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SLIDE 1 Fanon Quote 

“Europe where they are never done talking of Man, yet murder men everywhere they find them.” 

Frantz Fanon (1963) The Wretched of the Earth. 

 

SLIDE 2 Paris Sydney Opera House 

 
Preamble 

The screen shows an image of the Sydney opera house illuminated in the colours of the French flag. 

This act of solidarity was proffered from Australia, and broadcast half way round the world, to 

Paris, in November 2015 after the distressing slaughter of crowds of people by armed men operating 

in the name of “Islamic State.” The solidarity proposed in this gesture is highly selective. 

Unexpected sudden violent death in Paris requires an act of symbolic solidarity in a way that many 

other sudden violent deaths do not. Those other deaths are somehow to be expected. Violent deaths 

in North Pakistan, in Afghanistan, in Yemen, in Chad, in Nigeria, in Mexico, in Brazil, in India… 

such sudden violent deaths visited upon unarmed, non-combatant civilians do not require a 

symbolic act of solidarity. That’s what happens in those places. Its somehow all to be expected 

there, and “‘We’ are most certainly not standing with ‘them.’” 

 

SLIDE 3 

This next screen shows a news 

item on the USAmerican 

platform Foreign Policy. It 

questions the calibration of 

outrage and sympathy in the 

mediascape, by pointing to 

other atrocities in 2015 that 

break the one hundred mark in 

the body count.  
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While the first image speaks to the intrinsically racialized political imaginary that finds certain 

violent deaths grievable, and other violent deaths unremarkable; this second screen speaks to the 

intrinsic comparability, or logic of equivalence, that abstraction makes easy. In this case, it is the 

abstraction of desperate, painful, bloody, world-destroying deaths into a simple numerical indicé: 

120 here, 270 there, not quite 100 there.  

 

SLIDE 4, 5, 6 

 

 
 

These next images, are samples of recent media graphics and tables, giving us the tally of COVID19 

tests, infections, fatalities and recoveries. Here the numerical cataloguing of the dead appears to 

have become a way of speaking truth to power. They have become synchronized with the news 

cycle. “We”—those of us in the media’s path of address—monitor the plague together, the rise and 

fall of the numbers determining how far we can drive, whether we will go to school again, and who 

are the good guys and who are the bad guys in the story… 
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SLIDE 7,  

 
 

The following images are taken from an Irish Times online video interview with the wonderful 

Catherine Corless. She is the public historian who did what the historians of our great universities, 

built upon their proud Jesuit or Royal foundations, apparently could not be arsed to do. She 

researched the deaths of the infants caught up in the state’s delegated apparatuses of confinement, 

the infants caught up in the decades long war against the young poor waged by church, state and 

civil society in concert. Infants caught in institutions of a kind we might now call “direct provision” 

—Of course today the bons secours have been replaced by something like Securicor. In the 

interview Corless is challenged by the journalist, do you really believe there are 800 dead babies 

buried on the site? Corless responds without missing a beat: “would it be less of a problem if it was 

only 10 or 20?” 

 

SLIDE 8, 

 
 

On the table in front of the historian are papers that carry the lists of the dead: One can just about 

see the headings on the array of data: Date of Death; Age: Cause of Death, and hand written in the 

side a short note indicating “none” against each entry. Presumably this is to identify that no site or 

circumstance of burial appears to be recorded. 
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SLIDES 9 and 10 

 
 

In this next image from the same interview we see what appears to be Catherine Corless’s original 

hand-written record, listing the dead infants from the Tuam Mother and Baby Home by year.  The 

page is ornamented by the image of a child’s teddy bear. The poignancy of this small private gesture 

of care, suggests an act of imaginative being with, and caring for the dead: These dead abandoned 

and ungrieved by the state, by the church and by civil society.  

