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    Introduction


    The aim of this study is to draw attention to the long time-scale of the developments currently taking place in Africa. This has been overshadowed by the brouhaha concerning phenomena that are mainly connected with the present moment (structural adjustment, transitions toward democracy, wars and conflicts, corruption, criminalization).


    This study is based on two hypotheses. The first is that of interlacing : emerging from a history whose depth is overlooked by many analysts, Africa is simultaneously advancing in several directions. This advance is not following a closed orbit. It is neither smooth nor unilinear. It is heading toward several outcomes at once. Moreover, it is moving on several timescales and takes the form of fluctuations and destabilizations, sometimes abrupt, as well as of apparently disordered accelerations and inertias. In fact, however, several different systems of change are involved : stationary, dynamic, volatile, even catastrophic.


    The second hypothesis is that of the exit of the state. This exit is neither total nor irreversible. It takes diverse forms. Some of them will be examined later in this study. For the moment, it facilitates the emergence of new political actors in the public sphere, the proliferation of unexpected social rationalities, and the implementation of novel technologies and apparatuses, whose purpose is to control individual conduct and to make possible new modes of constituting private property and inequality.


    Private indirect government : this is the formula we propose to apply to these emergent technologies of domination, whose forms, intrinsic qualities, and goals are fundamentally different from those which postcolonial African regimes had previously espoused. Private indirect government is itself the result of an abrupt renegotiation of the relationships between the privatization of public violence, on the one hand, and the constitution of new systems of private property on the other. Our attention will be focused here on this privatization of public violence, this appropriation of substances and profits, the levies they require, the shifting of boundaries to which they lead, and the new forms of violence and social stratification to which they imply.




    Part one 
The right to use


    The aim of the first part of this study is twofold. First, at a rather general level, we shall reflect on the types of rationality that have been put into operation, since the end of direct colonization, to control individuals and human collectivities and to ensure an increasing number of goods and objects in sub-Saharan Africa. Secondly, we shall examine the conditions in which the activity that consists in « controlling people’s conduct within the framework of a state and with the state’s instruments » (that is, the activity of governing) has recently passed out of the hands of those who were supposed to exercise it, thus opening the way, not to a revolution of some kind, but to an extraordinary situation of material scarcity, uncertainty, and inertia.


    So far as the activity of governing is concerned, two things come to mind. First, dealing with human conduct and the ways in which it is governed within the framework of a state and with its instruments involves not only discovering what constitutes the power and reason of the state, but also taking an interest in power’s forms and manifestations, the techniques it uses to increase its value, to distribute the products of labor, to ensure abundance or to manage want and scarcity. And since in Africa, both before and after colonization, state power increased its value by implementing specific relationships of subjection, we will be led to discuss the connections among relationships of subjection (what was called « command »), the distribution of wealth and benefits, and the more general problem of the constitution of the postcolonial subject. On the other hand, African postcolonial regimes did not invent their knowledge of government ex nihilo. This knowledge was drawn from several cultures, heritages, and traditions, whose elements interlaced through time, resulting in the weaving of a fabric which gestures toward « custom » without being reducible to it, and participates in « modernity » without being entirely identical with it. One of these kinds of knowledge or rationalities is colonial rationality, which we shall now proceed to describe briefly.




    On command


    In a colony, « command » was based upon an outlook or imaginaire very specific to state sovereignty. State sovereignty had two main characteristics. One the one hand, there was both a weakness and an inflation of the law. A weakness of the law, to the extent that in the relations between power and authority, the colonial model was, in theory as in practice, the exact opposite of the liberal model of discussion or deliberation. An inflation of the law, in the sense that except when it was exercised in the form of arbitrariness and the right of conquest, the very concept of law was often revealed to be void of content. On the other hand, colonial sovereignty was based on three kinds of violence. 1



    The first of these was a foundational violence that posited and authorized not only the right of conquest, but all the other prerogatives the latter entailed. In this respect, it had an instituting function, for at least two reasons. On the one hand, it helped create the very object of its violence. One can say that in this way, it presupposed itself. On the other hand, it considered itself the sole competent judge of its laws. Hence its unilateral nature, all the more so because—to adopt Hegel’s formula—through its ability to take upon itself the act of destruction, its supreme law was at the same time the supreme negation of law.


    A second form of violence was produced both before and after the fact, or even in the wake of conquest itself. It was a kind of legitimation. As Derrida points out in a different context, its function was to provide the colonial order with a language and self-interpreting models, to give it a meaning, to justify its necessity and its universalizing mission—in short, to help it produce an imagination whose effect was to convert the foundational violence into an authorizing authority.


    The third form was supposed to ensure maintenance, increase, and permanence. Clearly distinguishing itself from war in the strict sense of the word, it constantly replicated itself, in the most banal and ordinary situations. It was later crystallized in a collection of countless acts and rites; in sum, it played such an important role in everyday life that it ended up constituting something like the central imaginaire of a culture that the state shared with society. 2 Its function was thus to ratify and reiterate.


