah was scared of what could happen, and told me that the woman  
who had lived in her apartment before her had had to leave because of  
intensifying arguments with Dre. instead of waiting for Dre to get violent, 
the previous tenant had decided to move to a different house. sarah defi-
nitely did not have the means to afford another place, and did not want  
her relationship with her neighbor to reach the same level of distrust and 
aggression. accordingly, she was very careful when interacting with him 
and his friends and contacts. her involvement in local politics as an activist 
amplified her concerns and complicated her relationship with her neighbor. 
as i explained in Chapter Two, sarah was an active member of Miami’s 
local Black Lives Matter collective, but she also interacted with lawyers,  
politicians, and police officers for both personal and political reasons. 

sarah felt that she was increasingly subject to Dre’s control, and that 
there was little she could do about it. illustrative of her experience was the 
time that she had to store some of Dre’s guns for him. Dre had told sarah 
that he had gotten into a fight with his girlfriend, and wanted to make sure 
the weapons were out of her reach if things escalated. Before sarah could 
comprehend what was happening, some of Dre’s illegally owned weapons  
were behind her couch. sarah explained to me that it had felt as if she  
had become an accomplice to his illegal activities, and that she could not 
inform the police about anything because of this. sarah became afraid, and 
felt that she had to show Dre that she was not purposely looking to harm 
his business. she therefore spent less and less time on her front porch, 
where she grew tomato plants, out of fear of having to interact with him. it 
also became more difficult for her to invite me over, as i was clearly not a  
typical local resident. sarah made several attempts to reassure Dre that she 
was not planning to reveal his secrets to the authorities. For example, she 
began to meet with Dre’s girlfriend, taking her to some of the meetings that 
she frequented in overtown. hopefully, sarah thought, his girlfriend would 
reassure Dre, and explain to him that sarah’s intentions and actions were not 
aimed against him. 



146    |     Chapter 5 secrets     |     147

act in accordance with the law and collaborate with authorities when con-
fronted with illegal behavior. nor did she feel she was able to follow more 
local normative frameworks, which structured what was seen as accepted 
and legitimate in the context of overtown. in her view, “Towners” were gen-
erally suspicious and violently opposed residents who decided to collabo-
rate with law enforcement and anti-crime organizations. as a result, sarah 
experienced having to navigate political subjectivity, citizenship duties, and 
local threats on her own, in an individualized fashion. 

 

f r o m  p r i V a C y  t o  s e C r e C y
sarah’s case highlights how state agencies frame security-related secrets in 
terms of citizenship, how this emphasis on lateral surveillance reconfigures 
relationships and interactions in local communities, and how individuals 
navigate having secrets in their everyday lives. Yet what actually constitutes 
a security-related secret is subject to interpretation. state agencies in par-
ticular have the capacity to frame private issues as a problem of secrecy. 
This is clearly illustrated in the case of Lux, who was fired from the MPD in 
2016, allegedly because of her secret involvement in controversial, but legal, 
activities. Like sarah, Lux’s secret made her vulnerable and came with many 
tensions, and alienated her once it was made public.

in 2015, Miami news agencies reported that they had obtained  

with other residents, and the police, and shaped her experience of living in 
overtown. as such, an important part of her daily life was characterized by 
the danger the secret posed to her. international anti-crime organizations, 
such as Crime stoppers, and local police departments, such as the MPD, did 
not offer sarah any opportunity to actually improve her daily life and safety, 
in asking her to reveal the secrets of others. indeed, such attempts to create 
“good citizens” do not accommodate the local context, where secrets may 
cause tension and uncertainty in everyday urban life.

The secret of Dre’s business became an important lens through which 
sarah experienced citizenship in overtown. if informing police officers  
was a citizenship duty, and a requirement to be part of a national political 
community, sarah was excluded. her local environment made navigating her 
rights, responsibilities, and duties difficult, as nationally circulating norms 
did not match her neighborhood reality. as a result, sarah did not feel part 
of a political community of vigilant citizens, and as an activist sometimes 
she even opposed collaborating with state agencies and government-led 
gentrification. But nor did she experience herself as belonging wholly to 
overtown, a place where residents distributed and used illegal substances. 
Dre in particular made her feel excluded. her life as an activist provided  
sarah with new contacts and relationships, an opportunity to meet like-
minded people to whom she could relate. For her, this citywide organization 
was a welcome alternative, a space where she did not have to deal with  
secrets, or the tensions that came with them, as both local and national  
actors expected her to deal with secrets in contradictory ways. 

several days after Marlon eason was murdered, his family members 
and other overtown residents organized a vigil in a local park. Many resi-
dents attended, praying for Marlon and his mother, while lighting candles 
and releasing balloons into the sky. Many attending the vigil expressed  
emotions of sorrow and frustration, sad that a ten-year-old boy had been 
shot, but also angry that nobody seemed to know who did it. residents wore  
t-shirts that read “stop the violence”, stating with certainty that finding the  
perpetrator and bringing him to court was the main way of finding justice 
for Marlon. But in order for that to happen, they reasoned, residents needed 
to feel empowered to “break the silence” and “take back the streets.” 

Yet, as sarah’s case illustrates, given the difficulty of living up to them, 
such expectations based on an ideal type of vigilant citizenship exacerbate 
the stress of having security-related secrets. in conclusion, the case shows 
how legal imaginaries shape political subjectivity, and more specifically how 
normative frames of legality and legitimacy overlap. sarah did not feel she 
belonged to a political community of vigilant citizens, who were expected to 

Figure 5.4. Vigil after the murder of Marlon Eason, March 2015.
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“Police work in a bubble”, she told me in a final interview in Miami in 2016.
Lux’s case suggests that the problem was not only the secret itself, but 

also a concern regarding what constitutes professional conduct. although 
state agencies framed the main issue as one of lying, of keeping information 
secret to the employer, the underlying question was to what extent the  
action of engaging in controversial activities was contrary to public  
interests or even damaged the reputation of police officers in the eyes of 
the public. in the last decades, another south Florida officer had also been 
fired from his job after similar allegations of involvement in controversial 
activities. it is likely that these activities were an issue because state agencies 
figured it did not match the public and idealized representation of police 
officers. indeed, most discussions in the media and on online platforms  
supported this interpretation. on leoaffairs.com, an online forum in the 
us for members of law enforcement to voice concerns, gossip, and share 
information, MPD officers anonymously wrote violently abusive, sexist, and 
racist comments about Lux’s case. although several colleagues remained 
supportive, this anonymous backstabbing also alienated her from the  
department. 

The police department had become a professional community where  
employees were increasingly worried about how their private lives could 
jeopardize their reputation and career. although the MPD fired Lux on the 
basis of not disclosing her secret in her application, it is questionable to 
what extent the lack of transparency was actually the main concern in her 
case. in my understanding, the MPD used the secret to justify the decision 
to fire Lux, while she was first and foremost perceived to be a threat to 
the department’s reputation. This was not surprising given the media  
attention Lux attracted. Yet, by focusing on secrets, and criminalizing 
her lies, rather than addressing the sexist and racist undertones of the  
controversy, the MPD reproduced the understanding that increased  
transparency was the police’s main the concern. 

Despite these distressing events, Lux managed to remain relatively  
positive. she was confident in the outcome of the legal affairs that she was 
involved in and had the necessary friends and family to support her during 
such uncertain times. Lux also really wanted to share her story, including 
through my research. she felt that her experience could serve as a lesson  
for young Miamians to realize how you can be manipulated, but at the  
same time remain self-assured that you do not have only yourself to blame. 
Lux wanted others with similar experiences to share them, and ideally  
wanted to set up a platform for victims of various forms of extortion and 
blackmail to have a voice.

contentious news concerning a current MPD police officer. a video posted 
online showed local journalists attempting to approach Lux and get her to 
comment on this matter; other MPD police officers managed to get Lux 
somewhere inside, where the journalists could not follow or hinder her.  
immediately after the story was published, Lux requested time off and 
worked from inside the MPD police station. i met with Lux a couple of 
days after her personal life had become a matter of public interest, and she 
had hired a lawyer to negotiate with the MPD. Lux explained that the main  
issue was not only whether and to what extent she had been involved in 
the controversy, but also whether or not she had disclosed this information 
to her employer before being admitted to the police academy several years  
ago. The legal affairs that followed from this disclosure primarily focused 
on the latter issue.

over the course of two years, lawyers and internal investigators tried 
to figure out the legality of her alleged involvement in the controversial 
activities. journalists reported that Lux had been associated with men who 
eventually attempted to blackmail her, seeking to get money from her in 
exchange for keeping her involvement a secret to the public. These men  
has also been convicted of serious crimes and sentenced to life in jail for 
those crimes. Lux had rejected their blackmailing attempts, but had not  
expected the impact that it would have once they revealed information to 
the local media. 

although Lux was initially allowed to return to her work as a patrol  
officer in overtown, and also continued her off-duty position in Wynwood, 
she was eventually fired. Lawyers advised her not to share information on 
her case with others and this continued to remained a concern for her for 
long after. although Lux allowed me to make mention of this very difficult 
time in her life in this dissertation, she initially thought of following her 
lawyer’s advice and considered withdrawing all prior consent given to me 
to include references to our interactions and conversations. This illustrates 
not only Lux’s continued experience of precarity, but also her understanding 
that the law is able to generate empowerment in dealing with interpersonal 
relationships and agreements. Because disclosing this information could  
indeed be harmful to her, i do not provide any specific details regarding 
her case. What i can say is that the termination of her contract appeared to  
violate her labor rights, and she sought financial compensation through 
a court case. Former colleagues told Lux that they had had similar expe-
riences, and some had even managed to get reinstated as an MPD police  
officer. even though it would be difficult for Lux to achieve reinstatement, 
she remained positive and found a new job as a security guard at a hotel. 
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sipping from a small flask filled with water infused with flavored syrup. 
“how about today?”, i pressed him.