 

With these images, I am trying to indicate something of the potency and the treachery of the body 

count. Because it is a way to re-organize the world, and even on occasion to show the injustice that 

already structures the world, the body count is powerful. Because it is also the means to abstract 

death away from the living, and to play a game of comparative atrocity, the body count is 

treacherous. Its powers betray us into the hands of some grim accountancy, the ledger books of the 

unthinking. 
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SLIDES 11,12,13 

 

 

 
 

These next three images are what are known as ‘Bills of Mortality’, they are printed reports 

summarizing numbers of burials: The first is from London and covers the year 1665; the second is 

from Dublin and covers a week in 1753; and the third is an item published within a newspaper from 

Philadelphia, and covers the first week in February 1722. 
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SLIDES 14,15 

 

 
 

Lastly, we have two related books published in the late 17th C. that took the Bills of Mortality and 

aggregated their data to produce Observations on the regularities of population change, epidemics, 

and so forth. I am placing these images here, as citations are normally placed at the head of an 

essay, and the title of that essay is: 
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Body Counts: Scenes from the Political Life of the Dead 
 

Through this essay, I want to share with you an ongoing research project that operates under the 

heading of “political community with the dead.” In order to introduce this research topic, I am going 

to consider the practice of the body count, the enumeration and listing of the dead. Along the way, I 

will try to introduce and problematize some key terms that have come to dominate (in the last forty 

years or so) the discussion of the politics of death, namely biopolitics and necropolitics. This means 

that at times, I will give highly compressed accounts of theoretical positions in order to advance the 

argument. Furthermore, in addressing these themes, I am speaking as an artist and an art theorist 

rather than as a political theorist, cultural historian, demographer, anthropologist or philosopher: 

even though, I draw upon all of these disciplines in what follows.  Hopefully we can revisit, in the 

discussion afterwards, any ideas that get mishandled because of too hastey a compression or any 

themes that get unfairly treated due to lack of expertise in the various disciplines set in play. 

 

The key point of departure here is to first propose that there is an ambivalent positioning of the dead 

with respect to the imagining of political community within colonial-modernity. Firstly, however, I 

should explain the use of this doubled-term “colonial-modernity.” It is used as a means to avoid 

suggesting that European modernity is a self-contained narrative of a self-sufficient Europe 

unfolding itself from itself. It places the colonial project as integral to the instigation of modernity. 

This is a way of speaking that is in part informed by the work of Aníbal Quijano, Walter Mignolo, 

Ramón Grosfoguel, Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí, María Lugones and others working under the rubric of 

“modernity/(de)coloniality” or the “decolonial.”1 

 

Having signaled the use of this term colonial modernity, the key point then is to assert that: There is 

an ambivalent positioning of the dead with respect to the imagining of political community within 

colonial-modernity. Where do the dead fit and what role do they have assigned to them within the 

political order? 

 

On the one hand, we have the absolute exclusion of the dead. A classic example of this exclusion is 

pronounced by one of the USAmerican founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson.  In his correspondence 

with James Madison, Jefferson offers one of the most succinct and rhetorically sharpened 

exclusions of the dead from community with the living. He writes: “I set out on this ground, which I 

 
1  
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suppose to be self evident, ’that the earth belongs in usufruct2 to the living’: that the dead have 

neither powers nor rights over it. […] The earth belongs always to the living generation.”3  

 

Jefferson combines the “principle that the earth belongs to the living, and not to the dead” with a 

little statistical arithmetic to arrive at the assertion that the state should not contract a debt requiring 

longer than nineteen years of indebtedness. This is because–for Jefferson–the dead cannot bind the 

living, because one generation cannot mortgage the next. (So much for late 18th C. founding fathers, 

someone obviously forgot to tell them about the bank guarantee.) 

 

On the other hand, the dead seem to have been accorded a formidable claim upon the living in 

another foundational context. “IRISHMEN AND IRISHWOMEN: In the name of God and of the 

dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, 

summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.” 

 

So which is it? Are the dead our fellows in having some claim upon the world, or are they 

consigned to a zone of exclusion where they matter not?  