    Colonial sovereignty existed only when these three forms of violence were in position. In that case, they formed a single, self-identical web. Immediately tangible, this singular violence gave natives a perspective of themselves in proportion to the power of which it had deprived them. Its peculiarity was to express itself in both forms of authority and forms of morality. Authority and morality for two reasons. First because in it every distinction between means and ends was abolished. Depending on the circumstances that obtained, this sovereign violence was its own end and its own mode of application. Secondly, because the result was an almost unlimited permutation of the just and the unjust, of the lawful and the unlawful. So far as colonial sovereignty was concerned, right and law were on one side alone. They were embodied in the very occurrence of the act. Confronted by it, there could be only « wrong-doing » and infraction. Anyone who did not recognize this violence’s authority and challenged its protocols was considered a savage and an outlaw.


    The power of this conflation, combined with the power of disqualification, resulted in « command » asking itself few questions about its goals, since it was the very authority that justified them. That is why, in implementing its projects, the colonial state did not hesitate to resort to brute force in dealing with natives, to destroy the forms of social organization that previously existed, or even to co-opt these forms in the service of ends other than those to which they had earlier been directed. The injustice of the means and the illegitimacy of the goals combined to make room for a certain arbitrariness, a certain intrinsic unconditionality, that might be said to be the peculiar characteristic of colonial sovereignty. Postcolonial governmental forms have inherited this unconditionality and the system of impunity that was its corollary.


    How can this unconditionality and impunity be explained, if not by reference to what long constituted the credo of power in the colonies? In this respect, two traditions have to be distinguished. Both accord a central role to a representation of the colonized individual, which made of him the very prototype of the animal. 3 On the one hand, there was what we call the Hegelian tradition, according to which the colonized individual who was subordinate to power and the state could not be like « myself. » As an animal, he is strictly alien to me. His way of viewing the world, that is, his mode of being, is not mine. No power of transcending himself can be perceived in him. Encapsulated in himself, he is a bundle of drives, not abilities.


    Given these conditions, the only possible relationship to him is one of violence, servitude, and domination. Within this relationship, the colonized individual can be envisaged only as power’s property, something that belongs to it. He is a tool subordinated to those who, having made him, can employ him and modify him as they wish. In this respect, he belongs to the sphere of objects. They can be destroyed, just as one can kill an animal, cut it up, cook it, and, if need be, eat it. To that extent, in the colony the body of the colonized individual is considered, in its profanity, one object among others. Indeed, being no more than a « body-thing, » it is neither the substrate nor the affirmation of any mind or spirit. As for the colonized individual’s death, it matters little whether it happens as a suicide, a homicide, or is inflicted upon him by power : strictly speaking, it has absolutely no connection with any kind of work that power is supposed to be doing for the common good. His cadaver remains lying on the earth in a sort of unshakable rigidity, a material mass and a simple, inert object, condemned in the position of that which plays no role at all.


    In addition, there was a tradition that could be called Bergsonian. It was based on the notion that one can sympathize with the colonized individual, even « love » him, just as one might an animal. Thus it is sad when he dies, because up to a point he is part of the familiar world. Affection for the colonized individual can also be expressed by gestures. In return, the colonized individual has to give his master the same affection that the latter gives him. But beyond gestures, the master’s affection for the animal is especially felt as an interior force that is supposed to govern the animal. In the Bergsonian tradition of colonialism, the relationship of familiarity and domestication is substituted for the relationship of servitude. Through the relationship of domestication, the master leads the animal to have an experience such that ultimately the animal, while remaining what it is— different from man—nonetheless really comes into the world for his master.


    The colonized individual can enter the world for his master only after a process of training. The colonist can inculcate habits in the colonized individual, treat him violently if necessary, speak to him as if to a child, reprimand him, congratulate him. But above all, the colonized individual, just like the animal, is an object of experimentation in a game the colonist plays with himself, even while recognizing that between himself and the colonized individual, there is no community of essence. Heidegger reminds us that « we do not live with them if living means : being like an animal. Nonetheless, we are with them. This being together is, however, not a matter of existing together, to the extent that a dog does not exist but only lives. This being together with animals is such that we allow these animals to move within our world. » Thus to command an animal (the slave or the colonized person) is to play a game that consists in trying to get it to move beyond its limits, while at the same time knowing full well that these limits will never be overcome, because the animal’s impulses are almost always determined by training and domestication. In other words, it amounts to playing this game while at the same time being aware of the fact even if the animal (the colonized individual) is part of the familiar world, even if he has needs (for food, water, copulation, etc.), he can never really enter the sphere of human possibility. Because of the kind of life peculiar to him, he belongs to the sphere of life-forms that are defined by their confinement within the bounds of virtuality and contingency.


