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(Re)Articulations of Citizenship

The confluences of global flows, by forming 
new spaces and entanglements of possibili-

ties, have a mutating effect on citizenship.  In an 
ever-shifting landscape configured by mobilities 
and positionalities, the idea of citizenship tied 
to the terrain and imagination of a nation-state 
(Anderson [1983] 1991) is called into question. 
In theory, citizenship as protected entitlements 
depends on membership in a nation-state. But 
increasingly in practice, entitlements and ben-
efits are realized through specific mobilizations 
and claims in milieus of globalized contingency. 
The movements of global markets, technologies, 
and populations interact to shape novel spaces 
of political mobilization and claims. As rights 
and protections long associated with citizenship 
are becoming disarticulated from the state, they 
are re-articulated with elements such as market-
based interests, transnational agencies, mobile 
elites, and marginialized populations.

Given this scenario of shifting “global as-
semblages” (Ong and Collier 2005), emergent 
spaces and combinations of disparate elements 
are destabilizing citizenship as a territorialized 
bundle of protected entitlements. New modes 
of governing make finer distinctions in relation 
to national territory and the residential popula-
tion. Participation in transnational networks and 

global nodes has engen-
dered a checkerboard 
patterning of the national 
terrain, thus effecting 
graduated or variegated 
sovereignty (Ong 2000). 
Some sites and zones 
are invested with more 

political resources than others. At the same time, 
rights and entitlements once associated with all 
citizens are becoming linked to neoliberal crite-
ria, so that some entitlements may be withdrawn 
from some citizens and given to non-citizens. 
Furthermore, the difference between having and 
not having citizenship is becoming blurred as 
the territorialization of entitlements is increas-
ingly challenged by deterritorialized claims 
beyond the state.  

Analytically, we can distinguish between two 
processes that underlie mutations in citizen-
ship. On the one hand, there is the emergence 
of new political spaces, and on the other, the 
disentanglement of citizenship components. 
The confluence of citizenship regimes, neolib-
eral criteria, and mobile populations constitute 
milieus of possibilities for political mobiliza-
tion. These spaces are not defined or delimited 
by the territoriality of the nation-state. Migra-
tory market interests, technologies, and NGOs 
become articulated with citizenship orders, thus 
shaping novel spaces of political mobilization. 
New spaces include the city, the public square, 
the refugee camp, regional labor markets, or 
cyber-space. These are sites for the articulation 

of new claims for resources from state as well as 
non-state institutions.  

Meanwhile, the elements associated with 
citizenship are becoming disarticulated from 
each other and re-articulated with mobile 
technologies and actors. We have traveled far 
from the idea of citizenship as a legal status in 
a nation-state, and as a condition opposed to the 
condition of statelessness (Arendt [1958] 1998). 
Binary oppositions between citizenship and 
statelessness, between national territoriality and 
its absence, are not useful for thinking about the 
new configurations of spaces and new combi-
nation of factors that affect political mobiliza-
tions and claims. Rights and entitlements once 
associated with citizens are becoming dispersed 
among populations who can include non-
citizens. Furthermore, the difference between 
having and not having citizenship is becoming 
blurred as the territorialization of entitlements is 
increasingly made in spaces beyond the state.  

We used to think of different dimensions 
of citizenship—rights, political enfranchise-
ment, territoriality, a state, etc.—as more or 
less going together. Now, increasingly, some 
of these components are separating from each 
other. Some populations get to claim the original 
bundle of rights, while others enjoy only limited 
protections. At the same time, citizenship ele-
ments become associated with market criteria, 
administrative policies, and humanitarian inter-
ventions. Diverse populations—dispossessed 
citizens, migrant workers, expatriates—voice 
claims in terms of neoliberal values or hu-
manitarian rights, as the case may be. Thus, the 
(re)combinations of globalizing forces and situ-
ated elements produce conditions of possibility 
for articulating political claims on grounds other 
than legal citizenship.

The confluence of processes of territorializa-
tion and deterritorialization is re-configuring 
connections between political space, entitle-
ments, and political action. I make the follow-
ing claims. First, the space of the assemblage, 
rather than the territory of the nation-state, is the 
site for new political mobilizations and claims. 
Second, in zones of hypergrowth, neoliberal cri-
teria of knowledge and self-enterprise become 
citizenship ideals that challenge the legal limits 
of citizenship. Third, new political spaces are 
fast becoming sites for articulation of claims 
on resources from various sources beyond the 
state. Fourth, assemblages are sites on the edge 
of emergence, so resolutions to problems of 
contemporary living cannot be determined in 
advance, but unfold within the space of the as-
semblage.

In what follows, I contrast the disarticulation 
and re-articulation of citizenship elements in 
two globalized milieus, as citizenship ele-
ments are becoming articulated with emergent 
“regimes of living” (Collier and Lakoff 2005). 
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In hypergrowth zones, interactions between citizenship norms 
and neoliberal values place a premium on self-enterprising actors, 
regardless of citizenship status. Meanwhile, other political spaces 
shaped by market and political strategies can become sites for the 
articulation of specific problems of collective life.  

