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X Preface

gerial, bureaucratic state into governance-by-franchise, and into an insti-
rutional nexus for the distribution of public assets into private hands, has
proceeded at its most unmediated and unmitigated in many former
colonies. So, too, expedited by one or other Washington consensus, have
the radical privatization of the means of coercion, from policing and ter-
ror through incarceration to war and revolution; the displacement of the
political into the realm of the legal, most notably into the interstices be-
tween rights and torts; the distillation of social policy, under the aegis of
both government and nongovernmental organizations, into discourses of
technical necessity; the increasing reduction of culture to intellectual prop-
erty; the supersession of the Age of Ideology by the Age of ID-ology, in
which identity-driven interest—identity defined by culture, confessional
or congregational affiliation, race, gender, generation, sexual orientation,
whatever—becomes the motor of most collection action. And much else
besides.

It is from the perspective of “the” postcolony, then, that understanding
the twenty-first century, tout court, might best begin. Decentered estrange-
ment is, finally, the objective of this book. And of the historical anthro-
pology of the present, to which it seeks to make a modest contribution.

Note

1. See Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence,” in his Reflections: Essays,
Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, ed. Peter Demetz, trans. Edmund Jephcott
(New York: Schocken Books, 1978); Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law,” in Acts of
Religion, ed. Gil Anidjar (New York: Routledge, 2002); and Giorgio Agamben,
Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998).
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Notes from the Front
CRIME VS, . ..

Who're the criminals, the gangs or the government?

Did the Capital just happen to have the power to punish men?

MonoPolice manipulate majoraties to run with them

So whats the police force but a resource to reinforce the plans of the
dominant?

I’m haunted by questions, spending time behind bars

Statistics on TV, that concede we’re sadistic, deceive me

>cause murder and thievery thrives on all sides of the lines that
divide class.

I take pepper-spray with a pinch a’ssault and battery and 'm charged to
step ’n say:

“yo honour, go bother the office of your bosses where the crime starts.”

And I ask, while cleaning dirty white collars for a living,

why law suites the raw brutes in board rooms that horde loot?

They set the precedent then send the president to assure you,

his lady, Justice, is blind. But she’s got contacts that say too!

The colonists, the capitalists and wordy bright scholars make a killing.

MARLON BURGESS, hip-hop verses, Cape Town, 15 September 2004

AMONG ALL THE THINGS that have been said about the spread of democ-
racy since the end of the Cold War—and a great deal has been said about
it, in every conceivable voice—one thing stands out. It is the claim that de-
mocratization has been accompanied, almost everywhere, by a sharp rise
in crime and violence (see, e.g., Karstedt, forthcoming; Caldeira 2000: 1):
that the latter-day coming of more or less elected, more or less representa-
tive political regimes—founded, more or less, on the rule of law—has,
ironically, brought with it a rising tide of lawlessness. Or, put another way,
that political liberation in postcolonial, posttotalitarian worlds, and the
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economic liberalization on which it has floated, have both implied, as their
dark underside, an ipso facto deregulation of monopolies over the means
of legitimate force, of moral orders, of the protection of persons and prop-
erty. And an unraveling of the fabric of law and order. This may not be all
that easy to demonstrate empirically; it depends in large part on how
democracy and criminality, past and present, are measured.! But, as popu-
lar perception and party platforms across the planet focus ever more on
escalating crime, and on the “problem” of dis/order, the co-incidence cer-
tainly seems to be beyond coincidence.

