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chapter  2

On Private Indirect 
Government

This chapter will examine another aspect of the processes described in
chapter one, an aspect that the fuss over transitions to democracy and
multi-partyism in Africa has overshadowed. These processes do not move
in a closed orbit; they are neither smooth nor unilinear, but point in sev-
eral directions at once. Further, they are occurring at different speeds and
on different time-scales, and take the form of fluctuations and destabi-
lizations (sometimes very sharp ones), periods of inertia and spurts that
appear quite random but actually combine several regimes of change:
stationary, dynamic, chaotic, even catastrophic.

This other aspect could be summed up in one word: entanglement.
But that notion must not only include the coercion to which people are
subjected, and the sufferings inflicted on the human body by war, scar-
city, and destitution, but also embrace a whole cluster of re-orderings of
society, culture, and identity, and a series of recent changes in the way
power is exercised and rationalized. At the heart of these reorderings lies
the issue of the relationships among the privatization of public violence,
the appropriation of means of livelihood, and the imaginations of the
self. Taken together, this appropriation of means of livelihood, this al-
location of profits, the types of extraction thus required, and concen-
tration of coercion involved will be described here under the general term
fiscality.
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THE VIOLENCE OF ECONOMICS

It is impossible to approach these issues without placing three major his-
torical processes at the very center of our analysis: first, the de-linking
of Africa from formal international markets; second, the forms of its in-
tegration into the circuits of the parallel international economy; and third,
the fragmentation of public authority and emergence of multiple forms
of private indirect government accompanying these two processes.

Two key ideas inform this chapter. The first is that through these ap-
parently novel forms of integration into the international system and the
concomitant modes of economic exploitation, equally novel technolo-
gies of domination are taking shape over almost the entire continent.
These new technologies result from the responses that the victorious ac-
tors in the ongoing struggles around the continent give to the following
questions: Who is to be protected, by whom, against what and whom,
and at what price? Who is the equal of whom? To what has one a right
by virtue of belonging to an ethnic group, a region, or a religion? Who
has a right to take power and govern, in what circumstances, how, for
how long, and on what conditions? Who has the right to the product of
whose work, and for what compensation? When may one cease to obey
authority, without punishment? Who must pay taxes and where do these
revenues go? Who may contract debts, and in the name of whom, and
for what may they be expended? To whom do a country’s riches belong?
In short, who has the right to live and exist, and who has not, and why?
All these questions relate to the three pillars without which no modern
social order exists: definition of the prerogatives and limits of public
power; codification of the rights, privileges, and inequalities tolerable
in a society; and, finally, the financial underpinnings of the first two
pillars. What, rather hastily, are called “transitions to democracy” are
among attempts to answer these fundamental questions.1 But political
liberalization is only one aspect, and possibly not the most decisive one,
of the profound changes under way. Because these new technologies of
domination are still being elaborated, they have not yet, generally, to-
tally replaced those already present. Sometimes they draw inspiration
from the old forms, retain traces of them, or even operate behind their
facade.

The second key hypothesis of this chapter is that the coherence of
African societies, and their capacity for self-government and self-deter-
mination, are challenged by two sorts of threats. On the one hand, there
are threats of internal dissolution. These arise from external pressure,
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not only in the form of debt and the constraints associated with its re-
payment, but also of internal wars. On the other, there are the risks of
a general loss of control of both public and private violence. This un-
controlled violence is sparked by worsening inequalities and corruption
combined with the persistence of fundamental disagreements on how to
conduct the ongoing struggles for the codification of new rights and priv-
ileges. The outcome of these profound movements may well be the final
defeat of the state in Africa as we have known it in recent years. But it
might equally well be a deepening of the state’s indigenization,—or, more
radically, its replacement by dispositifs that retain the name but have in-
trinsic qualities and modes of operation quite unlike those of a conven-
tional state.

As the asymmetry of the economic performances of African countries
becomes increasingly a structural matter, the de-linking of the continent
from the formal international markets does not affect all countries or
sub-regions, the same products or utilities within different countries or
regions, with the same intensity. External constraints weigh unevenly on
their economies. The failure of adjustment policies is not the same every-
where; at least, it does not produce the same effects everywhere. In any
case, nothing implies that the de-linking itself is irreversible. Contrary
to the articles of faith of neo-liberal orthodoxy, integration into the cir-
cuits of the parallel international economy has not been ended by efforts
to liberalize import procedures. It is not even certain that, for the actors
involved, concern to avoid taxation is enough to explain this phenome-
non, which is not peculiar to Africa. In more or less different forms, the
shift is affecting other regions of the world, such as South America, the
former Soviet Union, and parts of Asia, where it is helping alter the ways
incomes are made and distributed, the forms of community, the struc-
tures for representing and mediating economic and political interests, the
conditions in which are appropriated resources necessary for the repro-
duction of the dominant social relations, issues of citizenship, and even
the very nature of the state.2

But in Africa, the current and foreseeable consequences of this shift
are of an altogether different order and intensity. This shift is taking off
when, with the Cold War no longer structuring relations of force world-
wide, and with Africa “demoted” internationally, the continent is turn-
ing inward on itself in a very serious way—and the hackneyed notions
of crisis and “marginalization” do not begin to do justice to the process
at work. This turning inward is occurring on the scale of similar
processes in the mid-nineteenth century, when an economy based on the
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slave trade gave way to one based on so-called legitimate trade; then,
these processes ended in conquest and colonial occupation.3

Their impact differed, of course, from region to region, and with
speeds and patterns varying with local circumstances (such as whether
a society was on the coast or in the hinterland or in-between, and whether
it had or lacked state forms).4 Yet, the structural adjustment involved in
the shift from an economy based on the slave trade (sale of slaves and
ivory) to an economy based on trade in cash products (ground nuts, palm
oil, gum arabic, etc.) led to a transformation of the material bases of
states. The ways those states enhanced their values, multiplied utilities,
and distributed the product of labor also changed.5 Moreover, territo-
rial growth, contraction, and withdrawal had always played a key role
in the process of state formation in Africa.6 As early as the seventeenth
century, this process was already affecting several polities along the At-
lantic as well as further into the hinterland. A tradition of predatory states
living by raiding, capturing and selling captives, was reinforced. Against
a background of territorial fragmentation and structural stagnation, slav-
ing military regimes, devoid of civil responsibility, had come into being,
and provided themselves with means, not necessarily of conquering
territory and extending their rule, but of seizing resources in men and
goods.7

Others, no less brutal, adopted a policy of assimilating their captives.
Instead of using them as human merchandise, they compelled them to
provide services in kind and in labor, or imposed on defeated peoples
heavy tributes and taxes.8 On the Slave Coast in particular (Allada and
Whydah), interminable disorder led to a prolonged weakening and even-
tual collapse of royal power. Local chiefs took advantage of this to se-
cure their own independence, but rivalries within the elite sharpened and
these state formations lapsed into civil wars destroying what little polit-
ical order remained.9

As these processes of dislocation were occurring, movements were un-
der way to reconstruct and relegitimize authority. At the beginning of
the eighteenth century, for example, Dahomey conquered its neighbors,
undermined by internecine disputes. But while war could serve for the
permanent conquest and occupation of territories subject to periodic raid-
ing, the use of violence did not, alone, necessarily resolve the problem
of stabilizing the political order and government. Thus, having taken
power on the death of Agaja after violent succession struggles and chal-
lenges to the monarchy by the priesthood, Tegbesu attempted to reunify
the elite of Dahomey by embarking in the 1740s on a policy of terror,
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purges, and compromises. The combination of these three levers of dom-
ination enabled him, on the one hand, physically to eliminate his most
determined enemies and, on the other, to intervene in factional struggles
at the local level by throwing his support behind those who accepted his
authority. At the same time, he lavished gifts and largesse on local chiefs
and influential families. Then, by skilful manipulation of dynastic and
kinship networks, the institution and spectacular display of a royal cult
(human sacrifices), and redefinition of the attributes of royalty beneath
a mask of continuity (redistribution of wealth and enjoyments, overhaul
of the legal order), he embarked on an effort to relegitimize power, to
convert raw violence into authority.10

