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movement itself, for it has already had its lasting mark on Egypt’s politics. It has
opened up the realm of the possible in Egypt because it represented a positive leap
into the future as far as the path of creating a new mainstream is concerned. The
ideologically diverse activists of the 1970s generation have clearly made resound-
ing progress. From joint action on just foreign policy issues in the mid-1990s, they
have now worked together on a fully fledged national project of political transfor-
mation embodied by Kefaya.
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Beyond Bare Life:
AIDS, (Bio)Politics, and the
Neoliberal Order

Jean Comaroff

ltis impossible to contemplate the shape of late modern
history —in Africa or elsewhere — without the polymorphous presence of HIV/
AIDS, the signal pandemic of the global here and now. In retrospect, the timing
of its onset was uncanny: the disease appeared like a memento mori in a world
high on the hype of Reaganomics, deregulation, and the end of the Cold War.
In its wake, even careful observers made medieval associations: “AIDS,” wrote
Susan Sontag (1989: 122), “reinstates something like a premodern experience
of illness,” a throwback to an era when sickness was, by its nature, immutable,
mysterious, and fatal. Such reactions make plain how the genesis of the pandemic
affected our very sense of history, imposing a chronotope of its own, a distinctly
unmodern sense of fate unfolding, of implacable destiny. By unsettling scien-
tific certainties, AIDS also prefigured an ironic, postmodern future. As Sontag
intuited, it marked an epochal shift, not merely in the almost omnipotent status
of medical knowledge and its sanitized language of suffering, nor even in the
relationship with death, so long banished from the concerns of those preoccupied
with life and their seemingly limitless capacity to control it. AIDS also casts a
premodern pall over the emancipated pleasures, the amoral, free-wheeling desires
that animated advanced consumer societies. And, as is often the case when West-
ern self-images of reasoned control face homegrown disruption, the disease was
deflected onto Africa as primal other, Africa as an icon of dangerous desire,
Africa as the projection of a self never fully tamable.

I wish to express my gratitude to Steven Robins, Chris Dorsey, Dilip Gaonkar, and John Coma-
roff for the generous insights they offered on this paper.
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“repoliticizing” Foucault (Kistner 2003: 152), thus to move political philosophy
beyond mere metaphysics (Hansen and Stepputat 2005: 16).

It is largely for this reason that his perspective has appealed to those grappling
with the political valence of HIV/AIDS. For Biehl (2001: 140), the communities
of destitute, undocumented, mostly infected persons that have emerged in Bra-
zil with the so-called Africanization of AIDS are zones of abandonment, zones
populated by homo sacri who belong neither to the living nor the dead. Even as
activists, NGOs, and the state collaborate to provide medication on a national
scale, new lines of exclusion spring up to separate those worthy of salvation from
those condemned to death camps. Biotechnology here thrives alongside struc-
tural violence. Jeffrey Kahn’s (2004) account of the detention of HIV-positive
Haitian refugees at Guantanamo Bay in the 1980s makes a similar claim. Held by
the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service without access to legal council,
this population provides unnerving evidence to the ways in which early AIDS
policy foreshadowed the politics of terror. For Kahn, this is a prime example of
Agamben’s model of sovereignty: the power to banish and to disregard the law.
Ulrike Kistner (2003: 135-36) argues that the same conception of sovereignty
makes sense of the notorious South African “AIDS war,” enabling scholars to
move beyond moral condemnation to more reasoned historical-critical analysis.
The government stance on the disease is less “eccentric,” she suggests, than it is
evidence of a shift in the generic nature of power. At issue is a “new role [for] the
State in the arena of health and medicine,” one that reiterates classic notions of
sovereignty as the control over life and death (3).

In each of these three instances, Agamben’s allegory —the act of sovereign
exception, the purgatory of homo sacer—is used to show how modern govern-
ment stages itself by dealing directly in the power over life: the power to exclude,
to suspend law, to strip human existence of civic rights and social value. Agam-
ben’s “historico-philosophical” argument is propelled by a number of forceful
images. Chief among these is the “camp,” understood less as a historical fact than
as a paradigm, as the “hidden matrix” against which normal, healthy political
subjects come to be defined (Agamben 1989: 166).