 

Well, first let me be clear that this talk of community with the dead is not necessarily to propose a 

conversation about ghosts, spirits, lost souls, revenants and spectres. This is not, in the first instance, 

specified as a question of the supernatural as such. Rather, this is to propose a question about how 

the dead are accommodated within the sense of political community that the social order produces 

and operates. Within the imaginary of political community, how are the dead positioned? What 

agency are they accorded?  

 

My working hypothesis has been that within the political imaginary of colonial-modernity the dead 

are accorded a residual role that pertains to the idea of a persistence postmortem of the self-

possessed individual, but that otherwise there is a systemic move to exclude the dead as non-beings, 

as non-existents. Most especially, the dead as a collectivity, as a constituency are excluded from the 

political order. This is not to ignore the symbolic invocation of the great and honorable dead and so 

 
2 usus, the right to use or enjoy a thing possessed, fructus, the right to derive profit from a thing possessed and abusus, the right to 
alienate the thing possessed. That this exclusion of the dead from property rights (from “usufruct”) is also an exclusion from 
political community is partly bound up with the knotted history of the liberal political imaginary, whereby property ownership is 
construed as the condition of entry into political entitlement and civic personhood. 
3	This	is	taken	from	a	letter	by	Jefferson	to	Madison	dated	6	September	1789.	Thomas	Jefferson	to	James	Madison	Volume	
15:	27	March	1789	to	30	November	1789	(Princeton	University	Press,	1958),	392-8		
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forth in civil ritual, but to focus on the way the dead as a collective subject are disappeared from the 

scene of political life.  

 

This theme of the exclusion of the dead and the dying has been addressed very often and in many 

varied ways. From Norbert Elias’s The Loneliness of the Dying, to Foucault’s reflections on the 

privatisation of death and its displacement from public meaning with the rise of what he terms 

biopolitics. This specific aspect of exclusion-the dead as a collectivity without agency nor standing 

as political partners in the present-is partly obscured by the presence of a rich and varied imaginary 

of the supernatural, the undead, the spectral and the haunted. A ghoulish and uncanny crew of the 

undead that now loiter and gather in the dark corridors of critical social theory, almost as much as 

they crowd the plotlines of Netflix and Hollywood. From Avery Gordon’s (1997) Ghostly Matters: 

Haunting and the Sociological Imagination to Zuzanna Dziuban’s (2020) The "Spectral Turn": 

Jewish Ghosts in the Polish Post-Holocaust Imaginaire, there is a rich and varied literature 

comprising what some have dubbed the “spectral turn.” 

 

This is not to say that the political imaginaries of haunting are of no interest to this inquiry. It is 

rather to ask that it might be possible to explore a political imaginary of the dead without starting 

from, or prioritizing, the Gothic imaginary as paradigmatic. (Need to elaborate more why the 

caution on the spectral etc.) 

 

Proposing that there is a radical exclusion of the dead from political community within colonial-

modernity is not the same as saying that there is an evacuation of the dead completely from the 

imaginary. It is to point to a particular kind of operation that makes of those who have have lived, 

but are now dead, a politically inconsequential community. The Jeffersonian source is important as 

it is suggestive of the links between the exclusion of the dead from property rights and the genocidal 

projects of settler-colonialism. The fantasy of total erasure and expropriation of the native–those 

defined by the being born to the land/territory–that co-exists with the need to extract value from 

native life.  

 

(For another day: This mode of exclusion of the dead might be usefully correlated with the ways in 

which the condition of slavery has been described as a mode of “social death.” This is the image of 

death as passing over toward or fully into non-existence.) 
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At this point of course many objections must arise. Not least among these objections might be that 

one could say … “Well, now hang on a minute there. Sure, what have we all been doing for the last 

six months but witnessing our political discourse being driven day in day out by the tallies of the 

newly dead? Is it not, precisely, a particular collectivity of the dead gathered within the sharp digits 

of the body count, that has dominated our public life since the early Spring?”   