In areas in the interior subject to Muslim influence, similar transfor-
mations occurred. Before the second half of the nineteenth century, the
empires along the edge of the desert had established areas they raided
for captives, south and east of the Lake Chad basin. Wars to take cap-
tives and slaves did more than make it possible to build up military ap-
paratuses, or to manage resources and populations in the framework of
an economy based on tribute. While these forms of violence manifested
themselves in destruction, depredation, and banditry, they also, in some
cases, favored the emergence of centralized systems. At any event, they
were certainly responsible for highly specific modes of political organi-
zation and forms of social reconstruction. This was the case with the re-
lationships between sovereignty, territoriality, and citizenship. Contrary
to received opinion, the idea that political power and sovereignty were
closely associated with land was not unknown.11 Discourses on land and
“indigenousness” were common coin, and the logics of territorialization
went hand in hand with those of controlling “insiders” and excluding
“outsiders.” But territory was not the exclusive underpinning of politi-
cal communities, the sole mark of sovereignty, or the sole basis of civil
obedience. Space was represented and used in many ways, especially when
those representations and uses were closely tied to the definition of the
principles of belonging and exclusion.12 In a context where raiding to
take captives was an everyday occurrence, the process of building polit-
ical spaces and areas of sovereignty could include the imposition of trib-
ute on, for example, those defeated whose lives had been spared. Citi-
zenship could be linked with how much protection one enjoyed against
the possibility of capture and sale. Kinship relations, for example, were
replaced by or combined with other forms of relationship—those creat-
ing dependents, slaves, clients, pawns. Other modalities of legitimate ex-
ploitation also came into being. A blending of political, cultural, and re-
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ligious identities was under way, diasporas coming into being. Within
these truly transnational and multicultural societies, religious and trad-
ing networks became inextricably entangled. Neither force nor the fact
of belonging to a particular territory ever put an end, in practice, to the
multiplicity of allegiances and the comings and goings between a local
time and a regional time.

But during the second half of the nineteenth century, the Muslim fron-
tier moved, and vast areas of the northern part of central Africa were
caught between pushes from the Nile and from the west. Slavery as a re-
lation of subjection and as the supreme means of increasing goods and
utilities intensified, at the same time as did the quest for ivory. Conquests,
migrations, and other movements of populations fleeing marauders, mer-
cenaries, and slave traders precipitated the transformation of customary
models of social organization, registers of political action, and forms of
exchange. The model of domination—half-suzerain, half-sultanic—that
resulted from these upheavals reached its highest form with the Khar-
toumites.13 With the support of the jallaba (itinerant brokers whose ac-
tivity in the region predated the arrival of the Egyptians), they milita-
rized trade and specialized in slave raiding and the exploitation of ivory.
Proceeding by military force, extortion, political alliances, incorporation
of slaves, and a judicious redistribution of tribute, booty, and the prod-
ucts of long-distance trade, they set up the system of zariba (small fortified
trading colonies). Where necessary, they concluded pacts with the local
people and thus formed networks that dominated this whole area until
the Mahdist revolt.14

Along the Atlantic seaboard, as well as inland, a large number of in-
dependent political units disintegrated under the burden of external debt
and domestic tyranny.15 In the course of the nineteenth century, these
dislocations led to major cultural realignments marked by mass conver-
sion to monotheistic religions,16 acute crises of witchcraft,17 appearance
of numerous healing cults, transformation of refugee communities into
mercenary bands, and a number of uprisings in the name of Islam.18 The
fall-off in demand for slaves did not lead to a reduction of tensions; on
the contrary, the peoples and ethnic groups that had successfully main-
tained their privileges as brokers and secured their domination over the
great commercial nodal points accentuated their demographic expansion
and supplied themselves with guns.19

Under the leadership of the heads of slaving bands, armed cliques, and
trading adventurers (El-Zubeir Pasha, Rabeh and the slave-trading sul-
tans along the Ubangi, the Afro-Arab Tipu Tipp, Msiri of Katanga, Mi-
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rambo and his trading empire north of Tabora), movements of preda-
tors emerged.20 They reactivated the caravan trade; through raiding, the
authoritarian tribute system, the recruitment of thousands of carriers,
and the local continuation of slavery, they aggravated the fragility of cus-
tomary structures, scrambled the ancestral charters, and precipitated ma-
jor population movements.21 These new operators (traffickers, brokers,
leaders of bands, marabouts, traders of various stripes) sought to turn
economic change to their own advantage. Using war as a resource, they
established more or less informal taxation systems and took control of
the main commercial nodal points and regional trading networks.
Equipped with quasi-extraterritorial rights and through raiding, seizure
of booty, and levying of tribute, they succeeded in criminalizing not only
economic activity but the very act of governing.

After the bloodletting of the slave trade, Africa bounced back into the
international economic system, in a way that involved the extraction of
its resources in raw form. This regime of violence and brutality was pro-
longed toward the end of the century through the concessionary
regimes.22 These large companies equipped with commercial and min-
ing privileges, and with sovereign rights allowing them to raise taxes and
maintain an armed force, accentuated the prevailing predation and the
atomization of lineages and clans, and institutionalized a regime based
on murder. Under the protection of the colonial bureaucratic apparatus,
the market began to function in gangster mode.23

The developments set out above had decisive consequences—some par-
allel, others causative. First, almost everywhere, growth in the indebt-
edness of local rulers and trading élites led to African polities losing ex-
ternal power, thus exposing themselves to serious threats of internal
dissolution. Second, while not attaining the levels of the slave trade pe-
riod, the violence and predation required by the new form of integration
into the international economy led not only to the militarization of power
and trade and the intensification of extortion, but also to a complete dis-
location of the trade-offs that had previously governed the relationship
between holding public power and pursuing private gain.24 The race for
ivory and rubber, and an economy based on trading stations and con-
cessions, completed the dislocation of these trade-offs between 1850 and
1925.25 Finally, these developments substantially altered the ideas indi-
viduals had of their membership in a political community, and of the
shape of that community. Everything was redrawn: forms of religious
identities; procedures by which authority was legitimized; social and po-
litical construction of rights, duties, transfers, and obligations; even the

72 On Private Indirect Government

 5.Mbembe, On the Postcolony  2/28/01  1:22 PM  Page 72



norms that governed the rules of civility and contracts, commercial moral-
ity, and civic virtue.26

But these comments must not lead to the conclusion that Africa is mov-
ing backwards, and that everything happening today is simply a rerun
of a scenario, of a historical moment wrongly thought over and done with.
While taking some characteristics from models of early imperial occu-
pation and stagnation in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the new
forms of the “disemboweling” of the continent are not identical with the
old, for several reasons. First, compared to that of the nineteenth century,
today’s shift, or “exit,” is occurring in the opposite direction—that is,
from the formal international economy toward the underground chan-
nels whose tentacles, however “invisible,” are worldwide (from drugs and
arms trafficking to money laundering).27 Second, during the nineteenth
century, loss of competitiveness was not absolute, and the region still re-
tained significant shares of international markets, at least in some tropi-
cal products.28

This “exit” is not purely and simply “de-linking,”29 or “disengage-
ment,” or even “marginalization” in the strict sense.30 As the obverse
side of “world time” in which are entangled a multiplicity of flows, it is
one aspect of a complex movement unfolding on a global scale.31 In this
intermeshing of temporalities, several processes co-exist; there are pro-
cesses tending to make peoples view the world in increasingly like ways,
and, at the same time, processes producing differences and diversities.32

In short, contradictory dynamics are at work, made up of time-lags, dis-
junctures, and different speeds; it is too easy to reduce these dynamics
to simple antagonism between internal and external forces. More starkly,
the developments now under way combine—and, in Africa, are creating
systems in such an original way that the result is not only debt, the de-
struction of productive capital, and war, but also the disintegration of
the state and, in some cases, its wasting away and the radical challeng-
ing of it as a “public good,” as a general mechanism of rule, or as the
best instrument for ensuring the protection and safety of individuals, for
creating the legal conditions for the extension of political rights, and for
making possible the exercise of citizenship.