Darius: no, not today, man. i wasn’t feeling like it. 
Thijs: sooo… normally you do bring it with you, or no?
Darius: Yeah. But look at these pants, man. [he stretched his left leg 
out from under the barstool and twisted his foot in circles.] Too tight. 
They’ll see it, you know. i have it with me, but not on me, if you know 
what i’m saying.
Thijs: But if you wear those black cargo pants?
Darius: Yeah. i have it there. [With his leg still out, he pointed at his 
ankle on the inside of his left leg.]

Whether or not Darius carried his gun on him at work depended on which of 
his pants were in the laundry. When he wore pants that were loose enough, 
he could attach the gun to this ankle without anyone noticing. With tight 
pants, he would decide against having the gun on him, and leave it in his 
locker inside the bar. apparently, the trivial matter of which pants he wore 
to work on a particular day determined whether Darius actually carried a 
gun on him or not. Growing up in a european country where guns are rarely 
owned, let alone carried in public, i was surprised to hear about Darius’  
secret. on the other hand, we often discussed weapons and it was clear  
that Darius understood them to be a primary source of personal safety. he 
told me about an occasion when his mother had called him after his shift 
had ended. she was scared at home because her alarm did not seem to be 
working. Darius was tired and wanted to go home. he told his mother: “Ma, 
you’re going to be fine. There’s a shotgun under your bed.” unfortunately 
for Darius, the weapon did not comfort her as much as it would him, and he 
needed to go over to fix the alarm that night. 

Darius’ main reason for secretly carrying a gun at the bar was that  
he felt uncomfortable in the environment in which he was working. he  
often complained about the behavior and appearance of the majority of 
the visitors to south Beach, primarily african-americans and haitian- 
americans. Darius would sometimes insult them when he talked to me  
or with his colleagues, but never in his interactions with the visitors  
themselves. he called them “niggers”, “idiots”, and “clowns”, especially when 
he witnessed behavior that appeared illegal. When we looked out on the 
people in the alleyways beneath us from the bar’s balcony, smoking and 
dealing what seemed to be marijuana, Darius stated that they “had no  
respect for the law.” other security guards at the bar, all White, did not  

a socio-legal approach sheds light on Lux’s secret as a case of citizen-
ship responsibilities and duties. according to the MPD, it was her duty 
to disclose her private and professional history prior to being hired as a  
police officer in the department. More importantly, the case shows how state  
agencies are also able to define what constitutes a security-related threat, 
and what this means in terms of everyday security provision. it also shows 
the workings of a specific legal imaginary, in particular the role of litigation. 
Lux’s main, and perhaps only, chance of being reinstated as a civil servant 
was dependent on the outcome of litigation. 

( u n ) a r m e d  s e C u r i t y
Like sarah’s case, Lux’s experience underlines how state security agencies 
frame and respond to secrets in a way that affects the everyday experience 
of citizenship, shaping residents’ political subjectivity and their under-
standings of their responsibilities, while increasing their sense of insecurity.  
unlike sarah and Lux, Darius’ secret actually improved his feeling of safety. 
it became, for him, a way to enact citizenship, to maneuver around state 
laws, and to live up to ideals of self-defense. as i explained in Chapter 
Two, Darius worked on ocean Drive, south Beach’s main boulevard, as a  
private security guard. Four days a week, sometimes up to twelve hours a 
day, Darius worked at a bar, either walking around or sitting next to the 
entrance where he and other security guards checked customers’ iDs.  
Darius did not enjoy his job, and frequently complained about the long 
hours. There was not much for him to do but to sit and wait. only on rare 
occasions did he actually have to confront a customer. Darius was a D  
licensed security guard, which meant that he could work in positions in 
Florida that did not require him to be armed. in fact, it was illegal for him 
to carry a weapon during work: only G licensed security guards could be 
hired for armed positions. 

But Darius told me that he was not unarmed. early on in my research, 
during quiet hours at work, he had shown me his knife and small electro 
shock weapon, and most of his colleagues knew about these. What most 
did not know was that Darius also secretly carried a gun with him on the 
job. i first heard about this gun directly after Memorial Day weekend, when 
he told me that he had carried the gun and worn his own bulletproof vest 
for four days straight. after meeting with Darius for several months, i felt  
comfortable enough to begin asking more about the gun: “Did you only 
carry something during that weekend, or…?” Darius kept his voice down, 
as the other security guards were sitting nearby and customers entering the 
bar were walking directly past us. “nah”, he answered, shaking his head and  
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b e y o n d  l a t e r a l  s u r V e i l l a n C e
in this chapter, i discussed how Miamians experience and use security-
related secrets. Through a socio-legal approach to secrets, i have shown 
how state agencies frame revealing secrets as a civil responsibility, and  
essential duty for membership of a political community of vigilant citizens. 
sarah’s case in particular showed how this mobilization of local residents 
in programs of lateral surveillance creates tensions in terms of their sense 
of belonging to a political community. The three cases together have shown 
how, in the context of security governance, such citizenship duties cultivate 
feelings of suspicion, fear, and individualization – feelings that reeves (2017) 
also sees as having become embedded in notions of citizenship in the us. 
The examples of lateral surveillance provided in this chapter, such as the 
DTrT campaign, are just a small selection of the various ways in which 
residents are taught and enabled to surveil each other. Fingerprinting  
your children – as is recommended by the FBi and local child safety  
organizations – might increase the chances of recovering your child if she 
were to go missing. But how might this affect relationships within a family 
or community, and how does it shape the child’s perception of the world  
she lives in?

i have sought to address such questions by analyzing how sarah,  
Lux, and Darius navigated security-related secrets in everyday life. To a  
certain degree, their stories illustrate the dominant understanding that 
transparency – not secrets or lies – will result in a just outcome, in an  
accurate assessment of guilt and innocence. Dre would never be arrested  
unless a neighbor, like sarah, actively cooperated with the MPD. This  
was why police officers encouraged and sometimes pressed residents to  
collaborate and share security-related secrets with them. after the mur-
der of Marlon eason, police officers urged local residents to “break the si-
lence” and share any information they had with Crime stoppers. inform-
ants could remain anonymous and would receive financial compensation for 
their “good citizenship” – the adult version of the free pizza offered by the 
DTrT campaign with which i opened this chapter. on the other hand, local  
residents expressed the need to create conditions in which “snitches” no 
longer had to fear for their safety. however, it struck me that the more that 
revealing secrets to local authorities is framed as an essential citizenship 
duty, the more tensions and feelings of alienation emerge at a local level.

a main aim of this chapter has been to look beyond the power  
dynamics inherent to lateral surveillance, and, drawing on a socio-legal  
approach, to explore how Miamians experience and use secrets. While  
sarah’s case is a straightforward example of how security-related secrets 

comment on Darius’ remarks, at least not in my presence. 
For Darius, his secret, the gun on his ankle, was an asset. he carried it as 

a means to protect himself should he feel the need. since few people knew 
about the concealed weapon, Darius figured it would give him some kind 
of advantage over others, an unexpected force. his secret, however, also 
caused tensions: it was important for him that he did not reveal it to others. 
although he condemned visitors who did not follow the law, he sincerely 
believed that his secret was still lawful and considered himself to be part of 
a larger network of security providers. he frequently helped MBPD police 
officers set up the lights on ocean Drive, discussing south Beach security 
concerns with them. Like many private security guards, Darius had also 
enrolled in various applications and trainings in order to become a police 
officer. During the time i knew him, however, he had not yet managed to 
pass any of the psychological and physical tests. 

i was, however, not the only one who knew about his gun. Darius had 
also told rick, the owner of Xecurity, the security company that Darius 
worked for. rick, who was also an MBPD police officer, had been particu-
larly concerned about the legal and financial risk this might pose to his 
company. But surprisingly, considering that rick was also a law enforcement 
officer, he did not contest Darius’ decision. rick just told his employee that 
he was on his own if something were to happen. This did not bother Darius, 
who told me that he was more concerned with staying alive: “shoot first, ask 
questions later”, he joked. 

although Darius knew that carrying his gun on the job was illegal, and 
he was concerned with keeping it a secret, he believed that the concealed 
weapon could be justified by the circumstances in which he would use it. 
in other words, he legitimized his decision to secretly carry a gun by the 
threatening circumstances in which he would actually reveal and possibly 
use it. Darius thereby followed the idealized notions of self-defense and  
private gun ownership, even when it was illegal for him to do so. Darius’ 
secret was informed by his understanding of legality and legitimacy, by his 
perception of what was the “right” thing to do given the circumstances.  
Without openly contesting state laws, Darius acted in correspondence 
with the ideal type of vigilant citizenship. By attaching a gun to his an-
kle, he embodied his secret. as this suggests, the body is not just an object  
of governance, but also a sensory subject through which citizenship is  
experienced and enacted (e.g., hardon and Posel, 2012). Darius’ experience 
was also a very individual experience; he became a single agent in claiming 
what he believed to be his rights, and was predominantly left to himself as 
others tried to distance themselves from him and his decision to carry a gun. 
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could talk to. i was also objectively not a member of the two main political 
communities to which they felt obligated to be a part: i was not a us citizen 
nor a long-term local resident, but a visitor from europe. Lux told me that 
this made it easier for her to discuss her secret with me. But at the same 
time, many of my interlocutors did not fully understand what i was doing 
in Miami, what exactly my role was, and what i was going to do with the 
information they gave me. 