    Under colonization, the object and the subject4 of command consisted of a specific category : the « indigene ». In the strict sense of the word, the ‘indigene’ is a person who was born in the country in question. In this respect, it resembles the term « native, » which designates a person whose roots are in the same area in which he lives, and who has not immigrated there. But in the political vocabulary of colonialism, the term « indigene » refers to the colonized subject in general. Not only were indigenes as a whole seen as the « formless clay of the primitive multitudes » (Albert Sarraut) on which colonization was supposed to shape « the face of a new humanity, » but also the indigénat itself was a special kind of administrative system applied to the autochthonous peoples in a colony, as opposed to the colonists. 5 This system was a caricatural way of putting the mark of colonial sovereignty on the structures of colonized peoples’ everyday life. As a penal system, it included a whole range of punishments covering countless offenses. These punishments were administered by a central state apparatus, or more precisely, by its agents, through a series of specialized institutions. Some of these institutions were of recent origin, while others were autochthonous, but reconfigured to suit current needs.


    Whatever the forms and nature of the rituals of punishment, they all bore upon the body of the colonized individual. As a force of production, he was in fact set apart, trained, compelled to do heavy work, obliged to observe formalities—the objective being not only to make him docile and to bring him into submission, but also to extract from him the maximum possible usefulness. The colonial relationship qua relationship of subjection was, in fact, inseparable from specific modalities of punishment and from a concern for productivity at the same time. In the latter regard, it differs qualitatively from the postcolonial relationship.


    One of the characteristics of command in the colonies, however, was precisely the conflation of the public and private spheres. The colony’s agents could at any time take possession of the law and the colony’s surpluses in order to use them for purely private advantage. However, violence in the colonies was characterized by miniaturization. It was exercised, so to speak, in detail. It tended to emerge at any time, on any pretext, and anywhere. It was deployed in a segmented manner, in the form of micro-arrangements that constantly miniaturized themselves and thereby produced a multitude of small fears.


    As for the colonists, it should be emphasized that for a long time (in the ancien regime’s colonial system as restored by Napoleon, for instance), they alone enjoyed what substituted for civil and political freedoms. 6 Thus in Martinique, Guadeloupe, and French Guyana, the principles of equality before the law, freedoms, and rights to property, which issued from the French Revolution of 1789, were thwarted by the persistence of an economic system that depended on slavery. Planters exercised their domination over slaves by means of racial discrimination, punishment, torture, and cruelty, and they saw the legal system as the guarantee that the laws and brute force ought to provide for their properties. Until 1828, the penal code and the codes of both civil and criminal prosecution recognized only two categories of individuals : freemen and slaves. 7



    This distinction was based on race. Freemen, that is, essentially, white people, had rights to the slaves’ (that is, colored people’s) labor, and could raise money by using them as security. They could rent them to their peers, who put them to work. This was often the case among small slave-owners, who charged a set fee per head for a year’s labor, occasionally sold their slaves, and expropriated any property slaves had amassed or saved, thus sanctioning a general system of despoliation that remained in place until 1848. In order to divide up reality, make use of men and objects, and create useful goods, command thus proceeded by attribution and designation. The value attached to human beings and their rights depended on this classification. The same held true for the deprivations to which they might be subjected, the suffering and degradation that might be inflicted upon them, and even the satisfactions to which they could aspire.


    In order to understand the particularity of this mode of power’s existence within the framework of the colony, we have to emphasize four of its chief characteristics, which are also to be found in various forms in most postcolonial African societies. First, the colonial mode of exercising power was part of an exceptional system, that is, one whose peculiar feature was that it violated what was supposed to be common law. This violation of common law was accompanied by the delegation of kingly rights to private individuals and the constitution, by these private individuals, of a form of sovereignty that drew some of its attributes from royal power itself. 88 For example, the ties between the king (who granted the franchise) and the company (the franchise holder) resembled in some respects the ties between a feudal lord and his vassal.


    The attribution of almost royal prerogatives and rights to companies of ordinary merchants and the latter’s enjoyment of almost sovereign privileges in fact belonged to a tradition that went back to the Middle Ages. We know that from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, a steadily increasing number of lords acquired the right to dispense justice at all levels, both low and high. Many were able to levy troops and taxes, and carry on their own wars. The social and political order, composed of powerful closed corporations, religious orders, and influential military men, was itself based on the existence of differential rights, privileges, and monopolies, whether these had to do with commerce, trade, honors, or titles. Throughout the colonial period, there was a connection between these arrangements and the culture of power that developed in the conquered lands.


    Secondly, the colonial way of regulating people’s conduct and creating useful goods within a state framework and with the tools of the state was from the outset part of a system of favors and immunities. In fact, the ancien régime had not only made franchised companies the privileged vehicle of colonization, but had also granted them exorbitant powers that were then called « favors. » The latter consisted mainly in the right to establish and to collect certain taxes, to receive income, to mint money, to arm and maintain at their own cost troops for the defense of their agents or for conquest, to wage war, to make peace, to sign treaties, and to grant titles and honors. 9 These favors were accompanied by a range of privileges. For example, merchandise transported by the company could be exempted from certain customs duties or transit taxes. The companies alone had the power to bring colonists into the territory. Sometimes having full ownership of the land, they could, completely or at least to a certain extent, do what they wanted with it; they alone could sell or grant lands in exchange for rents or royalties. Finally, they alone enjoyed the privilege of being able conduct commerce between France and the company’s territory. 10
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