How singular this evolution is becomes clear when one considers the
effects—not the anticipated but the actual effects—of structural adjust-
ment policies and the dynamics of conditionality—economic conditions
attached to loans granted African countries by international financial in-
stitutions over the last ten, or more, years. First, it has not been sufficiently
stressed, in this connection, that one major political event of the last quar-
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ter of the twentieth century was the crumbling of African states’ inde-
pendence and sovereignty and the (surreptitious) placing of these states
under the tutelage of international creditors. Making allowance for dif-
ferences of scale, this is reminiscent of the situation affecting Egypt and
Tunisia in the 1870s when, to repay their debts, those countries had im-
posed on them a consular-type system and, against the background of
the dissolution of political authority, were deprived of significant attri-
butes of their sovereignty, especially in financial and fiscal matters.33 By
the end of the 1980s, African countries were inaugurating a similar model.
The collapse of their external power had placed many states in a situa-
tion that might be described as “fractionated sovereignty.” The tutelary
government exercised by the World Bank, International Monetary Fund,
and private and public lenders was no longer limited to imposing respect
for broad principles and macro-economic balances. In practice, the tute-
lage of international creditors was considerably strengthened and now
involves a range of direct interventions in domestic economic manage-
ment, credit control, implementing privatizations, laying down con-
sumption requirements, determining import policies, agricultural pro-
grams and cutting costs—or even direct control of the treasury.34

This situation—which cannot be treated as simply a process of recol-
onization—has nothing peculiarly African about it, since other countries
around the world have been, or still are, subjected to the same steam
roller.35 But two major consequences make the African case stand out.
First, through the harshness of the exactions required, the redeployment
of constraints, and the new forms of subjection imposed on the most de-
prived and vulnerable segments of the population, this form of govern-
ment forces features belonging to the realm of warfare and features proper
to the conduct of civil policy to coexist in a single dynamic.

There is no need for any reminder that throughout the 1980s, the dom-
inant explanation for the “African crisis” consisted in placing responsi-
bility on the state and its supposed excessive demands on the economy.
It was asserted that restoring the state’s legitimacy and emerging from
crisis depended on its capacity to resist the pressures from society (or-
ganization of public services, health, education, allocation of resources
and revenues, and redistribution of all sorts) and let market forces op-
erate autonomously and freely.36 In other words, the shift to a market
economy required the suspension of individuals’ roles in politics and as
citizens—that is, the emasculation of the interplay of rights and claims
enabling people to have not only duties and obligations toward the state
but also rights against it, rights that can be asserted politically, for ex-
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ample, in the form of entitlement to such public services as education or
health care. But, by doing everything possible to dismantle state inter-
vention in the economy (such as controls, subsidies, protection), with-
out making the state more efficient and without giving it new, positive
functions, the result has been that the state’s (already very fragile) ma-
terial base has been undermined, the logics underlying the building of
coalitions and clienteles have been upset (without being positively re-
structured), its capacities for reproduction have been reduced, and the
way has been opened for it to wither away.

Second, as indicated in the previous chapter, the controls, subsidies,
and protections today targeted for dismantling were more than fiscal and
administrative mechanisms. Their purpose was not simply distributive
or, in some cases, productive; they also made possible a range of con-
ceptions of legitimate political action and of accepted (or tolerated) forms
of social control. Combined, they gave rise to a degree of social and po-
litical cohesion—in short, underpinned a form of domination that did,
it is true, involve coercion, but also involved transfers, reciprocity, and
obligations. This was the form of government that, in most cases, pre-
vented a slide into completely arbitrary rule and raw violence.

This is also what had, in the end, endowed some regimes with a min-
imum of social acceptance. They could require the submission and obe-
dience of their subjects in exchange for a general “salarization” of soci-
ety. To a large extent, “salary-earner,” “citizen,” and “client” reciprocally
reproduced one another—or, at any event, participated in a single struc-
ture of conscious representations well described by what has been called
“the politics of the belly.”37 It is this model of domination—that is, con-
trol of people and allocation of goods, benefits, and percentages—that
is challenged by austerity, the burden of the external constraint, war and
economic decay. As a result of the general insolvency and material dev-
astation, almost everywhere in the region is, now, a situation in which
the state is unable to make necessary decisions on who is to get what,
and to determine the social compromises vital not only to any significant
shift to a market economy, as envisaged by international financial agen-
cies, but also to the very production of public order.

Third, by displacing the site where political, regulatory, and techni-
cal choices are made, not only have the very sources of power been trans-
ferred to international trustees just when some attributes of sovereignty
were being “deleted.” What has also happened is that the sources of le-
gitimacy and influence have also been displaced, and, in so doing, the
criteria of accountability have been blurred, since those who impose the
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policies are not merely “invisible” to the eyes of the population but are
also different from those who must answer for their consequences to the
people. And those who have to answer for those policies to the people
act as if by procuration, not on the basis of that sovereign capacity sup-
posed to characterize the state. The financial stranglehold and the fiscal
crisis have helped to increase conflicts over the redistribution of means
of livelihood and perks—of, that is, allocation of bank credit, award of
public contracts, attribution of such privileges, advantages, and subsi-
dies as remain, allocation of facilities and infrastructure projects, ethno-
regional distribution of import-export licenses, scholarships, loans, jobs,
and favors. Helped by these conflicts, there has been a flowering of highly
contradictory conceptions of what the “political community” should be
or what should be the articulation between various sorts of “citizenship”
within a single political space, such as ethnicity and nation, indigenes
and immigrants.

Almost everywhere, the state has lost much of that capacity to regu-
late and arbitrate that enabled it to construct its legitimacy. It no longer
has the financial means, administrative power, and, in general, the sorts
of “goods” that would have enabled it to resolve politically the conflicts
that have erupted in the public domain and led, almost universally, to
violence previously containable within more or less tolerable limits. Hav-
ing no more rights to give out or to honor, and little left to distribute,
the state no longer has credit with the public. All it has left is control of
the forces of coercion, in a context marked by material devastation, dis-
organization of credit and production circuits, and an abrupt collapse
of notions of public good, general utility, and law and order. The upshot
is an increase in resources and labor devoted to war, a rise in the num-
ber of disputes settled by violence, a growth of banditry, and numerous
forms of privatization of lawful violence. Contrary to the assertions of
a rather sloppy literature, however, such phenomena are not automati-
cally indicators of chaos. It is important to see in them, also, struggles
aimed at establishing new forms of legitimate domination and gradually
restructuring formulas of authority built on other foundations.38