But the very attraction of this mode of argumentation raises theoretical ques-
tions. For one thing, it moves by way of a very limited set of archetypes and
metaphors — the ban as originary political act, the production of bare life as the
threshold from nature to culture, the camp as hidden matrix —to which the mak-
ing of all modern politics is reduced. For another, it hovers ambiguously between
metaphysics and history. While this species of ambiguity can be highly sugges-
tive, it can also, when applied literally to circumstances in the world, lead to
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oversimplification; it blurs precisely what demands specification in the quest to
plumb the shifting political significance of AIDS in contemporary Africa, for
example. What is more, it is unclear what kind of historical justification Agam-
ben might offer for his contention that naked life, life shorn of civic and political
rights, has become the sole preoccupation of modern sovereignty; unclear in com-
parison with the views, say, of Arendt (1958), who links the mounting obsession
with “life itself” to the decline of homo faber, of the civic-minded worker, turned
inward by the privatizing thrust of capitalism. If, for Agamben, a fixation on bio-
politics is the defining feature of modernity tout court, how are we to account for
the struggles currently underway over the definition of life itself, over the ways
that it is mediated, interpreted, abstracted, patented? These struggles are critical
to understanding the power play that surrounds AIDS in Africa and elsewhere:
power linked to the rise of the life sciences, for instance, whose engagement with
biotechnology and capital have had a significant impact on the characterization
of human existence and the control of its value—and on the shape of biopolitics.
And just how useful, in confronting these issues, is the concept of bare life, spo-
ken of in terms of pure subjection and gross biological being, meaningful only
as a sign of sovereign power? The question is crucial if we are to take seriously
Agamben’s own exhortation to engage in a politics that recuperates civic being.
More immediately, it is consequential if we are to make sense of the various
ways in which HIV has been politicized and politics biologized. The stigmatizing
rhetoric of the disease, especially in respect to “African AIDS” (Patton 1988),
has all too often fed off the slippage between metaphysics and history, archetype
and instance. And all too often the complicated local histories and sociologies of
the disease are obscured by grand allegories of exclusion, crisis, and apocalypse.
While the will to power or the effects of structural violence might significantly
sever life from civic protection and social value, no act of sovereignty — save per-
haps in the fantasies of philosophical absolutists or biological determinists—can
actually alienate humans from entailment in webs of signs, relations, and affect.
Darrell James Roodt’s movie Yesterday powerfully underscores this insight: an
HIV-positive woman in rural KwaZulu-Natal, ostracized by her neighbors, builds
a scrap-metal hospice in the bush for her husband who is dying of AIDS.? Here, in
a zone of exclusion and erasure, bare life asserts a stubborn connection to socially
meaningful existence. In the face of the social death endured by many AIDS suf-
ferers, the will to assert visibility, dignity, kinship, and attachment fuels the task
of everyday survival. The insistence on positive life—life imbued with ordinary,

9. Directed by Darrell James Roodt, HBO 2004 (in isiZulu with English subtitles).
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future-oriented expectations—is palpable in the forms of mobilization that press
for recognition of the disease. So too, once more, is the rejection of bare death.
Exclusion here is less a total exile from the law or social order than a dislocation
between different moments and sites of its instantiation (see Bull 2004: 6).10

Which takes us back, briefly, to the three examples I introduced previously,
those that use Agamben’s insights to explore historically specific instances of the
contemporary politicization of HIV/AIDS.