 

And yes, of course, each day we seem to ask and answer a question about this collectivity of the 

dead, a question that summons the dead into the terms of a simple abstraction: “What is their 

number? How many?” This in turn becomes a challenge to the established powers. Our newly dead 

have prompted us to declare: “Here are so many dead! Where is the state? What has it done? What 

has it left undone? Are we, the living, in danger?” 

 

Is this not then a clear example of the collective agency of the dead? That they are counted and this 

body count becomes the way to speak truth to power?  

 

At first blush, I am inclined to answer “yes”: Yes, this gives us clear evidence of the political 

saliency of the dead, collected under a number and placed upon a timeline. However, upon 

reflection, I then want also to answer “no”: No, because in this abstraction of the newly dead as the 

body count, there is simply another dimension of that move in colonial-modernity to exclude the 

community of the dead from the political. We merely accord them a place as a fluctuating value in a 

time series. It is the event of their death that we own in these body counts. What’s left to them is to 

simply be dead. And to be dead it would seem is quite simply not to be at all.  

 

However, to ground this response—that the body count is the (paradoxical) articulation of the 

disconnection of the dead—requires some digression. So please bear with me a little as we go down 

the rabbit hole of the state and its transactions upon the dead.  (make connection to Agamben’s 

“excluded through inclusion” / “inclusive exclusion”) 
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NEW SLIDES 
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Coroner Regrets  

 

On the screen are images from an art installation and book project entitled Coroner Regrets by 

Amanda Ralph. This work was first exhibited in Temple Bar Gallery, Dublin in 1999 and 

subsequently travelled to Derry and New York. It is both a devastatingly simple and a highly 

complex project. It is the result of an eighteen-month research project in the late 1990s by the artist. 

She was prompted by a newspaper item, with the discrete headline “Coroner Regrets” that noted 

how the coroner had expressed dismay at yet another fatality occurring within an epidemic of 

heroin-related deaths in Dublin. Intrigued by this fragment of low-priority news, Ralph began 

attending at the Coroner's Court, listening to the cases that were reviewed there. Though open to the 

public, the attendance at the Court was generally limited to members of the Gardaí; people 

intimately connected with the deceased; people directly witness to the circumstances of the death; 

legal and medical representatives; and occasional journalists.  

 

Throughout the period of her research, at the end of each day's attendance at the inquests, Ralph 

made a written record of her recollection of what had transpired in the Court. Her precise and 

unsentimental prose was then recorded read aloud by two skilled actors—Ronan Wilmot and Ena 

May—who voiced the text in an affectively reduced and matter of fact tone. The visual register of 

the work shows the flotsam and jetsam that litter the liffey waters, while this audio register unfolds 

in flat unemotional terms a kind of secular litany of the dead. Each death narrated in the Corner’s 

court is re-narrated, disclosing the circumstances of a death and the circumstances of that death’s 

capture in the apparatus of the state. 

 

The coroners’ court is a public institution that the British Empire bequeathed to the Irish state, and 

one that had undergone a significant change over the course of the 19th Century as part of a wider 

transformation of government. Ian Burney in his work of the early 1990s described the 

transformation of this institution which had originally staked its truth production on the coroner’s 

and the jury’s direct access to the dead body. Burney writes of “the unsettled interaction between 

procedural, epistemological, and professional claims made upon a privileged object of inquiry: the 

dead body.” He argues that the successful 19th C. campaign to restrict the jury’s view of the body 

was essentially a debate about “the proper relation between expert and public knowledge.”  He 

concludes that: “By purging the dead body of its connection to the inquest’s public features, the 

English medical community anticipated a fundamentally transformed investigative mechanism, one 

better equipped to carry out an interrogation of the dead in the interest of both medicine and the 
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public.” And so, the dead body was displaced and in its stead was installed a knot of juridical and 

medical discourse that claimed to organize the truth of this death, its meaning and its public 

consequence.  