Zones of Hypergrowth 
The accelerated flows of populations and capital have focused 

attention on how citizenship is affected by the claims of border-
crossing economic actors. Such transnational practices denote the 
susceptibility of citizenship to the exercise of market freedoms, 
as those with entrepreneurial capacities can negotiate the limits of 
immigration.

“Flexible citizenship” describes maneuvers whereby subjects 
are induced to respond fluidly and opportunistically to dynamic 
market conditions regardless of national borders. In an age of 
flexible accumulation, “flexibility, migration, and relocations, 
instead of being coerced or resisted, have become practices to 
strive for rather than stability” (Ong 1999, 19). Furthermore, na-
tion-states seeking wealth-bearing and entrepreneurial immigrants 
do not hesitate to adjust immigration laws to favor elite migrant 
subjects, especially professionals and investors. In advanced 
capitalist sites, the articulation of market-based criteria and citi-
zenship norms encourages elite actors to exploit the possibility of 
capital accumulation through the astute deployment of multiple 
passports.

In advanced liberal democracies, policies toward domestic 
populations have also become market-based. It has been claimed 
that citizens are generally governed not through oppressive con-
trolling mechanisms, but “through freedom,” or an inducement for 
formally free subjects to make calculative choices on their own 
behalf (Rose 1999). Government is no longer interested in taking 
care of every citizen, but wants him/her to act as a free subject 
who self-actualizes and relies on autonomous action to confront 
globalized insecurities. There is thus a fundamental change in the 
ethics of subject formation, or the ethics of citizenship, as govern-
ing shifts its target from the social and collective management of 
the population (biopolitics) to a focus on individual self-govern-
ing (ethico-politics). Such ethics are framed as an animation of 
various capacities of individual freedom, expressed both in free-
dom from state protection and guidance, and in freedom to make 
calculated choices as a free self-maximizing individual.  

 In the United States, human technologies that govern through 
the freedom or aspirations of subjects especially target the urban 
poor, immigrants, and refugees who are viewed as less capable of 
self-improvement (Ong 2003). This shift toward a neoliberal tech-
nology of governing holds that the security of citizens, their well-
being and quality of life, are increasingly dependent on their own 
capacities as free individuals to confront globalized insecurities 
by making calculations and investments in their lives. These mar-
ket-driven values are derived from Frederic von Hayek’s theory 
of the homo economicus as an instrumentalist figure forged in the 
effervescent conditions of market competition. The theory of in-
dividual economic agency as the most efficient form for distribut-
ing public resources was embraced under the “neo-conservative” 
policies of Thatcherism and Reaganomics. Ironically, as neolib-
eral values of flexibility, mobility, and entrepreneurialism become 
citizenship ideals, they undermine the democratic achievements 
of American liberalism based on ideals of equal rights.

Neoliberal ideas and practices are diffused to various environ-
ments of hyper-growth. In Asian cities, citizens are urged to be 
self-enterprising, not only to cope with uncertainties and risks, 
but also to raise the overall “human quality” of their societies. 
Thus, in East and South Asia, neoliberal ethics of self-responsible 
citizenship are linked to social obligations to build the nation. 

In India and Malaysia, discourses about “knowledge workers” 
and “knowledge society” urge citizens to self-improve in order 
to develop high-tech industries. In Singapore, the accumulation 
of intellectual capital as an obligation of citizenship is extreme. 
Ordinary citizens are expected to develop new mindsets and 
build digital capabilities, while professionals are urged to achieve 
norms of “techno-preneurial citizenship” or lose out to more 
skilled and entrepreneurial expatriates and be reduced to a sec-
ond-class citizenry (Ong 2005). 

In short, neoliberal values of self-management and self-en-
terprise have different implications for citizenship, depending 
on interactions with particular political environments. While the 
tendency in England and the U.S. is to focus on the self-govern-
ing and technologically savvy citizen as an individual partici-
pant in civil society, in Asian growth zones, the discourse of the 
knowledgeable and entrepreneurial citizen is tied to contributions 
to “civic society,” or to solidarity as a national community. The 
common feature is that across these diverse milieus, the stakes of 
citizenship are raised for the majority. Especially in hypercapital-
ist zones, those who cannot scale the skills ladder or measure up 
to the norms of self-governing are increasingly marginalized as 
deviant or even risky subjects who threaten the newly normal-
ized regime. The spread of neoliberal criteria as an expression of 
individual freedom systematically undercuts juridical principles 
of citizenship that promise universal rights to all.