From Bare Life to Biocapital

While the stories of AIDS sufferers abandoned in Brazil or detained in Guanta-
namo Bay show how forcefully modern power can root itself in exclusion, this
angle of vision yields only a partial understanding of the dialectics at play —and
hence, the forms of politics at issue in each case. Such processes as orders of his-
torical event hinge in no small part on the effects upon nation-states of neoliberal
forces that undermine their capacities to control their economies and borders or
to interpolate their citizens as members of participatory, rights-conferring poli-
ties. In sum, their sovereignty, in an older, modernist sense of the term. As noted
by Bull (2004: 3), states have hardly ceased trying to maintain a monopoly over
the means of violence. Nor are these efforts merely a matter of exercising legal
suspension: as the likes of Walter Benjamin (1978) insist, even under the law,
one’s vulnerability can be awesome. The Brazilian example also makes plain that
social exclusion nowadays has a good deal to do with the inability of governments
to subject the workings of international capital to their own rules and regulations,
above all, to control the pharmaceutical commodities and intellectual property
that have become the elixir of life. In fact, in Latin America, the populist regimes
that have come to power in many places on mandates explicitly critical of the
impact of global neoliberalism have placed palpable stress on strengthening the
nation-state as a way to temper such forces (Lomnitz 2006). What is more, evi-
dence from around the world suggests that prolonged states of emergency (see
Agrama 2005 on the Egyptian case, for instance) generate complex new politico-
jural discourses that work the aporias between exception and the norms that states
of emergency make visible by their absence. In neither the Brazilian nor the Hai-
tian refugee cases are the politics that develop in their wake adequately captured
by Agamben’s idea of sovereignty —save at the level of metaphor.

10. This dislocation obtains even when exception becomes the rule and “crisis” arrangements
become institutionalized (Agamben 2005: 9). Such situations say less about the suspension of law
than about how law engages the forces of history.
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However we wish to explain the abandonment of impoverished AIDS popula-
tions, especially in the global south, their exclusion, we have seen, is producing
new political subjectivities and sources of mobilization: a fight for access to the
means of survival that arises out of, and forges identities around, “politicized
biology” (Biehl 2004: 122). While it might be argued that a politicized biology
emerges from within the field of biopower, it secks to objectify and contest signif-
icant effects of that power. If life itself has become the prime medium for exerting
authority, it is also the stuff of collective action and aspiration: vide the various
kinds of activism that have sprung up around the world to deal with HIV/AIDS,
activism that insists on making visible the deleterious effect of exclusion on ailing
bodies and beings.

Indeed, this counterbiopolitics is as much a product of governmentality — of
the process by which organized power disperses itself throughout a body pol-
itic—as are the forms of rogue sovereignty (of lawless, “prerogatory” power)
identified by Judith Butler (2004: 56). It makes plain that the dynamics at work
in contemporary power relations, north and south, are more complex than is cap-
tured by the interplay of governmentality and sovereignty alone. Grassroots activ-
ists remain convinced that there is a discernable logic to such power relations,
one that impacts directly on their immediate worlds. To be sure, disambiguating
these relations —translating them into the languages of accountability, humani-
tarianism, rights, democratic process, and the like—is the primary work of such
counterpolitics. Claims to entitlement based on suffering and injury are central
here. Such claims could, and sometimes are, read as evidence of a politics of
shroud waving and abjection, a politics of survival (bare life) at the lowest com-
mon denominator of social being. But, albeit at the risk of strategic reductionism,
AIDS organizers have sought to build a coherent, critical social etiology, thus to
forge a narrative of agents and effects, of calculating statesmen and captains of
global industry, who personify control over the means of life and death. Just how
this politics of strategic reduction takes place is brilliantly exemplified in a drama
staged outside the high court in Pretoria in April 2001 during the hearing of a
case brought by thirty-nine large drug companies against the South African gov-
ernment for breaching international trade rules to import generic drugs. Crystal-
lizing a campaign that fired international public opinion and a worldwide network
of supporters, activists donned large and lifelike cardboard masks of the CEOs
of major pharmaceutical companies, each identified by name and corporate logo
(Denny and Meek 2001). As the eerie, grinning visages were broadcast across the
world, the companies, belatedly realizing the damage done to their public image,
withdrew their suit (see fig. 1).
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