 

Burnet’s focus is the form of the coroners’ inquest in England, however, the same lines of 

development are to be seen in Ireland: A recent report on the Coroner service in Ireland notes that: 

“The Coroners Act, 1881 took a more scientific approach and insisted on the qualification of being 

either a duly qualified medical practitioner, barrister or solicitor” in order to function in the role of 

coroner, whereas previously the key requirement for eligibility was to be a property owner. 

 

The Coroner’s Court may be understood as part of a wider network of institutions and practices 

whereby the state manages life and death. The court’s task is to establish the meaning of the dead 

body that is thrown up in the tidal daily wash of the city’s life. Specifically, sudden and unexpected 

deaths need to be accounted for in terms of possible epidemic, possible wrong doing, or other 

possible dangers to the population of the city. The inquest establishes what the death means, and 

how it is to be captured within the accountancy of government. 

 

Biopolitics 

 

Almost half a century ago, in the course of his lectures in the mid-1970s at the College de France, 

Michel Foucault famously elaborated the terms biopower and biopolitics to describe the ways in 

which modern government had taken on a new object and task of governance in the course of the 

18th C.: i.e., the management of collective life and population health. According to Foucault’s 

analysis, this biopolitical focus on actively cultivating the life of the population became a pervasive 

aspect of the European social order in the 19th C. Foucault further asserted that in the 20th C., the 

Nazi state had taken the tasks of biopolitics to a logical terminus in two grand destructive drives: On 

the one hand, liquidizing entire populations in the name of caring for and protecting the life of the 

pure German population, and on the other hand, exposing that same German population itself to 

vast accumulations of death in the name of proving itself to be life worthy of living. Foucault 

underlined on occasion the way the governmental task of managing the life and health of population 

(biopolitics) had as its integral dimension a shadow face the capacity to liquidize vast numbers and 

to expose people en masse to death (thanatopolitics): the politics of death as the always present 

flipside of the politics of life. 
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The analysis of biopolitics that Foucault proposed has been a huge intellectual success. It has grown 

to a very extensive literature across the writing of history, philosophy, political, literary and cultural 

theory and so forth. Arguably, in its success the analysis of historically contingent changes in 

techniques and practices of government has been transformed into a philosophical and philological 

discourse on the genealogy of concepts and terms. At times some aspects of this discourse on 

biopolitics have made themselves somewhat remote from the empirical mappings of techniques and 

practices that underpin the initial formulation of biopolitics. While this expansion and extension of 

the discourse on biopolitics has greatly enriched the analysis and debate, it has also risked 

abandoning the situated and engaged analysis of power and its resistances, that Foucault’s activist 

scholarship espoused.  

 

Staying with the question of the biopolitical at the register of practices and techniques of 

governance, the Coroner’s Court is just one of the institutional measures to process and arrange 

death within the larger apparatus for managing life. Already, in the 16th and 17th centuries, the 

techniques of counting christenings and counting burials had emerged as a means to map an object 

that came to be called “population” by Francis Bacon, so setting a new term upon its journey.  

 

The USAmerican literary scholar Molly Farrell in her book of (2016) Counting Bodies: Population 

in Colonial American Writing, notes the ways in which the abstraction of population emerges in the 

colonial Atlantic World of the 17th and 18th C. She cites the French legal philosopher Jean Bodin’s 

1576 Six Books of the Commonwealth and Giovanni Botero’s 1588 The Greatness of Cities. She 

tracks the way these early modern political and legal theorists called for the counting of people, 

both as a means to ensure the wellbeing of the city/state; and as a means for the considered use of 

colonization in the effective husbandry of the life of the city.  When Francis Bacon, under the 

influence of Bodin and Botero, elaborated his own colonial visions and coined the new term 

“population,” in 1612, he did so in a country that had long practiced the counting of baptisms and 

burials. This indirect census of (Anglican) births and deaths was a technique of a reorganizing 

government that built upon the infrastructure of the parish church system. The Guild of the Parish 

Clerks received a Royally assigned task, inaugurated under the reformation monarchy of King 