The hegemony of state administration has thus broken down partly un-
der the impact of structural adjustment policies. But neither the promised
restructuring of the system of productive capital accumulation nor the rein-
tegration of Africa into world markets has occurred. The compromises—
rules, rights, obligations—that, though costly, ensured the stability of cer-
tain postcolonial models of governance (until the first oil shock) have
been disrupted. The resulting disorder and apparent chaos is amplified
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by the interaction between, on the one hand, social protest and the weight
of inertia, and, on the other, the increasingly ineffectual efforts of local
tyrannies to end dissent by force.39 But what, in the short run, has every
appearance of chaos represents, in the long run, a violent resurgence of
struggles over inequality and control of the means of coercion. This is
evidenced by the brutality with which, at every level of society, relations
of loyalty and submission, relations of exchange, reciprocity, and coer-
cion, and the terms of exclusion and incorporation—in short, all the
modalities of legitimate subjection—are being renegotiated.40

Nothing guarantees that these struggles will automatically lead to more
frugal forms of government, or that they will result in a state governed
by law and more democratic forms of citizenship, at least in the classic
sense of these notions. Against those theoretical approaches that would
reduce the range of historical choices gestating in Africa to a stark al-
ternative of either “transition” to democracy and the shift to a market
economy, or descent into the shadows of war, we must stress again the
role of contingency, and reassert the hypothesis that the organizations
likely to emerge from current developments will be anything but the re-
sult of coherent premeditated plans.

PUBLIC POWER AND PRIVATE SOVEREIGNTY: 
THE MASKS OF THE STATE

If such is the case, we must turn our backs not only on superficial analy-
ses as practiced by Africanist political science but also on structuralo-
functionalism and determinism of any sort. As has happened through-
out African history, the results of developments under way will be at best
paradoxical, and African states may well follow different itineraries. Frag-
mentation, break-up, concentration of power to the benefit of a small
number of regional powers, reproduction of lineage or chieftaincy log-
ics within the state, or accentuation of practices reflecting dual power
are within the range of the possible. But, whatever the diversity of tra-
jectories that local societies take, the future of the state will be settled,
as has happened previously in the world, at the point where the three
factors of war, coercion, and capital (formal or informal, material or sym-
bolic) meet.41 There is, then, something to be gained by considering a se-
ries of significant scenarios of which glimmers can be made out emerg-
ing from the struggles now under way. These glimpses suggest that not
only a different structuring of African societies, but also a radical shift
in their material order, are in progress.
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New organizational solutions are being tried. Not all tend toward the
consolidation of the state as a general mechanism for domination and
the production of order, toward institution of a market economy ac-
cording to criteria laid down in advance as a matter of doctrine, or to-
ward collapse into never-ending chaos.42

Let’s pause here and recall that the turning-in of African societies on
themselves is taking place in a context marked by both the progressive
dismantling of the state and, in the name of efficiency gains, the denial
of the legitimacy of its intervention in economic matters; (some conse-
quences of these two processes have already been briefly set out in this
chapter). The premises of policies that have led to the progressive dis-
mantling of the state is, as will be recalled, that the state as a productive
structure has failed in Africa, and that an economic organization gov-
erned by the free play of market forces represents the most efficient way
of securing the optimal allocation of resources. The translation of this
idea in terms of economic policy has led, among other things, to sale of
public assets, freeing of de facto monopolies, privatization of collective
goods and services, changes in customs regulations, revision of exchange
rates—in short, to partial or total transfer of what was public capital
into private hands. Of course, looked at from a purely economic stand-
point, numerous experiences indicate that the effects of a change in the
ownership of capital are slight and point to the relatively secondary char-
acter of ownership compared to other criteria such as market structure,
organizational and strategic choices made by enterprises, levels of com-
petition, availability of labor, relationship between wage costs and pro-
ductivity, or quality of human capital. But, in the African context, pri-
vatizations fundamentally alter the processes whereby wealth is allocated,
income distributed, and ethno-regional balances regulated, as well as the
narrowly political notions of public good and general interest43.

Moreover, the policies just discussed have not simply opened the way
to substantial alienation of the political sovereignty of African states.
More decisively, they have created the conditions for a privatization of
this sovereignty44. But the struggle to privatize state sovereignty largely
overlaps the struggle to concentrate and then privatize the means of co-
ercion, because control of the means of coercion makes it possible to se-
cure an advantage in the other conflicts under way for the appropriation
of resources and other utilities formerly concentrated in the state.45 In other
words, leaving aside variations from one sub-region to another, one char-
acteristic of the historical sequence unfolding in Africa is the direct link
that now exists between, on the one hand, deregulation and the primacy
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of the market and, on the other, the rise of violence and the creation of
private military, paramilitary, or jurisdictional organizations.

Two sets of questions arise. First, how is the struggle to concentrate
the means of coercion fought? Under what circumstances will it be pos-
sible to produce what type of political order on the ruins of the old; and
under what (other) circumstances is the likely result the defeat of the state
as the general technology of domination, and what arrangements and
organizations will take its place, overlie it, or function behind its mask?
Second, since every economy is always underpinned by the use of force,
lawful or unlawful, civil or criminal, under what circumstances might
the coercion thus concentrated in the hands of a few be converted into
labor productivity; and under what other circumstances might the vio-
lence thus unleashed, far from being economically oriented, threaten to
degenerate into pure chaos and rapine?

A few indicators suggest answers. On the one hand, the concentra-
tion of the means of coercion may be difficult to achieve using conven-
tional resources—that is, those the state used before the current stage;
such resources no longer exist, or are no longer available in the previ-
ous quantities. At its most extreme, the very existence of the postcolo-
nial state as a general technology of domination is at risk.46 It is true
that, nominally, a central authority continues to exist. Its formal struc-
ture remains more or less intact, as does the formalism of its rituals, its
spectacle, and its disciplines.47 The principle of appointment remains,
in theory, in the hands of an autocrat who makes no bones about using
it. In some cases, a vestige of an administrative imaginary survives, al-
though the institutions and bureaucracies supposed to give it flesh have
collapsed. Very commonly, hierarchy or centralized pyramidal organi-
zation may no longer exist. Orders issued from on high are rarely car-
ried out; if they are, it is never without major distortions and alterations.
The interlocutors change all the time, at every level. As official job de-
scriptions do not always correspond to real effective powers, it is not
uncommon for higher authorities to be accountable to those at a lower
level. Where real powers exist and are used, this happens not by virtue
of law or regulation, but often on the basis of informal, contingent
arrangements, which can be reviewed at any time without notice. As most
business is conducted orally, administrative activity is no longer neces-
sarily recorded in writing.

In practice, many jobs no longer require professional training, even if
the rule that they do remains in force. The work of officials no longer re-
quires commitment to their posts; bureaucrats can use their labor power
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for other purposes, in time supposed to be spent on the job. In extreme
cases, they may sell their job as a source of income or private rents to top
off their salaries (where salaries are still paid). Once this point is reached,
they are serving only themselves. In some cases, their work is no longer
remunerated with a salary;48 the salary has been replaced by “one-off
payments.” A formal budget is prepared, but it is executed and adhered
to on purely contingent and informal criteria. There is a proliferation not
of independent power centers but of more or less autonomous pockets
in the heart of what was, until recently, a system. Such pockets are in-
termeshed, compete with one another, and sometimes form networks.49

They form links in an unstable chain where parallel decisions coexist with
centralized decisions, where everything and its opposite are possible. In
this situation, proper procedures are frequently by-passed, rules chopped
and changed, and then usually bent, and actions are structurally
unpredictable—a combination of situations in which nothing gets done,
and sudden, erratic, accelerated movements, unforeseen consequences,
and paradoxical outcomes. All this leads to an extraordinary waste of
the energy required to carry on interminable haggling and bargaining.

