








story, but it is not the whole story either.* Through the space opened up by
this concept, I offer up a development in the ways we conceptualize con-
temporary historical experience, especially where that experience is simul-
taneously at an extreme and in a zone of ordinariness, where life building
and the attrition of human life are indistinguishable, and where it is hard
to distinguish modes of incoherence, distractedness, and habitnation from
deliberate and deliberative activity, as they are all involved in the reproduc-
tion of predictable life,

The shift I propose reframes the ways we think about normativity in re-
lation to sovereignty. It emphasizes in particular a nonmimetic relation be-
tween political and personal or practical sovereignty. From Car] Schmitt to
Giorgio Agamben and Georges Bataille to Achille Mbembe, the current dis-
cussion of sovereignty as a condition of and blockage to justice recapitu-
lates the widespread contemporary projection of sovereignty onto events of
decision-making. Mbembe is exemplary: “To exercise sovereignty is to exer-
cise control over mortality and to define life as the deployment and manifes-
tation of power.”2 Phrased as such, the sovereignty concept has a few prob-
lems that are related but nonidentical. For one thing, the image of control
it denotes derives from an archaic tradition of theologically-based royal or
state privilege, and while that form of sovereignty continues to have a lim-
ited relevance (in clemency proceedings, for example), it masks in a dis-
course of “control” the wide variety of processes and procedures involved
historically in the administration of law and of bodies, even during peri-
ods when sovereign rulers exerted their wills by fiat.? Additionally, in cast-
ing death as a fact separate from the administration of life processes, this
version of the sovereignty concept has provided an alibi for normative ways
of keeping separate the productive-procedures of governmentality and the
violence of the state, when, as I will argue, the procedures of managing col-
lective life include a variety of inducements for managing life’s wearing out,
which only sometimes amalgamates death to an act or event. Third, sov-
ereignty described as the foundation of individual autonomy (represented
and secured, for some, by the General Will) overidentifies the similarity of
self-control to this fantasy of sovereign performativity and state control over
geographical boundaries.* It thereby affords a militaristic and melodramatic
view of individual agency by casting the human as most fully itself when
assuming the spectacular posture of performative action. This mirmetic con-
cept of sovereignty also legitimates as sometﬁing objective the individual’s
affective sense of autonomy. Finally, in linking and inflating consciousness,
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intention, and decision or event, it has provided an alibi for hygienic gov-
ernmentality and justified moralizing against inconvenient human activity.
Bven Bataille’s radically alternate version of sovereignty—as an ecstatic de-
parture from a strong notion of intentionality and agency—reprodices per-
sonhood as a monadic affective drama of self-expansion, just this time a
drama of heterogeneity rather than subjective overorganization.®

While Mbembe’s definition renders life and mortality as transparent,
Foucault argues that the relation of sovereignty to biopower involves a sig-
nificant recasting of what those referents mean, even before the apparition
of decision-making is raised. It would seem at first that the most variable
term is life. Foucault’s phrasing is precise. Sovereignty “is not the right to
put people to death or to grant them life. Nor is it the right to allow people
to live or to leave them to die. It is the right to take life or let live.” Life is
the a priori; sovereign agency signifies the power to permit any given life to
endure, or not. But biopower, he argues, which does not substitute for but
reshapes sovereignty, is the power to make something live or to let it die,
the power to regularize life, the authority to force living not just to happen
but to endure and appear in particular ways. The difference between sover-
eign agency under a regime of sovereignty and under a regime of biopower,
then, can be thought of as a distinction between individual life and collec-
tive living on, where living increasingly becomes a scene of the administra-
tion, discipline, and recalibration of what constitutes health,

The relative passivity of letting die in the context of shaping living does
change as the decision and the event of agency in proximity to life and mor-
tality evolve different norms and institutions, though. Foucault focuses on
biopower’s attempt to manage what he calls “endemics,” which, unlike epi-
demics, are “permanent factors . . . [that] sapped the population’s strength,
shortened the working week,” and “cost money.” In this shift Foucault dis-
solves the attention to scenes of control over individual life and death under
sovereign regimes and refocuses on the dispersed management of the puta-
tively biological threat posed by certain populations to the reproduction of
the normatively framed general good life of a society.” Slow death occupies
the temporalities of the endemic.

Because of these convolutions and variations sovereignty is an inadequate
concept, Sovereignty, after all, is a fantasy misrecognized as an objective
state: an aspirational position of personal and institutional self-legitimating
petformativity and an affective sense of control in relation to the fantasy of
that position’s offer of security and efficacy. But it is inadequate for talking

Slow Death g7



















































	img-908090639-0001
	img-908090723-0001