It has long been argued that social disorder, expressed in elevated rates
of criminality, is in the nature of transition itself, that it inevitably follows
epochal changes in the order of things. Our times, like many before, are
commonly described in the language of historical disjuncture, whether
by appeal to retrospection and renaissance (neoliberalism, neomedieval-
ism), to ironic aftereffect (the postmodern, posthuman, post-Fordist,
f-utilitarian),? or to the portentous dawning of New Eras (of Empire, Ex-
ception). Little wonder, then, that the ruptures of the ongoing present, real
or imagined, are often associated, in collective consciousness as well as in
social theory, with transgression, liminality, and lawlessness. As Hannah
Arendt reminds us, Marx long ago saw a generic connection between
transformation and violence, which, he insisted, “is the midwife of every
old society pregnant with a new one”; even more, of “all change in history
and politics.”* Foreshadowings here of Fanon (1968) and other theorists
of decolonization. To be sure, modern history has seen some very bloody
transitions to populist rule. And it has born witness to regimes that, under
the alibi of liberal democracy, have sanctified and sustained criminally
brutal modes of domination, some of them highly rationalized, highly
technicized, highly sanitized. Indeed, the relative ease with which autoc-
racies have made the transition to constitutional democracy points toward
the possibility that they—autocracy and liberal democracy, that is—share
more mechanisms of governance than has conventionally been recog-
nized, not least their grounding in a rule of law, an Iron Cage of Legality
itself predicated, more or less visibly, on sovereign violence (cf. Agamben
1998: 10; Foucault 1978). Whether or not there is a necessary relationship
between the lethal and the legal, as Walter Benjamin (1978) and his intel-
lectual progeny would have it,* their historical affinity seems beyond dis-
pute.

The coincidence of democratization and criminal violence has been
most visible in, and most volubly remarked of, postcolonies: that is,
nation-states, including those of the former USSR, once governed by, for,
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and from an elsewhere; nation-states in which representative government
and the rule of law, in their conventional Euro-modernist sense, were pre-
viously “underdeveloped”; nation-states in which the “normalization” of
organized crime and brutal banditry, themselves the product of a complex
play of forces (see below), has been a central motif of the chapter in their
history that began, at fin de siécle, with the end of the Cold War and the
triumphal spread of neoliberal capitalism. With a new Age of Empire,
the Age of US and Them.’ This age has its mythic fons et origo in 1989,
the year that history was supposed to end (Fukuyama 1992) with the
political birth of a Brave Neo World.¢ The “neo” here refers to a reani-
mation—or, more precisely, to the fetishizing anew—of old panaceas from
the history of liberalism: two in particular.

One dates back to the second half of the eighteenth century, to a time
when political authority, social order, citizenship, and economy were also
urgently in question (see, e.g., Becker 1994). It is the idea, often associated
with Adam Ferguson (1995), that a measure of control over arbitrary gov-
ernmental power, especially over the power of autocratic potentates, ought
to be vested in, and exercised by, a citizenry.” This idea has come to be sub-
sumed, loosely, in the term “civil society” which, in its neo guise, stands
for many things, among them: (1) “society against the state,” itself a highly
ambiguous aphorism; (2) “the” market, often glossed as “the private sec-
tor,” utopically envisaged as a technically efficient mechanism for produc-
ing the common good; and (3) “the community,” a vague abstraction
posited, somewhat mystically, as an appropriate site for, and agent of, col-
lective action—and, more cynically, as the end point of the devolution of
the costs and responsibilities of governance (J. L. Comaroff and J. Coma-
roff 1999).8 But above all, since the late 1980s, “civil society” has con-
noted a teleological reversal: a move from increasingly rationalized, in-
creasingly bureaucratized, increasingly elaborated regimes of rule toward
ever more outsourced, dispersed, deinstitutionalized, constitutionally or-
dained governance—from political evolution, classically conceived, to
political devolution. In theory, at least.

The other panacea is the ballot box: an appeal to the classic apparatus
of mass participatory democracy. In its postcolonial neo-life, however,
this has often proven, in practice, to involve a very “thin” distillation of
the concept: a minimalist, procedural version that, notwithstanding the
claims made for it by some political scientists (see, e.g., Przeworski et al.
2000; and, for a critique, Wedeen 2004 and forthcoming), equates fr?e-
dom with the occasional exercise of choice among competing, often in-
distinguishable alternatives. Which, as we have said elsewhere (J. L. Coma-
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man (2000) is right, though, the trend in this region is toward the “neoliberal
model ”
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