This suggests that sharing secrets also entailed an opportunity to experi-
ence a form of interpersonal togetherness. in other words, it was enjoyable 
for Lux, sarah, and Darius to share and discuss secrets. They worked long 
days, either alone in a police car, or surrounded by unfamiliar customers, or 
they felt alienated in their own neighborhood. The fact that all three of them 
still trusted me with their secrets hints at a desire to share secrets. People do 
so to build a relationship, or as Gilbert (2007: 26) has put it, to “engage in a 
collaborative art of secrecy.”

Throughout 2015 and 2016, Lux and sarah became more involved in 
critical, activist organizations. Both began to interpret their secrets, and 
the larger contexts of the secrets and the problems that accompanied  
them, as something grounded in structural issues. The political and social  
consequences of their secrets were not necessarily their own fault, and  
they wanted to help others in similar situations, or at least to voice their 
concerns. Lux became a mentor at a club for young girls in overtown,  
and continued to look to share her story with others, and to connect with 
women with similar experiences in the us. although it was a difficult time 
for her following her dismissal from the MPD, she kept up hope that she 
would be reinstated, or at least that she could translate the experience into  
something positive. she explicitly looked to form a larger community 
based on her secret and personal history. sarah spent a lot of time at meet-
ings with local organizations and political leaders and attended demon-
strations throughout Miami. she became especially active in a collective 
that sought to tackle “slumlords”, landlords who neglected and exploited  
tenants primarily in deteriorating apartment complexes. Through such 
a collective, sarah realized the scale of the issue, which was reflected in 
her personal experience of living next to Dre. instead of looking to have 
drug dealers evicted or advocating for a more intrusive police presence and  
practices, sarah sought to address more structural issues, such as the  
gentrification of Wynwood and the criminalization of overtown by local 
state agencies.

Many Miamians, including olaf and Marcus, told me that they had voted 
for Donald Trump in 2016 because at least they knew he had no secrets,  

shape the experience of political subjectivity and citizenship duties, Lux’s 
case illustrates how state agencies also shape the boundary between secrecy  
and privacy. Lux had always expected this to happen, however, and had  
carried the secret with her for the eight years she had worked for the  
MPD. even though there was no clear reason for the MPD to question her 
qualities as a police officer, the police department fired Lux soon after the 
revelations. This illustrates first and foremost the selective criminalization 
of secrets. These contradictions are often understood as legal concerns, as, 
for example, Lux’s lawyers and the MPD investigated how she navigated 
her secret as a security professional. Lux was eventually fired and could no 
longer work as a police officer. For private security, however, this was not an 
issue, as Lux was hired as a security guard at a hotel soon after her dismissal 
from the MPD.

Darius’ case shows that secrets can also be used to enact citizenship, to 
embody the ideals of vigilant citizenship. understanding and claiming his 
rights to self-defense by carrying a concealed gun during work as a formally 
unarmed private security guard, he created his own room to maneuver in 
what he perceived to be a dangerous environment. informed by racialized 
and stigmatizing stereotypes, as well as by notions of vigilant citizenship, 
Darius decided to illegally arm himself at the south Beach bar where he 
worked. as he embodied a “good citizenship” practice, he did not necessarily 
feel ashamed of his secret. This illustrates how security-related secrets 
are embedded in notions of legality and legitimacy, even when they entail  
behavior that is not in accordance with the law. indeed, Darius’ primary 
concern, and that of rick, the MBPD police officer who owned Xecurity, was 
legal liability should he use the gun for the “wrong” reasons; that is, reasons 
that could not legitimize his actions in a court of law. 

The secrets discussed in this chapter had clear legal implications, and 
revealing them could potentially be dangerous. While privacy is both valued 
and contested, state agencies politicize private information, framing it as 
essential knowledge for effective law enforcement. Politicians and citizens 
alike thus both seek to navigate between the “right” amounts of privacy and 
transparency. Yet sarah, Darius, and Lux, but also several others, discussed 
their secrets with me. My relationships with them developed over the course 
of a relatively short period of time, but they felt still comfortable sharing 
their private information with me, information that could jeopardize their 
safety or make them susceptible to legal prosecution. although qualitative 
fieldwork requires researchers to be attentive to their social environment, 
i find it unlikely that we discussed their secrets only because of my sincere 
interest in their day to day realities, or because there was nobody else they 
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unlike hillary. Trump’s “anti-establishment” rhetoric, in which he pro-
claimed that he would “drain the swamp” of secret deals and conspiracies 
between government officials, was an important factor in his victory. it 
is indicative of a broader – but very selective and skewed – antagonism 
towards secrets, an antagonism that extends beyond electoral politics and 
security provision, to domains such as parenthood, sports, and education.  
strengthened by technological developments that make it possible to  
uncover lies and secret lives, it seems that secrets will only gain  
importance in future acts and experiences of citizenship. This significance 
is entangled with understandings of legality that differentiate between  
secrets on the basis of the dominant framework of vigilant citizenship; 
measures of self-defense that are not necessarily legal, but which are  
accepted by police officers nonetheless, will more likely be viewed favorably. 

in concluding this chapter on secrets, i have discussed the three main 
aspects through which i saw Miamians experience and enact citizenship 
in the context of neoliberal security governance. in the next chapter, the 
conclusion to this dissertation, i answer my main research question in  
detail, explaining how we can conceptualize guns, cameras, and secrets 
within a larger theoretical framework, and discuss the generalizability of 
my research findings within the national context of the us. 



Figure 6.1. “Trump does not represent American values”, October 2016.
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C i t i z e n s h i p  a n d  l e g a l  i m a g i n a r i e s
it was 4am and rico’s uneventful shift was almost over. after confronting 
the drunken man with the rubber hammer in the park, only a few calls 
had come in. The MPD police officer parked his police car underneath 
a tree on a sidewalk in Wynwood, aiming to spend the remaining hours 
there. it was around the time that most bars closed and people drove home,  
because few actually lived in the neighborhood. and those who lived  
nearby tended to feel much safer driving than walking anyway. hidden in  
the shadows, rico had found a perfect spot to catch anyone running the 
red light on the intersection of nW 3rd avenue. The engine hummed in the  
background as rico talked about his experiences as a patrol officer working 
in different Miami neighborhoods. according to him, overtown residents 
were particularly complicated for police officers to deal with. he explained 
that these residents “perceive they’re targeted by us”, and therefore “start 
talking about their rights whenever they see us, like we’re the bad guys.” 
rico compared overtown’s african-american residents to Latinos in an  
adjacent neighborhood. in his view, since Latinos were used to violent  
police practices abroad, “They have respect for law enforcement [in the us], 
because they have experience with a very corrupt police force [elsewhere]. 
They learned not to talk back or to resist.”

someone ignored the red traffic light and passed directly in front of us. 
“hold on”, rico advised me, as he switched on the police car’s siren. he had 
kept the car’s engine running, to keep the air conditioning working, but also 
to be able to respond immediately to any violations. The officer chased the 
car down, signaled the driver to pull over to the side of the road, gave her a 
ticket, and wished her a good and safe night. he returned to the hidden spot 
underneath the tree. This process repeated itself several times. rico did not 
understand why people constantly chose to ignore and break the law. after 
all, he wondered, “isn’t the law there to keep people from doing stupid shit?”

in this dissertation, i have argued that the law is not objectively “there”: 
Miamians imagine and articulate shared understandings of legality,  
legitimacy and the role of litigation in everyday life. i have shown how 
many people, including police officers, think of the law as an objective  
instrument, a tool capable of providing justice, and the best available mech-
anism to maintain and restore public order and safety. in the introduction, i 
discussed how rico drew on specific legal imaginaries to read the threat of 
violence and frame his room to maneuver, his agency, in terms of legality. 
This time, a couple of hours after the encounter in the park, rico explained  
the antagonistic relationship between police officers and overtown  
residents by referencing different interpretations of legitimacy. his compar-

ison of african-american and Latino residents suggested that he believed 
 both groups saw police officers as violent. in his view, only african- 
americans framed this fear of police violence in terms of structural  
violations of their rights, and contested their presence and practices.  
Despite these contestations, rico was proud to be a police officer in the 
us and considered law enforcement essential for public order and personal 
safety. according to him, most police officers in the nation followed the law 
and were not corrupt, with the exception of the occasional “bad apple”.