While such a situation makes it difficult to characterize postcolonial
African societies as “stateless societies,”50 it is nevertheless fertile ground
for the appearance, all over the continent, of forms of indirect private
government. To grasp the scale of the various forms of privatization of
sovereignty, it is important to recall again that the struggle for the con-
centration and private control of the means of coercion has taken place
in a context marked both by the world-wide deregulation of markets and
money movements, and by the inability of postcolonial states to pay their
debts or even raise taxes. Put differently, functions supposed to be pub-
lic, and obligations that flow from sovereignty, are increasingly performed
by private operators for private ends. Soldiers and policemen live off the
inhabitants; officials supposed to perform administrative tasks sell the
public service required and pocket what they get. The question is how
such a manner of ruling becomes institutionalized and becomes part of
that form of government we are describing as indirect private government.

Of help in this regard is what Weber called discharge—a set of oper-
ations originally executed by the state, but that, at some point, found
their way into the hands of adventurers, becoming the basis of oriental
feudalism. According to Weber, the system of discharge developed from
the disintegration of the money economy and the risk to oriental politi-
cal regimes of collapse into a barter economy.51 Weber distinguishes three
methods of discharge, each applicable to Ptolemaic Egypt, India, China,
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or the Caliphate from the tenth century. In these models, tax collection
was delegated to private hands or to soldiers who paid themselves from
the taxes they collected. Raising taxes was like raising recruits. In this
way, a set of institutions was gradually put in place that, like the vas-
salage institutions of the feudal period, enjoyed considerable autonomy,
both from those above and those below. To Weber, this system of dis-
charge as a technique of government was not the expression of a cultural
trait peculiar to the Orient; moreover, it was the same type of domina-
tion that had made it possible to administer Rome when the city was
transformed into a continental empire. The contrast between discharge
in the East and discharge in the West rested on the fact that, in the East,
extraction of forced payments won out over exploitation associated with
the corvée, with increased risks of collapse into a barter economy.

The historical process unfolding in Africa does not reproduce the We-
berian model of discharge to the letter. On the one hand, while, in several
areas of the continent, there has been a collapse into a barter economy
and actual withdrawal from the cash economy, the major phenomenon
remains the practice of barter within a cash economy, as is evidenced by
the ways state receipts are pre-financed (as in the forward sale of mining
resources against budgetary advances) or the massive giveaway of mines
and property to private companies or operators paying a rent. On the other,
the general context of the ongoing developments is one of acute material
scarcity. This has to do with the subsistence crisis in a number of coun-
tries.52 This crisis involves various forms of shortage and famine as well
as difficulties of supply. Its intensity varies from region to region, and there
are striking contrasts between town and country and between the rich,
the less rich, and the impoverished, but almost everywhere, individuals’
resources have undergone sometimes drastic reductions just as pressures
bore down more heavily: assorted taxes and required payments, frag-
mentation of property, indebtedness and pawning, rising rent, losses of
status. Lastly, this subsistence crisis is tied up with upheaval in the circum-
stances in which Africans are determining the value and price that they
put on enterprises and goods—with, that is, the undermining of the equiv-
alences they had been used to making between people and things, even
between life and death.53

A central aspect of this crisis has to do with the dynamic of the rela-
tionship between what might be called “real money” and its opposite,
as well as with the extraordinary volatility of prices.54 Currency depre-
ciation has led almost everywhere to a sharp fall in the price of non-trade-
able goods.55 This has particularly been the case with the real remuner-
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ation of work. Often, changes in the parity of currencies have had no ef-
fect on the competitiveness of economies, whereas the bill for imports
essential to production has risen. Fluctuating and rising prices have been
accompanied by an unprecedented cash shortage. As already indicated,
whole regions of the continent have been caught up in de-linking from
the money economy, while the capacities of state authorities to extract
cash payments in the form of taxes have never been so weak.

In the shadow of armed conflicts, the massive deployment of violence
required to restore authoritarianism almost everywhere, and the dereg-
ulation of the economy, conditions for the establishment of private pow-
ers are gradually being realized. In the context of war, this evolution
takes the form of placing people unable to find refuge and safety else-
where under various forms of pawnship. In some cases, vast systems of
production have been set up based on forced labor and taxes in kind
(delivery of food, firewood, porterage, etc.).56 In the refugee camps and
in places to which people have been forcibly relocated, a different econ-
omy, other forms of rule, are appearing. Everywhere, too, war—and
not only war—is accompanied by the rise of a culture of immunity that
ensures that private actors guilty of publicly admitted crimes go un-
punished.57 For example, troops assume a right to pillage and rape;
towns and villages are sacked; death is administered publicly. A delib-
erate attempt is made to terrorize people. And no one is prosecuted for
anything.

Exemption from taxation, and judicial immunity, are also granted
those who, while continuing to occupy senior positions in what remains
of the state apparatus, have been able to convert these into sources of
enrichment in the national, regional, and international channels of the
parallel economy. The same exemption and immunity are granted nu-
merous foreign middlemen, religious and secret networks, and so-called
humanitarian organizations, some long-established, some only recently
arrived.

In some circumstances, war and austerity also create the conditions
for extension of domination beyond the bounds of lineage. They lend
themselves to the elaboration of new forms of servitude, coercion, and
dependence. The issue is thus not so much to know whether indicators
of a system of discharge and allocation of fiefs exist; it is to know under
what circumstances the private powers coming into being will be suc-
cessful in using violence to build domains, usurp rights of authority and
public jurisdictional powers, and provide themselves with immunities
sufficiently secure to allow crystallization, over time, of arrangements of
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productive servitude—that is, arrangements capable of providing the ba-
sis for a different, albeit violent, model of accumulation.

Meanwhile, mention must be made of the appearance, throughout
the region, of armed organizations, official and semi-official, specialized
in the use of force—in short, new institutions charged with administer-
ing violence. Armed formations are not simply useful to wage war; they
can also be used as a weapon in the re-establishment of authoritarian
rule. To deal with the protest movements that have everywhere accom-
panied the demand for multi-party politics, most African regimes have
given free rein to the soldiery (police, gendarmes, political police, so-
called internal security forces, and, if need be, special presidential forces).
They have let these forces collect their pay from the inhabitants, first
under cover of so-called law and order operations, and then in the every-
day administration of coercion—road blocks, raids, forced tax collec-
tion, illegal seizures, rackets, and a host of special favors. Helped by the
prevailing lack of discipline, bridges have been built between the sol-
diery and the worlds of crime and fraud. In some countries, the situa-
tion has reached such a point that it is no longer excessive to speak of
“tonton-macoutization.”58

The lapse into “tonton-macoutism” takes several forms. In many coun-
tries, to soften the impact of civil and economic disobedience campaigns
on public finances, seizures and confiscations of property have been
stepped up. Under cover of collecting taxes or redistributing land, goods
have been destroyed or resold; in some cases, production and wholesale
facilities have been occupied by the army. Periodically, markets have been
set on fire—the aim being to punish the traders, transporters, and other
social categories most active in the protest movements, or to ensure the
disappearance of evidence of corruption or of other compromising doc-
uments. Often, troops force shops to close, then attack the petty businesses
that people in urban areas resort to for survival. To a greater degree than
its precedents, this new form of coercion thus has economic wellsprings.
But it is important not to lose sight of the strictly political functions of
this economic coercion. Where the build-up of arrears of payment, ad-
vances on mining receipts, pre-financing of cash-crop harvests, and other
expedients are not enough to keep state finances afloat, the state’s reduc-
tion of the population to the status of “clients” can no longer be achieved
through “salarization.” It must instead be mainly achieved through con-
trolling access to the parallel economy. The end of the “salary” as the
chief means of reducing the population to the status of clients, and its
replacement by “one-off payments,” transforms the bases on which the
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interplay of rights, transfers, and obligations—that is the very definition
of postcolonial citizenship—rests. Henceforth, “citizens” are those who
can have access to the networks of the parallel economy, and to the means
of livelihood for survival that that economy makes possible.