Zones of Exclusion
The interactions between markets and administrative decisions 

have created not only sites of hypergrowth, but also zones for the 
politically excluded. As such, political claims by the disenfran-
chised are increasingly focused not on legal rights, but on the 
right as human beings to biological survival. In the post-Cher-
nobyl era, health-based claims have become an important part 
of citizenship rights in the West. Chernobyl sufferers claimed 
biomedical resources and social equity that can be conceptualized 
as a kind of “biological citizenship” (Petryna 2002). In France, 
bodily health is gaining voice as a legitimate claim for asylum. 
Didier Fassin argues that the suffering body of the HIV-infected 
migrant reverses public perception of his biopolitical otherness 
rooted in race and alien status. Increasingly, some form of legal 
recognition is awarded in the name of humanity, i.e., the right to 
a healthy body, regardless of the citizenship of the patient (Didier 
2001). This is an emerging assemblage that links illegal migrants, 
rights to health and citizenship.

But questions of sheer survival more fundamentally apply to 
the ever-increasing populations of the globally excluded. Dis-
courses of human rights and of global norms of actualized human-
ity seem incapable of reaching millions of the politically weak in 
Africa, Latin America, and Asia. Where people can be included 
only as bare life, the rhetoric of ethical globalization operates 
at too vast a scale to deal with specific, situated, and practical 
problems of abused, naked, and flawed bodies. In many cases, 
we are talking about populations without rights—disenfranchised 
subjects, refugees, and migrants—in a variety of situations where 
they have little or no claims to protection, and for whom the most 
minimal claims of the right to survival are being posed for the 
first time. These populations are excluded from environments of 
rights because they are hidden from view, or they live in “failed 
states,” or as migrants they are stripped of citizenship rights once 
on the move. 

In such situations, a new constellation of elements defines the 
space for articulating and making claims about living conditions. 
The explosive growth of NGOs indexes the emergence of alterna-
tive political authorities that adjudicate among claims of bare life. 
In the non-state administration of excluded humanity, groups and 
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individuals are sorted into various categories in relation to par-
ticular needs, prioritized interests, and potential affiliations with 
powers-that-be. For instance, the HIV epidemic in the Ivory Coast 
has brought together patients, health NGOs, and drug companies 
in clinic-centered networks. Patients form special socio-politi-
cal groups in order to make particular claims on the state and on 
corporations. The interrelations among these disparate elements 
shape conditions for what Vinh-kim Nguyen calls “therapeutic 
citizenship” (2005). Such “counter-politics of sheer life” is a form 
of situated mobilization that involves ethical claims to resources 
articulated in terms of needs as living beings (Collier and Lakoff 
2005).  

One milieu of the politics of sheer life involves foreign 
domestic maids and their affluent employers in Southeast Asia.  
Throughout the region, a vast female migrant population—work-
ing as maids, factory workers, or prostitutes—is regularly 
exposed to slave-like conditions. NGOs seeking to improve the 
living conditions of foreign maids invoke not migrant rights but 
something more minimal and attainable, their biological survival. 
NGOs invoke the ethics of reciprocity or at least recognition of 
economic symbiosis between migrant workers and the affluent 
households that depend on foreign nannies to sustain a high stan-
dard of living. Where citizenship does not provide protection for 
the migrant worker, the joining of a healthy body and dependency 
on foreign maids produces a claim of “bio-welfare.” By mapping 
the migrants’ claims onto the space of regional labor circulations, 
NGOs are articulating the moral status, if not the human rights, of 
migrant workers as human beings. 

*               *               *

A binary model that opposes territorialized citizenship to deter-
ritorialized statelessness cannot capture the emergent political 
conditions produced by particular articulations of citizenship 
elements, market forces, and politics. Multiple assemblages of 
disparate elements create novel political spaces in which ques-
tions of living are problematized and resolved today. In zones of 
hyper-capitalism, neoliberal values articulate ideals of belonging 
by making talents and self-enterprise ideals of citizenship. Those 
who are assessed to be underperforming and therefore a security 
risk are treated as second-class citizens. Ironically, the linking 
up with global markets also creates spaces for the politically 
excluded to mobilize and articulate specific claims in terms of 
problems of collective fate.  

In particular global assemblages, entities beyond the state such 
as corporations, religions, and NGOs are becoming more active 
practitioners of humanity. Diverse and contradictory standards of 
human worthiness are at play in these constellations. We do not 
need to agree with particular schemes of human categorization to 
recognize that globalizing criteria are increasingly embroiled in 
defining and recasting notions of political belonging, entitlements, 
and rights, i.e., elements long associated with citizenship. Specific 
problems of citizenship and of living are posed and resolved 
through the situated articulations of heterogeneous ideas, institu-
tions, and networks. The dis-articulation and re-articulation of 
citizenship elements mean that political resolutions are contin-
gent, varied, and ambiguous. We are moving beyond the recent 
past when citizenship as a package of territorialized rights seemed 
immutable to the flux and conjunctures of global flows.
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