i have argued that legal imaginaries in Miami can result in racialized 
forms of security provision and differentiated citizenship more broadly. 
The broadly shared belief that the law provides a neutral, objective mecha-
nism for generating order and justice has made legality a privileged social 
and ethical framework that often trumps other systems of meaning-making  
or redress. Confronted with loss, injuries, victimization, and feelings of  
injustice, many Miamians quickly consider their options to litigate, to  
sue those they consider to be responsible. Faced with civil and human  
rights violations, many Miamians seek reparation through financial  
compensation, a tendency that privileges individual legal accountability  
as an explanatory framework over more structural causes. Miamians  
work from such legalistic, individualist understandings as they navigate  
responsibility and especially legal accountability. This dissertation has 
shown such social navigation plays out in the context of everyday security  
provision. in particular i have highlighted a tendency (reflecting the  
broader us phenomenon of litigiousness) to over-expose individual  
accountability (as discussed in Chapter Four), while factors underlying  
specific forms of violence, such as police brutality, are made less visible and 
are depoliticized.

Critical observers have noted that legality and justice do not necessarily 
coincide: in cases across the nation, accused killers have been acquitted of 
their charges, especially in cases where the victim was Black. such cases  
include George Zimmerman’s fatal shooting of Trayvon Martin and  
several other Black persons, in particular Black men, shot and killed by 
police officers. Through these acquittals, the us judicial and legislative 
branches label these actions and the perpetrators as “legal”. in spite of, 
or perhaps precisely because of, the overwhelming evidence of structural  
inequality, Miamians understand everyday security provision primarily in 
terms of interpersonal encounters and relationships, in which they need  
assets for both physical and legal protection. They rely on different forms  
of materiality, technology, and socio-politically salient knowledge in  
attempts to provide for their own security and to be able to respond to  
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potential civil rights violations. i have shown how they use guns, cameras,  
and secrets for individual protection, and to target or capture others in  
order to render them liable to prosecution. 

The main aim of this dissertation has been to answer the following  
research question: how do Miamians enact and experience citizenship 
in the context of everyday security provision? i have argued that legal  
imaginaries mediate this formation of political subjects, conceptualizing  
legal imaginaries as a system of meanings in which the law works as a  
frame through which people understand the world around them, and as 
an object that they utilize to claim rights and navigate responsibilities. in 
the context of everyday security provision, legal imaginaries inform how 
Miamians defend themselves, and how they identify threats and liabili-
ties. Legal imaginaries shape how they interpret and collect legal evidence, 
how they relate to security providers, and how they define and understand  
their political subjectivity within different place-based or translocal  
communities. This means that acts and experiences of citizenship do not 
only become meaningful through relationships and interactions with state 
agencies, but rather and especially in relation to shared understandings  
of the law. 

in discussing the work of legal imaginaries in the context of security 
provision, i have identified a particular ideal type of citizenship in Miami: 
vigilant citizenship. This concept refers to an idealized and institutionalized 
normative agenda that frames political subject formation, in which citizens 
are increasingly imagined and expected to be responsible for claiming and 
defending their own rights. They can make use of various assets in order  
to deal with liabilities, all in a highly individualized manner. While this  
citizenship agenda still considers citizens to be subject to public authority, 
the law has become a main avenue for keeping state agencies, and other  
societal actors, at arm’s length by delineating individual autonomy. 

This dissertation contributes to citizenship studies by introducing an  
innovative approach to political subject formation. This approach combines 
the state-centric dimension of citizenship with academic literature on citi-
zenship acts and experiences. This provides an alternative understanding 
of citizenship in which rights, responsibilities, and political subjectivity are 
not conceptualized as either inside or outside the rubric of the state, but as 
becoming meaningful in respect to legal imaginaries – a system of meaning 
that is only partly connected to the state, but also exists beyond it, in acts 
and experiences that relate to the daily manifestations and interpretations 
of lawfulness. i expand on earlier scholarly work which focuses on how legal 
professionals relate to laws in their work, as well as in what ways they engage 

with legal transformation and the public recognition of new laws. 
Various reasons might explain why legality and litigation have become 

such influential factors in Miamians’ political subject formation. First,  
the widespread advertisement and availability of legal services and  
professionals in and around the city contributes to the perception that  
Miamians can and should use the law for achieving their own personal  
interests. i have explained that overtown residents ironically used the  
term “winning the ghetto lottery” to refer to cases in which people had  
successfully litigated against government agencies or companies and  
received financial compensation. i met one resident who said that he sued 
on almost a full-time basis. sooner or later, he expected that the other  
party would look to settle a deal, or that the outcome of a lawsuit would 
turn out in his favor, thus allowing him to “win the lottery”. using the law 
for financial reasons is not, however, exclusive to low-income Miamians. 
olaf and his friends also frequently made use of legal services in order to 
settle their traffic citations; it was cheaper to pay a lawyer to make the ticket 
disappear than to actually pay the fine, olaf told me. 

second, national and state laws in combination with the workings of the 
judicial system encourage individuals to notice and respond to individual 
rights violations. Laws such as Florida’s stand Your Ground law increase the 
legal scope for individual interpretations of, and responses to, danger that 
can ultimately serve as justifications for (lethal) force in court. as the case 
of George Zimmerman illustrates, this law provides legal cover for broad 
interpretations of self-defense, or what might be understood as vigilantism. 
recall from the introduction that the us legal system follows a common 
law tradition, which means that judges and juries play an important role in 
both shaping and applying the law. The characteristics of the common law 
tradition may contribute to popular understandings that consider ordinary 
people capable of simultaneously interpreting and articulating the law in 
everyday life. 

C i t i z e n s h i p  i n  n e o l i b e r a l  s e C u r i t y 
p r o V i s i o n
Drawing on an ethnographic approach, i have examined Miami’s neoliberal 
security context, studying the actors, arrangements, objects, technologies, 
and practices employed in addressing the various public and individual 
safety concerns. Central were the daily lives of six protagonists, who all 
lived, worked, or spent their spare time in the neighborhoods of Wynwood, 
overtown, and south Beach. i analyzed the stories of Lux, Darius, sarah, 
olaf, Marcus, and Fenix in light of my broader experiences and encounters 
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with police officers, private security guards, and local residents during my 
fieldwork in the city. This has also been an explicitly urban research project,  
exploring how Miamians navigate the security landscape of a city that  
consists of pockets of safety, gated communities, and “ghettos”, but above all, 
an urban environment characterized by high levels of exclusion and spatial 
and racial segregation.

examining forms of neoliberal security provision, this dissertation has 
sought to contribute to security studies by troubling traditional divisions 
between public and private security providers; by emphasizing the blurred 
distinctions between protectors, clients, recipients, and threats; and by in-
cluding the importance of non-human actors in everyday security provision. 
in Miami, where police officers work for private businesses, where public 
agencies hire private security guards, and where local residents to live up 
to ideals of self-defense and participate in neighborhood watch groups, it is 
often unclear who is protecting or threating whom. i have examined these  
relationships and interactions between state and non-state actors, but more 
importantly, i have emphasized how these roles shift in daily life, and in  
relation to different non-human entities – analyzing how guns transform  
ordinary people into first responders. and how mobile cameras make  
basically everyone capable of collecting legal evidence against one another. 

in Chapters Three, Four, and Five, i showed how Miamians are affected  
by, and reproduce, the ideal type of vigilant citizenship. These chapters  
provide an account of how the main protagonists dealt with precarity.  
Marcus and Fenix were concerned with aggressive police officers around 
the barbershop, olaf was afraid of violent intruders or burglars, sarah had 
a complicated relationship with her neighbor, Lux was uncertain about her 
future and worried about how others perceived her qualifications as an  
officer, and Darius was frustrated with the customers, becoming suspicious 
and taking precautions in his daily work at the bar. Because of classed,  
raced and professional differences, the manifestations and experiences of 
precarity varied. The main body of this dissertation, however, suggests  
that neoliberalism and individualization are factors underlying such varied  
experiences. all of the protagonists relied on a combination of guns,  
cameras, and secrets in an attempt to protect themselves, their loved ones, 
and their belongings.

in Chapter Three, i showed how olaf and others relied on guns for  
individual protection. Focusing on the legal framework of private gun  
ownership, i discussed how self-defense becomes meaningful in everyday 
security provision. i explain how legal imaginaries materialized around 
the gun, and how this informed Miamians’ experiences and enactments of  

citizenship: they navigate legal liability, deal with the normative framework 
of what “good citizenship” entails, and reflect upon the ethics of using a 
lethal weapon against other human beings. My findings further suggest that 
responsibility becomes increasingly diffuse when gun violence, including 
police violence, becomes a given. 