Henry the 8th, to compile the Bills of Mortality, aggregating the data from the Parish Registers into a 

list of the dead and the causes of death, that was printed in weekly, seasonal and annual 

aggregations. This - already in the 16th C. - was an especially important measure in the monitoring 

of the threat of plague and deciding upon the need, or not, to move the seat of government from 

London to Oxford. 
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In the second half of the 17th C. John Graunt, a London businessman published his Observations on 

the Bills of Mortality. Graunt’s Observations effected the beginning of several new practices, 

among them demography, epidemiology and the drafting of life tables (showing the likelihood of 

death for a given age group) – these life tables would become a fundamental technique for the 

insurance industry. Incidentally, it is to this same analysis of the Bills of Mortality that Jefferson 

appealed when calculating how long an elected government could take on a debt, and in the process 

announced that the dead have no claim upon the earth.   

 

William Petty, the architect of the Down survey, author of The Political Anatomy of Ireland and 

instrument of the Cromwellian Plantation of Ireland, was a close associate and patron of Graunt. 

Petty later provided the Observations on the Bills of Mortality for the City of Dublin, in 1683. I 

mention this by way of indicating the co-emergence of techniques of state surveillance on 

population and the assessment of the aggregate wealth of the realm within the colonial project. As 

Ted McCormick notes in his book on William Petty And the Ambitions of Political Arithmetic, 

Petty’s published essays continued “what Graunt had begun, establishing population as an object of 

knowledge, susceptible to measurement and subject to graspable regularities” construed as “natural 

laws.”4  

 

Petty’s new Political Arithmetic was an accountancy system for abstracting people and property 

into a systematic catalogue of wealth. An important precursor of this political arithmetic, as Farrell 

and many others have pointed out, is the counting of the enslaved African bodies of the Black 

Atlantic. Farrell writes: 

 

The slave trade, especially, instituted a system that normalized the counting of human 

bodies. When Europeans forced Africans to labor on enormously profitable Caribbean 

plantations—plantations that constituted the economic engine for Atlantic colonialism— 

colonial economics morphed seamlessly into social engineering. Long before Britain 

passed the census bill in 1800, or the newly created United States instituted its first 

census in 1790, merchants on slave ships tracked and enumerated people kidnapped and 

deported across the Atlantic in the service of someone else’s wealth. Through this 

economy, slaves, indentured servants, indigenous people, sailors, traders, bookkeepers, 

 
4 p. 288 
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insurers, and plantation owners all became accustomed to viewing human bodies as 

numbers in a ledger 

 

In an often quoted, and sometimes misconstrued passage from his Political Anatomy of Ireland, 

where he attempts to calculate the cost of the Irish rebellion and subsequent war (1641–52) in 

monetary terms, Petty claims:  

 

The value of people, Men, Women, and Children in England, some have computed to be 

about 70 l. (pound) per Head, one with another. But if you value the people who have 

been destroyed in Ireland as Slaves and Negroes are usually rated, viz., at about 15 l. 

(pound) one with another; Men being sold for 25 l. (pound), Children for 5 l. (pound); the 

value of people lost will be about 10 (million)3(hundred and) 35,000 (pounds) 

 

Why bother? 

 

So, at this point one might want to ask: “Well, what is the point of this digression then? Why have 

we gone down the rabbit hole of the emergent biopolitical accountancy of the living and the dead?”  

 

My hope hear is to establish that one aspect of the genealogy of the body count is within the 

biopolitical technology that takes the life of population as its target. It is also to establish that 

abstraction of the dead into the body count is part of a wider process of abstraction and enumeration 

that pertains both to the development of statistical governance and to the mercantilist calculation of 

profit and loss.  

 

It may also be worth noting here an observation made by (Regula Argast, Corinna R. Unger, and 

Alexandra Widmer) the editors of the (2016) Critical Reader on 20th Century Population Thinking. 