Moreover, the trend becomes for the everyday management of coer-
cion to be decentralized and privatized, with the emergence of local
cliques taking advantage of this turn to realize illicit gains and settle per-
sonal scores. It is no longer simply a matter of exploiting bureaucratic
positions through sinecures that bring in extra income, the traffic in pub-
lic authority involving a conception of offices as goods to be bought and
sold. In some cases, the situation is such that everyone collects a tax from
his or her subordinates and from the customers of the public service, with
the army, the police, and the bureaucracy operating like a racket, squeez-
ing those it administers. As P. Veyne observed of the later Roman Em-
pire, “When things reach this pass, it is pointless to speak of abuses or
corruption: it has to be accepted that one is dealing with a novel histor-
ical formation,”59 a quite specific mode of regulating behavior, distrib-
uting penalties, and enjoying services.

We are thus dealing with a mode of deploying force and coercion that
has its own positivity. Relations of subjection adapted to times of short-
age and material scarcity are being introduced and institutionalized.60

These relations are formed through tolls, extortion, and exactions. Tolls,
extortion, and exactions are, in turn, linked to a particular conception
of commandement, and its circulation throughout society. This relation
of subjection is replacing the one that used to bind people to one an-
other, not necessarily in contracts or compacts, but in networks of re-
ciprocal obligations, acts of generosity, respect, gifts, and honor that
would often take the form of sumptuary expenditure.61 But the extor-
tion, tolls, and various taxes peculiar to a time of austerity are occurring
in a climate of violence where looting, confiscation, and pillage are be-
coming the favored means of acquiring and consuming wealth.62 Liber-
ality as a means of government is being replaced by forced payments,
generalized taxes, and a range of impositions.

By breaking the link built on reciprocity and transfers, and resort-
ing to unilateral coercion, the actors who control what remains of post-
colonial African states are seeking to ground these states on different
bases. In the struggles unleashed by this shift, those who control the
means of coercion have a clear advantage.63 In practice, they can ar-
rogate the attributes of private lordship, the public power of the po-
tentate and hangers-on extending to resources as well as people. Hav-
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ing command over individuals thus becomes inseparable from use of
their property and administration of their death. In such circumstances,
taxation is transformed into an extended category for which no con-
sent is required and no demand tied to any precise idea of public util-
ity or common good. Raising taxes ceases to be one aspect of the state
monopoly of coercion, and becomes rather one aspect of the loss of that
monopoly and of its dispersion within society. In other words, there is
no longer difference between taxation and exaction. To territorialize
domination, there is no hesitation in resorting either to the support of
foreign mercenaries or to the formation of parallel forces, militias, and
action groups of roughs recruited from a single ethnic group, from a
number of ethnic groups, from refugees, or from the common people
in general.

Finally, the corollary of the privatization of public violence, and of its
deployment in aid of private enrichment, is the accelerated development
of a shadow economy over which elements of the police, the army, the
customs, and the revenue services attempt to ensure their grip, through
drug trafficking, counterfeiting money, trade in arms and toxic waste,
customs frauds etc. Should they be successful, such a grip could hasten
the elimination from this sector of whole social groups, who, as a result
of the austerity policies, get what they need in this economy outside of
wage labor or direct patronage. What is therefore at stake is the possi-
bility of new ways and means of subjecting and controlling people.

However, not enough stress has been laid on the decisive character of
the international supports this process enjoys. The extraordinary grip of
private networks and lobbies, the influence of the military, and the per-
version of bureaucratic procedures have facilitated the consolidation in
most countries of rent situations used to pay not only the indigenous po-
tentates but also a whole host of middlemen, businessmen, mercenaries,
and traffickers with links to intelligence circles, the army, gambling,
money laundering, and, sometimes, crime. In countries subject to French
influence, the money-making that was already a feature of Gaullist net-
works has been expanded and intensified under cover of managing pri-
vatizations, debts, gifts, loans, advances and subsidies, tax rebates, and
assorted claims. Today, hardly any sector, even the diplomatic service, is
free of corruption and venality.

With the help of privatizations and structural adjustment programs,
there is emerging an economy based on concessions, made up of lucrative
monopolies, secret contracts, private deals, and privileges in the tobacco,
timber, transport, transit, and agro-industry sectors, in large-scale proj-

On Private Indirect Government 85

 5.Mbembe, On the Postcolony  2/28/01  1:22 PM  Page 85



ects, in oil, uranium, lithium, manganese, and arms purchasing, in the train-
ing and officering of armies and tribal militias, and in the recruitment of
mercenaries. What is occurring is not, as is claimed by scholars, a process
of “disengagement,” but a process in which international networks of for-
eign traffickers, middlemen, and businessmen are linking with, and be-
coming entwined with, local businessmen, “technocrats,” and warlords,
causing whole areas of Africa’s international economic relations to be
swept underground, making it possible to consolidate methods of gov-
ernment that rest on indiscriminate violence and high-level corruption.

Symptomatic of these economic changes is what appears to be the ex-
haustion of the model of the “territorial state” characterized by institu-
tional differentiation, centrality and verticality of political relations, spa-
tial demarcation, monopoly of the exercise of legitimate violence, and
collection of authorized taxation.64 The dogma of the “inviolability of
the borders inherited from colonialism” is being flouted—not in the sense
of uncontrollable outbreaks of separatist fever leading to an irreversible
break-up of the territorial framework of postcolonial states, on the model
of Yugoslavia, but in the sense that identity pressures, dynamics of au-
tonomy and differentiation, various forms of ethno-regionalism, migra-
tion pressure, a rising salience of religion, and the accelerated shift of
African societies into the so-called parallel economy are profoundly al-
tering the continent’s spatial and social organization, population distri-
bution, and the way markets actually work—and, in so doing, are dis-
placing the material bases of power.65

In every country where socio-political configurations before European
penetration were already marked, regional differences have been accen-
tuated. Initially this was due to the impact of colonial policies of “ex-
ploiting” the territories conquered in the nineteenth century, and later
to the impact of the forms of political control instituted after direct col-
onization. In many cases, the gap between the formal attributes of bor-
ders and their economically and culturally changing properties grows ever
wider.66 Conflict has arisen almost everywhere that ethnic groups claim-
ing to enjoy a ius soli feel overtaken economically by a majority of “out-
siders.” The feeling of belonging is forged and identities reinvented in-
creasingly through the medium of disputes over what belongs to whom
and through manipulation of “indigenousness” and ancestral descent.
Whole areas, whether or not occupied by armed bands, are devoid of
civil authority.

As a result of these dynamics of territorial realignment and spatial dis-
location, the real map of the continent is in the process of being reshaped
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along regional and international axes of traffics that both overlap and
transcend the historic routes and networks of nineteenth century trade
expansion.67 This is true of the old caravan routes along the edges of the
Sahel, the Atlantic routes, the networks (for carrying ivory and precious
stones) linking Senegambia to Shaba,68 and Shaba to southern Africa; it
is true of traffic on the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, exchanges around
the Nile headwaters, and whole zones where, alongside the official struc-
tures, a multiplicity of currencies coexist and are exchanged, sometimes
with the active connivance of formal bureaucracies, and, increasingly,
under the control of what remains of the revenue collection system, the
judicial system, and, above all, the soldiery.69

For the rest, borders are acquiring political significations, in so far as
these no longer simply separate states from one another but are becom-
ing “internal” to states themselves (as with some regions of the Congo,
the countries around the Great Lakes, Uganda and southern Sudan). One
key feature of an ever-growing number of states is that whole areas (such
as vast swathes of Ubangi-Shari) are effectively left to their own devices,
with pockets of territory more or less emptied of inhabitants and aban-
doned, and gaps and intermediate spaces where no writ runs are ap-
pearing within a single state. 