in Chapter Four, i showed how Marcus and others relied on mobile 
cameras to capture security encounters in order to record any misconduct 
and civil rights violations. Miamians use the technology to make visible as 
a way of collecting legal evidence, but are also subject to the “legal gaze” 
themselves. i defined this gaze as a visual-legal configuration that depicts  
a particular way of seeing and interpreting, one that over-exposes  
individual liability and under-exposes structural causes. Through a socio-
legal approach, i showed how using a camera to record security encounters 
becomes reinterpreted as a citizen responsibility in light of the ideal type of 
vigilant citizenship.

in the fifth chapter, i discussed how legal imaginaries shaped the ways 
Darius, sarah, and Lux experienced and dealt with security-related secrets. 
specifically, i argued that it affected their political subjectivity, shaping to 
what extent they felt part of a larger political community of vigilant citizens 
and how this interfered with feelings of belonging on a more local level. 
The ability of state agencies to politicize security-related secrets affected 
the room of maneuver these protagonists felt they had. in an attempt to  
look beyond the power dynamics inherent to lateral surveillance, the  
chapter focused on secrets to understand how Miamians experience and 
enact their citizenship through notions of legality and legitimacy, and  
suggested that these experiences and enactments do not necessarily have  
to be in accordance with the law. While state agencies might want to  
perpetuate the belief that increased transparency will prevent certain 
events from occurring, police officers such as Lux also became more aware 
and perhaps fearful of how their own private lives could jeopardize their  
reputation and their career. 

l e g a l  i n t i m a C i e s
in the introduction i made brief reference to the possibility of conceptual-
izing guns, cameras, and secrets in light of everyday security provision, legal 
imaginaries, and citizenship in relation to intimacy. a conceptualization 
in terms of legal intimacies. it draws on a theory of affordances and insights 
theorized in gender studies. First, a theory of affordances allows of an  
understanding of how agency is formulated through a dialectic relationship  
between individuals and their environment. Guns, cameras, and secrets  
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request, demand, allow, encourage, discourage, and refuse individuals in  
security encounters (Davis and Chouinard, 2017). it is, in other words,  
about what it offers Miamians in dealing with everyday life. second, the 
idea of intimacy as discussed in gender studies captures the entanglements  
between private and public life (e.g., attwood et al., 2017). it suggests that 
acts and experiences of citizenship do not only exist within the public 
sphere, but increasingly affect personal lives and result in intimate troubles. 
Plummer (2003: 15) finds it problematic that citizenship “always refers to 
the social, civic, public world, not to individual, intimate, or private worlds.” 
studies of intimacy therefore aim to understand the linkages between  
bodies, technologies, and personal relationships. 

i suggest that legal intimacies, as an analytical framework, can contribute 
to our understanding of citizenship. Legal intimacies shift our focus towards 
questions of why and how the legal world enters and shapes the intimate 
sphere of daily life. in this research project, such a focus on intimacies helps 
understand how guns, cameras, and secrets affect personal relationships,  
thoughts, and identities. My discussion of secrets, in Chapter Five, is a  
case in point, as it illustrates how intimate, personal experiences and  
relationships are being increasingly politicized, and how security-related  
secrets have become a legal concern. Miamians, then, experience legality,  
legitimacy, and the role of litigation on a very intimate level. The chapter  
shows how previous relationships and memories transform into present  
lawsuits, how private prejudices result in possible legal consequences and 
accountability, and how personal livelihoods are translated into narratives 
of the rights and responsibilities of us citizens.

But it is not only because of secrets that i suggest that we think about 
legal intimacies. Guns are also highly personal. The numerous types and 
models available allow people to develop a personalized choice regarding 
their individual firearm. alex, the manager of the Wynwood gun store,  
described his customers’ different preferences to me: he sold pink hand-
guns, very small weapons, and large assault rifles with a chainsaw attached 
to the barrel. Guns were also stored in the most intimate of places. olaf was 
most comfortable with his shotgun under his bed, which he slept in together 
with his girlfriend. sarah hid her revolver in the back of her underwear 
drawer, or sometimes underneath her pillow. Many others indicated that 
they preferred to place their weapon on the nightstand next to their bed. in 
popular culture, guns are often loved and projected as the best, if not the 
only, way for individuals to keep themselves safe. Perhaps this also explains 
the strong affection towards them in everyday life. 

Finally, cameras exemplify the intimate experience of the legal in yet  

another way. Mobile phones and personal cameras, generally bought and 
used to capture special and personal moments, are utilized in security  
encounters for their legal potentiality. Videos of police officers, private  
security guards, and aggressive residents are stored on devices that do not 
differentiate between public and private events, and are shared through  
social media and communication apps that people use for all kinds of inter-
actions and relationships. such examples show how the intimate experience 
of the legal has increasingly become part of lived realities, at least in Miami. 

V i g i l a n t  C i t i z e n s h i p  a n d  
l e g a l  i m a g i n a r i e s  b e y o n d  m i a m i  
a n d  b e y o n d  s e C u r i t y
it was october 2016 and Trump had just been elected President for the  
coming four years. after attending a public viewing party where several 
present had voted for Trump, alfredo – my good friend and fellow graduate 
student – and i decided to continue watching at his home. We said our good-
byes with a shot of vodka: the night – or the morning after – was not going 
to get any worse for us anyway. earlier that day i had travelled to different 
voting stations and talked to several of my key interlocutors in Wynwood 
and overtown. Marcus and olaf told me that they had voted for Trump and 
were happy with the outcome. olaf even went out in Wynwood to celebrate. 
in 2016, the “swing state” of Florida became a “red state”, although the ma-
jority of Miamians had voted for hillary Clinton. unlike other metropoles 
in the us, however, there had been no protest against the outcome of the 
election in Miami: a highly unequal city where many residents identify as 
Latino or haitian-american, but where nobody seemed willing to rally 
against Trump. i thought of Miami’s reputation for being an apolitical city, 
where demonstrations and protests are surprisingly non-existent or small 
compared to other cities with large migrant population groups and such an 
unequal distribution of wealth. 

But then it happened only a few days later. olaf called me, saying that 
he could not meet that night. apparently, the i-95 ramp to Downtown  
Miami had been blocked by protestors. as many had done before them, 
the protestors used the city’s infrastructure as a stage for expressing their  
dissatisfaction and enacting civil disobedience. still on the phone with  
olaf and watching the news, i picked up my camera and ordered an uber 
to get as close to the protest as i could. The MPD redirected the traffic and 
protected/surveilled the peaceful protests with helicopters, motorcycles, and 
suVs. People carried signs that reflected a nationwide discourse: “Trump is 
not our president”. i joined a group of people and spoke to several members 
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of the activist organizations present, including Dream Defenders. nobody 
seemed to know how the protest had come together and told me that it had 
emerged “organically”. one student had begun to voice her frustrations and 
had gathered support earlier that evening. People had recorded it with their 
mobile phones and social media had done the rest. 

Before the protest ended back in Downtown Miami, i had been walking  
behind a man who was carrying a sign with the text: “Trump does not  
represent american Values”. i took a picture of him and his sign (see  
Figure 6.1). Back home in amsterdam, i looked at the photo and wondered: 
to what extent were my findings in Miami shaped by larger national values?  
and could i generalize my argument to the larger social and political  
context of the us? i have developed my argument on the basis of a us  
political and security landscape in which ideals of self-defense, privati-
zation, litigation, lateral surveillance, and more general processes of  
individualization have become cornerstones of urban governance. in  
Chapter Two, discussing the alleged uniqueness of Miami in its wider  
geographical context, i argued that utopian and dystopian spatial imagi-
naries have created and perpetuated Miami’s exceptional reputation as a  
paradise or vice city. Looking beyond these representations, however, it 
is first and foremost a city characterized by racial and spatial segregation 
and an increasingly unequal distribution of wealth. Memorial Day weekend  
shows that underneath the popular and superficial representations of 
Miami, there is visible and structural racism, criminalization, and  
exclusion. Miami has been shaped by larger historical and global  
developments, making it much more similar to other places all over the  
us, and the world, than many would like to believe (Connolly, 2014). 

Yet, to apply the theoretical and analytical frames developed in this  
dissertation to contexts beyond the us, four caveats would have to be  
taken into account. First, my conceptualization of legal imaginaries is 
based on a context in which one particular legal system is dominant. in 
Miami, this is us national and state law. however, the workings of legal  
imaginaries might be different in contexts of legal pluralism, where  
multiple legal systems exist within one geographical area. in these cases, 
rules and social regulations often overlap and contradict one another, and 
this plurality might affect how legal imaginaries shape acts and experiences 
of citizenship. 

second, legal imaginaries might shape citizenship differently in places 
that are less characterized by individualism, and more by collectivism and 
communitarianism. My research focused on individual and interpersonal 
relationships with the law and, relatedly, a specific liberal understanding of 

political subjectivity. how do legal imaginaries and places less characterized 
by individualism and (neo)liberalism shape citizenship? and what causality 
typifies the relationship between individualism and legal imaginaries – does 
the former produce the latter, or vice versa?