They claim that while Foucault in his work on governmentality gave consideration to the “economic 

aspects of population politics,” this is “something often overlooked in the narrow focus on his 

theory of biopower.” They further argue that: 

The link between population and national economy becomes obvious in the affiliation or 

subordination of statistical offices to economic state institutions or ministries, like the 

Statistical Office in Germany, which was subordinated to the Ministry of Economy, or 

the United States Census Bureau, which is part of the United States Department of 

Commerce 
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The elaboration of the political arithmetic that is the ancestor of the great 19th century statistical 

apparatuses of government also suggests something of the colonial-modern matrix of biopolitics. 

This question of the colonial sources of biopolitics is important for many reasons. It touches upon 

the need or not for a new analytic of power to explain contemporary forms of extreme and 

surpassing violence. 

 

Necropolitics 

 

Achille Mbembe’s challenge to Eurocentric metropolitan accounts of biopolitics, in his extremely 

influential essay of (2003) “Necropolitics”, is premised on the claim that Foucault’s analytic of 

biopower cannot account for the extreme violence and total enmity that characterizes the slave 

plantation, the colony, the postcolony and the many death-worlds from Gaza to Guantanamo that 

characterize the global contemporary’s division into zones of being and non-being, zones of life and 

zones of living-death. 

 

Mbembe frames his analysis of necropolitics under the influence of Agamben’s Homo Sacer project 

and in critical dialogue with Carl Schmitt’s paradigms of the state of exception and the state of 

siege. Foundational for his work is Frantz Fanon’s analysis of colonial relations and the rigid 

dichotomies of the settler-colonial spaces. Mbembe does not quite define necropolitics in an explicit 

formulation, but rather he rehearses a series of conceptual themes and devices from an eclectic 

range of philosophical sources. He itemizes a series of historical and contemporary scenes of 

violence, destruction and terror including slavery, the colony, the Gulf wars, and the endless war on 

terror. The overall rhetorical effect of the accumulation of philosophical themes and scenes of terror 

is the sense that biopolitics is not adequate to the task of describing the absolute murderousness of 

contemporary warfare, torture, colonial occupation, and proliferating death-worlds.  

 

In spite of its enormous success, I want to suggest that there is something unresolved in Mbembe’s 

text. The terms biopolitics and necropolitics are deployed obliquely and prismatically, allowing a 

variety of themes to be projected and filtered through them. They are without clear delimitation 

except in as much as it appears: (i) that both biopolitics and necropolitics are understood as 

moments within the complex of sovereign power; (ii) that sovereign power is not posited as 

monolithic; and (iii) that necropolitics pertains to “forms of subjugation of life to the power of 

death” and the construction of abject terror and unlivable life / living death.  
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In citing the colonial moments in the genealogy of biopolitical techniques and practices, I am 

questioning the precise grounds for the additive concept of necropolitics, a supplement to the theory 

of sovereign power and the theory of biopower: If we read biopolitics as already inscribed with 

intrinsic genocidal and thanato-political drives, there is the potential for conceptual redundancy.  

 

Mbembe’s necropolitics—following Agamben—tends toward the elaboration of a philosophical 

concept or theme that is then proposed as the paradigmatic frame, the matrix that engenders 

multiple regimes of death-power, producing realms of the living dead from South African apartheid 

to the death-worlds that unfold beneath the drone strikes of total endless pervasive war. But of 

course, Mbembe is correct to demand a corrective to the Eurocentric analyses of sovereign power 

and of biopower, right to demand that the slave ship, the slave plantation, the colony and all these 

death spaces of colonial-modernity be placed centrally within any analysis and history of the 

present. (We might add to this list of spaces, that of the fort also, this is the fort as thematized in the 

work of Fred Moten and Stefano Harney and across Black studies.)  As Mbembe asserts “in modern 

philosophical thought and European political practice and imaginary, the colony represents the site 

where sovereignty consists fundamentally in the exercise of a power outside the law and where 

‘peace’ is more likely to take on the face of a ‘war without end.’”  