These processes are accompanied by an unprecedented resurgence of
local identities, an extraordinary insistence on family and clan an-
tecedents and birthplaces, and a revival of ethnic imaginations. In most
of the major urban centers faced with land problems, distinctions be-
tween “indigenes,” “sons of the soil,” and “outsiders” have become com-
monplace.70 This proliferation of internal borders—whether imaginary,
symbolic, or a cover for economic or power struggles—and its corollary,
the exacerbation of identification with particular localities, give rise to
exclusionary practices, “identity closure,” and persecution, which, as
seen, can easily lead to pogroms, even genocide.71

Alongside these dynamics, a specific form of violence is developing:
warfare. We should note in this connection that, in the context of con-
traction and economic depression discussed above, most wars, although
they have disastrous short- and long-term consequences, are still “little”
wars. Even when they involve a country’s armed forces, they are, in gen-
eral, wars between bands and, commonly, wars of rapine pitting one set
of predators against others. They involve few persons and relatively
simple weaponry. But, while their tactics are quite rudimentary, they still
result in human catastrophes. This is because military pressure sometimes
targets the straightforward destruction, if not of the civilian population,
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at least of the very means of its survival, such as food reserves, cattle,
and agricultural implements.72 Pillage and extortion are far from uncom-
mon. In some cases, these wars have enabled band leaders to exercise
more or less continuous control over territory. Such control gives them
access not only to those living in the territories but also to the natural
resources and the goods produced there—for instance, to extraction of
precious stones, exploitation of timber or rubber, or ivory poaching. 

The financing of these wars is very complex. It is not enough to hold
people to ransom, live off the country, or pillage it. In addition to the
financial contribution provided by diasporas and assignment of men and
women to forced labor for porterage and supply of troops, there is re-
sort to loans, appeal to private financiers, and special forms of taxa-
tion. To raise troops, and above all to equip them, funds are obtained
from companies operating in the territory a faction controls; these com-
panies continue to exploit the resource or ore, which they then export
on the world market; in return, they transfer large sums to those who
control that portion of territory, either by bills of exchange or by other
channels—cash payments, for example. This war taxation system also
includes various financial expedients such as fines and licenses, as well
as extortion, confiscation of property, and forced contributions.

The violence of war and control of the means of coercion weigh de-
cisively today in the organization of postcolonial societies. Where it hap-
pens, war provokes a rearrangement of the ways territory and people
are administered, as well as a transformation of the ways resources are
tapped and distributed, of the framework in which disputes are settled.
These new forms of more or less total control not only blur the supposed
relationship between citizenship and democracy; they in fact incapaci-
tate whole sections of the population politically.

On the other hand, war, where it occurs, does not necessarily lead, as
once in Europe, to the development of the state apparatus or to mo-
nopolization by the state of the use of force within its borders. In cur-
rent circumstances, there is nothing automatic about the link between
war and the emergence of an undisputed central power. But what is true
is that this military activity will be one means by which new models of
domination will take shape on the continent. In some cases, a reconfigured
form of state will prevail and transform itself, if need be, into the prin-
cipal technology of that domination. In many other circumstances, such
will not be the case. Here, as in other areas, much will depend on the in-
terplay and interlocking of local and international factors. But it remains
that war situations force a renegotiation of the relations between the in-
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dividual and the community, the foundations on which authority is ex-
ercised, and the relationship of the individual and community to time,
space, profit, and the occult.73

DEMOCRACY AS A POSSIBILITY

Discussion of the phenomenon of war must not ignore that distinction
between a state of war and a state of peace is increasingly illusory. Ear-
lier, we noted the emergence of a model of exploitation based on the pri-
vatization of sovereignty and capital in the form of rent, predation, and
an economy based on concessions. Several times we have suggested the
absence—more and more commonly observed—of any distinction be-
tween activities of extortion and, on the other hand, “corruption” or war-
like activities. Now we must return to the central question of fiscality in
its relation to the other model of domination known as democracy.74

It is well known that, all through the history of modern societies, tax-
ation has provided the ultimate economic foundation of the state, just
as the monopoly of legitimate violence was one key to state-building. It
was through taxation that force and arbitrary rule were converted into
authority, coercion into exchange. In the West, for example, taxation has
always been more than just a price, even for public services. By paying
tax, the individual subject contributes, as an individual, to public ex-
penditure made at common expense. Of course, he or she may derive
some private satisfaction from this. But it is never the individual who de-
termines what proportion of his/her income should be set aside for the
state. For the financial and economic computation required by taxation
always involves that other power, the state, and, beyond, the various in-
terest groups that fight, oppose one another, reach compromises. Finally,
the collective constraint inherent in the fiscal relationship never rules out
the possibility of an exchange relationship between taxpayers and state.
It is that exchange relationship—by which the fiscal subject “purchases”
rights over the state—that distinguishes political democracies from sys-
tems based on coercion and arbitrariness, since, in this latter case, what
is called the “common good” or “public utility” is never supposed to be
the object of public debate.

But, returning to the dimension of violence, we should note that un-
derlying tax-raising is a relationship based on compulsion. It used to be
where this relationship of violence was manifested par excellence was
war, and was made visible in the form of the booty that conquerors seized.
Booty made it possible to pay the warriors and feed them; on occasion,
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war itself could be a source of enrichment. But in most cases, booty was,
despite conventions, collected in a haphazard manner, often in the form
of pillage lasting only as long as the raid itself. Over the long term, the
productivity of booty was unpredictable, since pillage exhausted capi-
tal without necessarily leading to an increase in goods, since raiding was
profoundly destructive. The population raided was not left in possession
of its goods; what it produced, what it most clung to, ceased to exist; its
work was wasted. And where people had managed to save their lives,
only terror and fear remained. The material devastation could be such
that the transfer of wealth, the acquisition of profit, and the prospects
of ransom through pillage often ended up disrupting trade and credit.
Moreover, such a relationship created a bond only for the short time of
the conquest. This might or might not be followed by an occupation or
by creation of a protectorate subject to tribute. It was thus a purely one-
off action, with almost nothing in return.

The issue of taxation became a political issue from the moment it was
decided to put an end to disorder, make law, control private violence,
and produce order. Initially, the issue could then be settled by raising a
tribute, requisitioning goods, or forcing compulsory labor. In these three
typical cases, the subject groups often retained the freedom to earn their
living—although, as they were forced to work without recompense, they
were often necessarily removed from everyday activity. A portion of their
resources, their time, their labor, and the product of that labor was
granted to those ruling them—in kind or, later, in cash. The key feature
of this dealing was its arbitrariness. The political significance of taxation
at the dawn of modern times arose when people began to seek to trans-
form that arbitrariness into reciprocal obligation between sovereign and
subject, thereby establishing a close relation between the institution of
taxation, on the one hand, and the process of political emancipation, of
taking the road to citizenship, on the other.

In the countries of the West, this process occurred over a long pe-
riod. It was closely bound up with profound changes in social struc-
tures, trade, the means of making war, the techniques of law, concep-
tions of the public good and general utility, and the relations between
state, society, and the market. Let us look at France, for example. Orig-
inally, the royal tax was called an “aid,” “hearth tax” (fouage), for “sub-
sidy.” It only later took the name “taille.” An “aid” is literally a help
given to a person or entity in need. One intervenes on the person’s be-
half, combining efforts with him/her. An aid is a temporary help; if raised
permanently it becomes extraordinary. An aid cannot be extorted; there
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is a bond of dependence between the one who receives it and the one
who grants it.