Third, this dissertation has primarily discussed everyday security  
provision. after many hours with police officers, private security guards, 
and local residents in different parts of Miami, i developed a more in-depth 
understanding of security, not so much as a concept, but as an empirical 
domain. While my findings of this thesis have focused on transformations 
in this domain of governance, they might also be of use to scholars working 
on other aspects of urban governance and the privatization of other forms 
of public service provision, such as healthcare or education. relatedly, my 
understanding of legal imaginaries might also find resonance in analyses of 
professionals other than security providers who deal with the law and legal 
liability on a daily basis, such as doctors and teachers.

Finally, this research project has examined the specifics of everyday  
security provision in the us, such as private gun ownership. Yet by  
examining the underlying premises thereof, my argument can also be  
applied to security contexts outside the us, including places where  
citizens are not allowed to purchase firearms. During lectures and  
presentations that i give on my research topic, i often conclude with a 
news article about the netherlands, my home country (nos, 2015). it talks 
about the 2015 attack on a Thalys train on its way from amsterdam to Par-
is. a man opened fire before being subdued by passengers, including two  
off-duty members of the us armed forces. in the article, a spokesperson  
for the Dutch government states that he wants more opportunities and 
training for civilians to defend themselves in similar scenarios. advocating  
for self-defense and vigilantism, he concludes that people also need to  
have legal insurance in such cases. after all, he reasoned, you will want 
financial compensation should you become permanently disabled because  
you decided to intervene! The article highlights the attractiveness of  
the ideal type of vigilant citizenship, and the widespread belief in the  
individualized workings of the law in a way that should no longer be seen  
as us-specific. Doing so would only underestimate the importance of such 
legal imaginaries in shaping our everyday lives. 
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e p i l o g u e 
•

i want to end the dissertation by returning to how it began: with the six 
main protagonists of this research project. after spending most of 2015 in 
Miami, i returned in early 2016 and again in late 2016. i kept in touch with 
Lux, olaf, Marcus, and sarah through social media after at the end of my 
2015 stay. returning to Miami for my final fieldwork period showed that 
much had changed for them. 

The MPD had fired Lux and she spent most of 2016 and 2017 involved 
in complicated, exhausting lawsuits. in early 2018 she contacted me with 
good news: she had been hired by the City of Miami. not as a police officer, 
but as an analyst in the accounting department. Lux told me that she still 
missed her police work from time to time, but was extremely happy that she 
had found a new position with all the same benefits. “The case did turn out 
in my favor”, she wrote me, supported by a picture of her behind her new 
desk. The last time we spoke she was living together with her boyfriend in 
north Miami. 

Fenix left Marcus’ barbershop in 2016. i had never heard about any  
quarrels between the two, but what i heard from Fenix is that he did not  
like the atmosphere at the shop and felt alienated because of his sexual  
orientation. he went back to working from his house in overtown, and  
advertised himself as a barber on social media. Marcus hired a new  
employee and went back to school to get a college degree. unfortunately, i 
was unable to be there when he graduated. 

sarah managed to find a beautiful, affordable, and completely new  
apartment on the outskirts of overtown. it even had a spare room for her  
son to come over and stay. To be honest, i was actually surprised that she 
could find the necessary legal assistance to get her out of her previous 
burned-out place. Before i left, i helped her to buy furniture for the new  
apartment and joined her on her balcony. she smoked a cigarette and  
wondered: “Maybe this whole gentrification is a good thing.” she had felt 
hopeless in her old apartment, where the authorities seemed unable or  
unwilling to address the illegal practices of her neighbor. Perhaps, sarah 
reasoned, gentrification might be the only option to ultimately improve  
living conditions for many residents like herself. 

Darius left the bar at south Beach shortly after i left in 2015. he had been 
offered a better position as a security guard at the contested construction of 
the Dakota access Pipeline. he left Miami for a couple of months, and found 

work elsewhere once he returned to his hometown. i tried meeting with 
him in 2016, but he was extremely busy and his brother was hospitalized for  
reasons unknown to me. The last time i saw him was on the screen of a 
phone, when a former colleague at the bar reached him by video call as 
Darius was driving down to Key West to look for a new job.

Finally, olaf broke up with several girlfriends after the one who owned 
the Mini Cooper. he also moved again, from Miami Beach back to the old 
neighborhood, to a house close to the first place we shared. We keep in 
touch, and he tells me that Miami is best enjoyed single. he leads several 
non-profit projects that make it possible for primary school children to learn 
an instrument and play in a band. once surprised by my research interest 
in overtown, he was in turn surprised that the neighborhood “was not that 
ghetto after all.” “Well,” he added, “not the whole neighborhood at least.”
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s u m m a r y 
•

in his hit song “Miami” (1997), Will smith mentions several attractive  
characteristics of the city. Miami’s climate, beach, and nightlife attract  
Will and many residents and tourists of all ages and from across the world 
to the south Florida city, and to south Beach in particular. in addition, 
Miami is renowned for its multicultural status, or as Will puts it, a “salsa 
merengue melting pot”. in the song, he is welcomed in spanish, and indeed, 
the majority of Miamians speak spanish and many have affiliations with 
Latin american and Caribbean countries. in particular, Miami has been a 
place of refuge for Cubans, who chose or were forced to leave their home 
country. Will and many others, including local residents, musicians, and 
producers of videogames, see these combined elements as making Miami a 
unique place – a city that is different than any other in the us, or even in the 
world. although over twenty years old, Will smith’s “Miami” both reflects 
and reproduces Miami’s reputation as an exceptional space, a reputation 
that remains dominant in both contemporary popular culture and academic 
research on Miami.

This dissertation provides a more nuanced analysis of everyday life in 
Miami, a city strongly characterized by growing inequality and suspicion, 
which primarily affects ethnic minorities. The incidental, exciting, and often 
absurdist character of violence and crime that Miami is known for is much 
more systemic and racially skewed than popular culture might suggest. My 
research shows that Miami can best be understood in relation to historical 
and more recent political developments in the us. similar to other us cities,  
Miami was created in a time of racial apartheid and has increasingly been 
designed, spatially and economically, for individual profit. it is a city in 
which private gun ownership, gated communities, imaginaries of legality, 
and state and police violence play an important role in shaping everyday 
life. in other words, Miami is a typical example of us neoliberalization, in 
which state agencies privatize public services and assign responsibility to 
local residents under the guise of “freedom”. 

This is particularly visible in the realm of security provision, which 
(from a european standpoint) has traditionally been seen as a concern of 
the state. in Miami, commercial security services are increasingly popular, 
local governments and police departments support active neighborhood 
watches, and private gun ownership is both legal and widespread. although 
supporters of neoliberal policies emphasize the positive side of diminished 

state interference, it results in a more violent, uncertain, and more unequal 
reality in practice, exemplified by the case of George Zimmerman, captain 
of a local neighborhood watch, who shot and killed Trayvon Martin, an  
unarmed african-american and seventeen year-old boy in sanford, Florida 
in 2012. Zimmerman was acquitted of all charges on the basis of “stand Your 
Ground” legislation, which makes self-defense legal. 

in this dissertation i explain how we can understand the relationships 
and interactions that characterize everyday security provision in Miami, 
emphasizing that feelings of insecurity have to be understood in terms of 
individual experience, rather than analyzed a priori through the categories 
of police officer and citizen.

i examine this in terms of citizenship: the experiences and enactments 
of rights, responsibilities, and political membership. as an analytical  
and theoretical framework, citizenship can advance our understanding of 
how people relate and interact with each other in the context of security  
provision, of the meaning and implications of social and political  
developments, and of the processes of inclusion and exclusion in an urban  
environment. The title of the dissertation, “Vigilant Citizenship”, refers 
to the ideal type of citizenship that is demonstrated within the urban and  
national context of this research. it is an idealized representation of  
citizenship in which Miamians are depicted as rational and self-sufficient 
subjects, capable of using certain assets and avoiding liabilities. in short, 
a vigilant citizen is a person with a heightened sense of awareness, who  
accepts her responsibilities to intervene in threatening situations, while still 
acting in accordance with the law. in this dissertation i provide concrete  
examples of how this ideal type of citizenship shapes the use of guns,  
cameras, and secrets. 

The most important contribution of my research is found in my analysis  
of why, but especially how, Miamians experience and enact citizenship 
in everyday security provision. in this analysis, i develop the concept of  
“legal imaginaries”, a concept that refers to shared understandings of the 
law. These imaginaries captures the interpretation of a relationship between  
legality (actions in accordance with the law), and legitimacy (broader  
social norms regarding what is and/or should be legal). What is legal does 
not necessarily have to be legitimate and vice versa. in Miami, a particular 
legal imaginary has developed in which legality has become the dominant 
frame through which people interpret their agency. This means that  
Miamians’ sense of morality is expressed primarily through notions of  
legality, in terms of the law, and to a lesser extent through notions of social  
legitimacy. as a result, it becomes difficult to think outside this legal  
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imaginary and to deal with issues such as police violence in ways go beyond 
litigation. Legal imaginaries are partly based on how local residents interpret  
and articulate laws in everyday life, including legislation surrounding  
private gun ownership and the use of firearms. 