 

It is worth remembering at this point that Foucault’s task in the 1975-76 lecture series (“Society 

Must Be Defended”) where he first extensively formulates biopolitics, is an analysis of a discourse 

on war and the political. Foucault examines how war was used as “an analyzer”5 of history and 

social relations in a discourse that he describes as avowing that it is “war that presided over the birth 

of states… war is the cipher of peace. It divides the entire social body, and it does so on a 

permanent basis. It puts all of us on one side or another.”  

 

Rather than push further on this question about the relations of a politics that cultivates life with a 

politics that produces death-worlds, perhaps we should return to where we began: What is at stake 

in the current regime of the body count? How does this appeal to the themes of biopolitics and 

necropolitics pertain to the question of political community with the dead? 

 
  

 
5 Note the translated term in the source  
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Back to the Dead 
 

The distribution of the chances to live or die, reckoned along local and global axes, has been daily iterated in 

graphs, charts, percentages, and logarithmic scales. The body count has functioned as the driver of news 

cycles and as an affective horror-entertainment spectacle out of which to fabricate imaginaries of safety.  

The body count has also operated as a powerful means to index the relative success and failure of various 

states and powers. Against the debasement and refusals of scientific discourses by authoritarian populists in 

several different parts of the world, the body count has seemed rhetorically potent as a “naked truth.”  

Even when counting techniques are a matter of contestation, the possibility of the unassailable pristine 

number, epitomizing the totality of the sick and the dead has retained a powerful hold. The disproportionate 

impact of the pandemic on racialized and impoverished bodies has again been used as evidence of structural 

racisms and systemic inequities, as if what was lacked was evidence. 

However, it may also be that for the first time a widespread de-naturalization of these systemic inequities 

has gained wide traction within global circuits of communication. In place of the capitalist Christian 

evangelical’s “for the poor you will always have with you in the land,” there is now the consistent assertion 

that the distribution of impoverished, devalued, and unlivable life and death is the logic and achievement of 

specific humans, not of nature or of gods or of a virus. The analyses of biopolitics/ necropolitics seek to give 

an account of how the processes of managing life determine the logic of such distributions. 

I am proposing both the potency, and also the risks and the limitations of the body count, as a tactic of 

speaking quantity to power. My treatment of the body count is part of an entry point into how the 

collectivity of the dead might count otherwise within the assemblies of the living.  

This is not something that I am anywhere near being able to propose. But there are some lines of 

development that might be suggestive.  

One of these is to revisit the question of the dead body as a materiality that is also a site for producing 

fundamental imaginaries of being. Attending to the dead body as a way of avoiding the absolute equivalence 

between death and non-existence. Attending to the current centrality of human remains in the disputes about 

European ethnographic collections and the hordes of skulls and body parts expropriated from colonized 

peoples. But also attending to the dead body as a site of de-individuation. The boundaries of individuation 

can so completely collapse in the death process: As Eva Domanska expresses it drawing on the language of 

forensics: “Soil systems process cadavers as ‘just’ another form of organic matter; it is the human 

perspective that makes them a particularly special form of such material.” This brings me to a second 

consideration which is to consider that the collectivity of the dead may not be the collectivity of the 
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human dead? What if the question of the dead were to be approached as a question of both the non-

human, more-than-human dead? The third line of development is to consider the different ways in 

which the spectrum of living / non-living entities is differently constructed and lived by different 

social orders.  

 

Finally, there is a key methodological clarification that needs to be pursued, which is this appeal to 

the theme of the political imaginary, which so far has been used in a relatively imprecise and lose 

fashion, but which requires some careful unpacking. While I am invoking a partly constructivist 

approach to the imaginary – i.e., the imaginary as the condition of possibility of experience, as that 

which gives us access to the world. I am also moving in the direction of a post-representational 

notion of the imaginary as a matter of materiality and immanence – rather than the play of 

representation or any residual dichotomy of mind and matter. 

…… 

 