The legal imaginaries i identified in Miami inform individual experiences  
and enactments of rights and responsibilities. residents see themselves are 
responsible for figuring out what is legal and what is not, and for adapting  
their behavior accordingly. This also illustrates the workings of vigilant  
citizenship, in which individual responsibility and accountability are key. 
an example: a police officer asks himself if he can shoot a drunken man 
who is waving a rubber hammer. he wonders: is this legal? The drunken 
man is disturbing the public, is brandishing what is in legal terms a weapon,  
and is not obeying the officer’s instructions. The police officer analyzes his 
own agency through a specific legal imaginary, to assess what he is and is 
not allowed to do in the given context. his explicit framing of this encoun-
ter in terms of legality illustrates the importance of legal imaginaries, in 
particular in contrast to alternative normative frameworks that emphasize 
social justice or other ethical concerns. 

in these pages i write about the stories and experiences of Lux, sarah, 
Darius, olaf, Marcus and Fenix. They are the main protagonists in this  
ethnography. in this dissertation we follow these protagonists at home, in 
their neighborhood, during work and in various meetings and interactions 
 that form part of their everyday experiences with security provision. i  
contextualize and expand these stories with information derived from  
riding with police officers through the city and joining neighborhood watch 
patrols. The six main protagonists live in different Miami neighborhoods, 
have different ethnic and racial backgrounds and work in different insti-
tutional settings. Lux, for example, is a police officer, who works in the  
neighborhood where Marcus and Fenix work in a barbershop and experi-
ence the presence of police officers as a burden. Because i was able to build 
relationships with different residents, and experience and participate in a 
diversity of situations with them, i am able to demonstrate how Miamians  
encounter various forms of insecurity even as their interpretations and  
reactions show many similarities. all six have a firearm license and own 
one or more guns, use cameras to record violence or intimidation, and  
value having secrets. Darius, for instance, secretly carried a weapon with 
him during work even though this was prohibited. sarah had knowledge  
of her neighbor’s involvement in the local drug trade, but was unable to 
share this with others without endangering herself. The main part of this 
dissertation describes and analyzes the actions and experiences of these 

protagonists. i show how they deal with legality, and what they feel their 
own role should be in relation to the ideal type of vigilant citizenship. 

in spite of the growing number of examples that illustrate the gap  
between the law and justice, my research suggests that this does not directly 
affect a general confidence in the capacity of the law to address complex  
and systemic violence. in 1991, Los angeles police officers almost killed 
rodney King. Their violence was recorded, but the police officers were  
acquitted or received a light punishment as a result. Today, it seems as if 
everyone uses mobile cameras to challenge injustice. This indicates the  
extent to which visual material is still interpreted as valuable legal evidence, 
even though there have been many cases of (police) violence that suggest 
the contrary. Taser, the influential corporation that produced of the “non- 
lethal” electronic weapon, propagates the use of cameras for both police  
officers and private security guards. Different police departments in Miami  
have begun to experiment with body cameras – small cameras that are  
attached to the chests of the police officers. according to producers and 
political supporters, this practice will improve security, and assist officers  
in dealing with false accusations, or at least make justice possible in a  
court of law. This dissertation, in particular Chapter Four, suggests that 
cameras do not bring any noteworthy changes to racialized and unequal 
security provision. Cameras allow us to quite literally zoom in on individual 
behavior, and in so doing reduce for example police violence, an issue of 
structural nature, to individual transgressions. a widespread faith in the 
capacity of technology to visualize and solve injustice gives rise to the legal 
gaze, through which social and political attention shifts towards which laws 
have been violated and by whom. how violence and inequality are produced 
and shaped through larger forces becomes of lesser importance. With this 
dissertation, i hope to have underlined that forms of neoliberal freedom  
actually increase uncertainty, duties, and tensions for everyone – an outcome  
that perpetually increases the need for more “security”. 
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s a m e n V a t t i n g 
•

in het nummer “Miami” (1997) vat Will smith een aantal aantrekkelijke 
kenmerken van de gelijknamige stad goed samen. Met name het klimaat, 
strand en nachtleven trekken Will en vele inwoners en vakantiegangers van 
alle leeftijden en werelddelen naar de metropool in Zuid-Florida, south 
Beach in het bijzonder. Daarnaast wordt Miami regelmatig geroemd om 
haar multiculturele status, een “salsa merengue melting pot” zoals Will het 
zelf noemt. in het nummer wordt hij begroet in het spaans en inderdaad, 
de meerderheid in de stad spreekt spaans en velen hebben een sterke af-
finiteit met Latijns-amerikaanse en Caribische landen en steden. Miami 
is met name voor veel Cubanen geruime tijd een toevluchtsoord – ged-
wongen of niet – geweest. Volgens Will en anderen, waaronder inwoners, 
muzikanten en producenten van videogames, maakt dit Miami tot een 
unieke plek. een stad die anders is dan alle andere in de Vs of zelfs in de 
hele wereld. Zijn nummer, al is het meer dan twintig jaar geleden, is een 
weerspiegeling van en tegelijkertijd een bijdrage aan het imago van Miami 
als een uitzonderlijke plek. Dit imago is tegenwoordig terug te vinden in 
zowel populaire cultuur als academisch onderzoek, maar overheerste ook 
tijdens mijn eerste verblijf in de stad in 2015. 

Dit proefschrift geeft een realistischer, genuanceerder beeld van de 
dagelijkse werkelijkheid in Miami, een stad die sterk gekenmerkt wordt 
door groeiende ongelijkheid en wantrouwen, waar met name etnische  
minderheden de negatieve gevolgen van ondervinden. ook het incidentele,  
absurdistische en spannende karakter van geweld en criminaliteit waar  
Miami bekend om staat is eerder structureel, institutioneel en selectief van 
aard. Mijn onderzoek benadrukt dat Miami het beste begrepen kan worden 
vanuit zowel historische als meer recentelijke politieke ontwikkelingen in 
de Vs. Zoals andere steden in het land is Miami ontstaan in een tijd van  
apartheid en steeds meer ingericht voor persoonlijk gewin. het is een stad 
waar individueel wapenbezit, afgezonderde en ommuurde wijken (gated  
communities), en de verbeelding van wetmatigheid en staats- en politie-
geweld een belangrijke stempel drukken op het alledaagse leven. Miami is 
eigenlijk een typisch voorbeeld van amerikaans neoliberaal beleid, waarin 
publieke diensten worden uitbesteed en inwoners een grote verantwoorde-
lijkheid wordt toebedeeld onder het mom van vrijheid. 

Dit is buitengewoon zichtbaar in de veiligheidsvoorziening, wat vanuit 
europees traditioneel en theoretisch oogpunt een taak van de staat is. Zo 

kent Miami een groot en groeiend aantal commerciële veiligheidsdiensten, 
worden actieve buurtwachten gesteund vanuit de overheid en is particulier  
wapenbezit legaal, toegankelijk en wijdverbreid. al benadrukken aanhang-
ers van dit ideaal de positieve kant van zulke “vrijheden”, de praktijk is echter  
gewelddadiger, onzekerder en ongelijker, met als schrikbeeld George  
Zimmerman, die als kapitein van zijn buurtwacht in 2012 in sanford,  
Florida Trayvon Martin, een ongewapende afro-amerikaanse jongen van 
zeventien jaar doodschoot. Zimmerman werd vrijgesproken op grond van 
wetgeving die het ideaal van persoonlijke verdediging waarborgt. 

in dit proefschrift leg ik uit hoe we relaties en interacties kenmerkend 
voor de alledaagse veiligheidsvoorziening in Miami kunnen begrijpen. in 
het kader van deze alledaagse werkelijkheid moeten onveiligheidsgevoelens 
worden begrepen in termen van individuele ervaring, en niet vastgepind aan 
vastgestelde categorieën, zoals die van politieagent versus burger.

ik onderzoek dit in termen van burgerschap: de ervaringen en uitoefening  
van rechten, verantwoordelijkheden en politieke belonging. als analytisch 
en theoretisch kader biedt burgerschap beter inzicht in het doen en laten 
in de context van veiligheidsvoorziening, de betekenis van sociaal-politieke 
ontwikkelingen en verhoudingen, alsmede de processen van in- en uitsluiting  
in een stedelijke omgeving. De titel van dit proefschrift, “waakzaam  
burgerschap” (vigilant citizenship) is mijn benaming voor het ideaaltype 
burgerschap dat zich manifesteert in zowel de stedelijke als nationale  
context van mijn onderzoek. het is een ideaaltype waarin inwoners van 
Miami neergezet worden als rationeel denkende en zelfredzame subjecten,  
die in staat zijn gebruik te maken van bepaalde aanwinsten (assets) en 
tegelijkertijd kwetsbaarheden (liabilities) weten te vermijden. Kortom, een 
waakzame burger is iemand met een verhoogd bewustzijn die de verant-
woordelijkheid niet schroomt om zelf in te grijpen in dreigende situaties. 
in het proefschrift geef ik concrete voorbeelden van hoe dit ideaaltype  
burgerschap tot uiting komt, met name in het kader van het gebruik van 
wapens, camera’s en geheimen.

De belangrijkste bijdrage van mijn onderzoek is mijn analyse van  
waarom, maar vooral hoe ervaringen en articulaties van burgerschap tot  
uiting komen in alledaagse veiligheidsvoorziening. hiervoor ontwikkel ik 
het concept “juridische verbeelding” (legal imaginaries) dat verwijst naar 
breed gedeelde verbeeldingen van de wet. Deze verbeeldingen omvatten 
deels legaliteit, datgene wat daadwerkelijk in overeenstemming is met de 
wet, maar ook legitimiteit, de bredere interpretaties van wat legaal is of zou 
moeten zijn in een gegeven situatie. Wat legaal is hoeft niet noodzakelijk 
legitiem te zijn en andersom. in Miami heeft zich een bepaalde verbeelding  
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ontwikkeld waarin legaliteit het belangrijkste kader is voor de handelings- 
vrijheid in veiligheidsvoorziening. Dit betekent dat inwoners sociale  
normen en ethiek primair interpreteren aan de hand van de wet, van wat 
legaal is, en in mindere mate van wat legitiem is. Mijn concept is deels  
gebaseerd op de manier waarop inwoners bepaalde wetten interpreteren en 
toepassen in de praktijk, zoals bijvoorbeeld de wetten rondom wapenbezit 
en het gebruik van geweld. 

Belangrijker is echter dat de juridische verbeelding invulling geeft aan 
de individuele ervaring en uitoefening van verantwoordelijkheden en rech-
ten. Zo suggereert het ook dat inwoners zelf verantwoordelijk zijn om uit te 
zoeken wat de wet precies inhoudt in verschillende situaties en daarop hun 
gedrag aan te passen. Dit laat ook de invloed van waakzaam burgerschap 
zien, waar individuele verantwoordelijkheid en aansprakelijkheid centraal 
staan. een voorbeeld. een politieagent denkt na of hij een dronken man 
die met een rubberen hamer zwaait mag neerschieten. hij vraagt zich af: 
is schieten in dit geval legaal? De dronken man zorgt voor overlast, heeft 
wellicht juridisch gezien een wapen in zijn handen en luistert niet naar  
de aanwijzingen van de agent. De politieagent onderzoekt zijn eigen  
handelingsvrijheid in het kader van de juridische verbeelding, wat wel 
en niet mag van de wet. Dit expliciete denken en handelen in relatie tot  
legaliteit geeft het belang van de juridische verbeelding goed weer, met 
name in vergelijking tot alternatieven die bijvoorbeeld sociale en ethische 
wenselijkheid van wapengebruik benadrukken.

in deze pagina’s schrijf ik over de verhalen en gebeurtenissen van Lux,  
sarah, Darius, olaf, Marcus en Fenix. Zij zijn mijn zes belangrijkste 
hoofdrolspelers in deze etnograf ie. in dit proefschrif t volgen we deze  
personages thuis, in hun buurt, tijdens werk en tijdens verschillende  
bijeenkomsten en interacties in de context van veiligheidsvoorziening. Mijn 
analyse van hun ervaringen vulde ik verder aan door onder andere veel- 
vuldig mee te gaan met politiepatrouilles door de stad, met buurtwachten 
rond te rijden, bij verschillende winkels en uitgaansgelegenheden te werken  
met particuliere veiligheidsagenten. De zes hoofdpersonages wonen in  
verschillende buurten, hebben verschillende etnische achtergronden en  
huidskleur en hebben verschillende professionele posities. Zo is Lux  
bijvoorbeeld een politieagente en werkt zij in de wijk waar Marcus en Fenix 
werken als kapper en juist last ondervinden van de aanwezigheid van de 
lokale politie. Doordat ik voor mijn onderzoek in heel diverse situaties heb 
verkeerd, met inwoners van verschillende achtergronden en klasse, kan ik 
laten zien hoe ze allemaal te maken krijgen met vormen van onveiligheid en 
dat hun reacties en interpretaties hiervan sterke overeenkomsten kennen. 

alle zes inwoners hebben een wapenvergunning en bezitten een of meerdere 
wapens, maken gebruik van camera’s om geweld en intimidatie vast te leggen  
en hechten waarde aan het hebben van geheimen. Darius had bijvoorbeeld 
een verborgen wapen bij zich tijdens zijn werk als particuliere beveiliger 
terwijl dit verboden was. sarah had kennis van de drugshandel van haar 
buurman, maar kon dit niet delen met anderen zonder dat zij gevaar liep. 
het grootste gedeelte van het proefschrift beschrijft en analyseert de hande-
lingen en ervaringen van deze hoofdrolspelers. ik laat zien hoe zij worstelen 
met legaliteit en legitimiteit, omtrent wat hun eigen rol is of zou moeten zijn 
in vergelijking tot het ideaalbeeld van waakzaam burgerschap. 

Mijn onderzoek toont aan dat ondanks het groeiend aantal voorbeelden 
van de scheiding tussen legaliteit en gerechtigheid, dit het vertrouwen in 
de wet om complexe en systematische geweldspleging aan te pakken niet 
aantast. rodney King werd in 1991 doodgeslagen door politieagenten in 
Los angeles. het werd gefilmd, maar de agenten werden vrijgesproken of 
kregen een lichte straf met rellen als gevolg. Tegenwoordig lijkt iedereen een  
mobiele camera te gebruiken om vergelijkbaar onrecht tegen te gaan. 
Dit geeft aan dat beeldmateriaal nog steeds onlosmakelijk gekoppeld aan 
het idee dat het een bewijs zou zijn ten tijde van rechtspraak, terwijl het  
tegendeel vaak genoeg bewezen is. als invloedrijk bedrijf propageert Taser, 
ook bekend van het “niet-dodelijke” stroomwapen, het gebruik van camera’s 
voor politieagenten en particuliere beveiligers. Verschillende politiedepar-
tementen in Miami zijn begonnen met experimenten met body cameras – 
kleine camera’s die op de borst van de agent zijn bevestigd. Dit gebruik  
zou veiligheid bevorderen, agenten helpen met vervelende en onjuiste  
beschuldigingen of in ieder geval gerechtigheid mogelijk maken. Dit  
proefschrift, met name hoofdstuk vier, laat zien dat camera’s geen  
noemenswaardige verandering lijken te brengen wat betreft racistische en 
ongelijke veiligheidsvoorziening. Wel wordt er steeds meer ingezoomd op 
individueel handelen en reduceert het gebruik van camera’s bijvoorbeeld 
politiegeweld, een probleem van structurele aard, tot individueel wange-
drag. het geloof dat camera’s een technologie zijn om onrecht zichtbaar  
te maken heeft bijgedragen aan een bepaalde blik (legal gaze) die onze  
aandacht richt op welke wetten er overtreden zijn en door wie. Vraagstuk-
ken van hoe geweld en ongelijkheid eigenlijk ontstaan en vorm krijgen,  
lijken daardoor minder van belang. 

De wereld is groter dan nederland en steden en landen zijn steeds  
vaker en sterker met elkaar verbonden. Dit betekent dat sociaalpolitieke 
en culturele ontwikkelingen in de Vs ook invloed hebben op denkbeelden 
en problematiek in nederland. Daarnaast heerst in nederland vaak de  
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veronderstelling dat de Vs fundamenteel anders is dan onze pragmatische 
ingestelde bevolking. De “nederlander” is niet zo gek en hoeft geen wapen 
onder zijn bed. Daarnaast verwachten “wij” veel meer van de staat: in het 
geval van onveiligheid, in welke vorm dan ook, moet de regering ingrijpen, 
niet de burger. natuurlijk zijn dit soort verschillen belangrijk en bepalend 
voor een heel andere ervaring van de verantwoordelijkheden en rechten  
als burger. Waar je in de Vs misschien net als een politieagent kunt  
optreden met een wapen, is dat in nederland gelukkig nog ongewenst  
en vaak strafbaar. als we echter kijken naar onderliggende ervaringen  
en uitvoeringen van burgerschap, waardoor we dit soort handelen beter  
kunnen begrijpen, zien we ook een verschuiving die meer “vrijheden”  
mogelijk maakt. Dit betekent niet dat wapenbezit legaal wordt, maar wel  
dat door middel van sociaalpolitieke ontwikkelingen individuele hande-
lingsvrijheid meer ruimte krijgt. Dit gaat mogelijk gepaard met een staat  
die zich meer richt op straffen dan verzorgen. Met dit proefschrift hoop 
ik aangetoond te hebben dat dit soort illusies van vrijheid juist meer  
onzekerheid, plichten en spanningen als gevolg hebben voor iedereen – wat 
de vraag naar meer “veiligheid” weer versterkt. 