What distinguished the “fouage” from the aid was that the “fouage”
was a due paid by household. The “subsidy” constituted something ad-
ditional paid to an individual or group as an allowance, or in return for
services rendered. This was how custom operated. In the logic of the re-
lationship between suzerains and vassals, the king was obliged to raise
revenue from his domain, just like every other noble of the time. But the
rules of feudalism provided that, in the event of need, and notably to
supplement revenues from its domain, the monarchy could call for tem-
porary aids, in a framework set by custom. The “taille” was a land-tax
levied by lords, in the framework of the feudal system. Only later did
royal authority become involved in the taille, after supplanting custom-
ary authorities, breaking their resistance, and freeing itself of the au-
thorization that it was supposed to receive from the Estates-General. The
whole non-combatant population was liable to this tribute.

Three ideas lay behind this levy. First, by paying the taille, the non-
combatant population was, as it were, buying itself out of conscription,
thus exempting it from direct part in the endless wars of the time, while
guaranteeing it possession of the rest of its property thus protected from
pillage. Second, the taille was only raised exceptionally and temporarily—
at least, originally. It was an extraordinary “tax” levied only in times of
war, and there was no reason, in theory, for it to survive once specific
cause for it no longer existed. Finally, it was not part of regalian rights;
since it did not constitute a regular duty owed by subjects to the sover-
eign, it could not be raised without the consent of those paying it.75 Ini-
tially, one function of taxation was to acquire the means (men, supplies,
money, weapons) to make war. Taxation filled a vital function in the for-
mation of Western states, in that its introduction was indispensable to
the establishment and financing of a major military and revenue-raising
apparatus. The establishment of such a centralized apparatus was part
of a long shift from the right to wage private war—a right claimed and
exercised, down to the close of the Middle Ages, by feudal lords—to the
idea of that monopoly of the right to wage war belonged to the king as
sovereign and responsible for public order. Taxation was thus instru-
mental in the birth and development of two interrelated concepts, pub-
lic authority and the common good.

These two concepts developed and asserted themselves in opposition
to the customary usage, the resort to private violence to secure justice.
Slowly, the notion of public authority exercised in the interests of the com-
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mon good began to supplant that of the right to private violence.76 There
thus came about a monopoly of violence and a monopoly of taxation—
the one reinforcing and justifying the other.77 But there was never any
taxation without some organization of coercion—that is, of a manner
of “maltreating one’s subjects,” administering them, ensuring extraction
from them, exploiting and dominating them. Organizing coercion always
presupposed stable exercise of control over a territory’s population. Such
control only had meaning if it authorized access to some resources, goods,
and services produced on that territory.

We are thus faced with two contradictory trends. On the one hand,
there is a principle universally accepted since Roman times, recalled by
practitioners of the law whenever necessary, the right to levy taxation as
an attribute of sovereign power. On the other hand, consent to taxation
gradually became a principle of public law: the sovereign, having out-
side his or her domain, no right to levy taxes at his/her sole discretion.
And to obtain the consent of the lords and provincial estates, he/she had
to demonstrate exceptional needs. There was tension, too, between the
free and voluntary character of taxation and its compulsory dimension.
These two theories of taxation would confront each other until their rec-
onciliation in the democratic regime, but the tradition extended to the
colonies in the nineteenth century was one in which the state, in the figure
of a king or queen, was in charge of the life, honor, and property of his/her
subjects. According to this tradition, subjects only possess property as
usufruct. In reality, property belongs to the suzerain and the state by right
of sovereignty; the sovereign and the state leave the subject only its en-
joyment. In some cases, indeed, the sovereign might dispose of the prop-
erty of individuals against their will. By demanding tax, the state and
sovereign were simply taking back part of what was properly theirs. Again
according to this tradition, taxation is justified, on the one hand, by the
need to ensure public prosperity and the common good; on the other, it
is explained by concern to keep subjects obedient. It is in this latter sense
that taxation is the very mark of subjection. Thanks to taxation, sub-
jects never forget their condition, since, in Richelieu’s words, “If they
were free of tribute, they would think they could be free of obedience.”
Like mules, they must be habituated to their burden.78

Let us return to the African case to underline that, in the contexts de-
scribed above, a new form of organizing power resting on control of the
principal means of coercion (armed force, means of intimidation, im-
prisonment, expropriation, killing) is emerging in the framework of ter-
ritories that are no longer fully states. For, in these states, borders are
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poorly defined or, at any event, change in accordance with the vicissi-
tudes of military activity, yet the exercise of the right to raise taxes, seize
provisions, tributes, tolls, rents, tailles, tithes, and exactions make it pos-
sible to finance bands of fighters, a semblance of a civil apparatus, and
an apparatus of coercion while participating in the formal and informal
international networks of inter-state movements of currencies and
wealth (such as ivory, diamonds, timber, ores). This is the situation in
those countries where the process of privatizing sovereignty has been
combined with war and has rested on a novel interlocking between the
interests of international middlemen, businessmen, and dealers, and
those of local plutocrats.79

From whatever point examined, what we are witnessing in Africa is
clearly the establishment of a different political economy and the inven-
tion of new systems of coercion and exploitation. For the time being, the
question is whether these processes will or will not result in emergence
of a system of capitalized coercion sufficiently coherent to push through
changes in the organization of production and the class structure of
African societies, and whether it will prove possible for the submission
of Africans required by these processes, and the exclusion and inequal-
ities involved, to acquire legitimacy, and for the violence that goes with
them to be tamed to the point of again becoming a public good. One
may also wonder how far the violence (pillage, riots, extortion, etc.) and
inequality inherent in these processes threaten to precipitate the de-
struction of the “civility” known to be a key feature of citizenship. The
crisis of the taxation system, shortages, and population movements that
accompany these reorderings suggest that, for the time being, there is
simply a struggle among predators. But nothing allows us to say that, in
the long run, prosperity and democracy cannot be born out of crime.
Meanwhile, below the state sphere new forms of belonging and social
incorporation are gestating, with the formation of “leagues,” “corpora-
tions,” “coalitions,” and so on. There is no doubt that most of the reli-
gious and healing movements proliferating in Africa today constitute vis-
ible, if ambiguous, sites where new normative systems, new common
languages, and the constitution of new authorities are being negotiated.80

But here again, nothing allows us to say that the multiplication of these
“separate spheres” and their affirmation in the public space reflects any-
thing other than a heteronomous and fragmented conception of the “po-
litical community.”

The basic question, of the emergence of a subject with rights, remains
unresolved. The history of other regions of the world shows that taxa-
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tion was what, apart from interpersonal allegiances, defined the bond
between ruled and rulers. The state surely had the means to “oblige” sub-
jects who had rights, but, at least in theory, it could only impose an obli-
gation on them by putting itself under one. It only had the right to levy
taxes to the extent that its subjects, represented in assemblies, exercised
rights over the tax and how it was levied or expended. It was through
this process that the state could define itself as a common good, as no
longer simply a relationship of domination. It was also through this
process that it converted its power to impose an obligation by placing
an obligation on itself, into a power to state the law. And finally, it was
through this process that subjects took for themselves a status in the po-
litical order—in that, by paying tax and exercising rights over its desti-
nation, they gave legal force to their political capacity and capacities as
citizens. They did so by entering into the play of rights and claims with
the state, which, in so doing, provided itself with public credit, precisely
because it was using its sovereign power in a way that respected what
was a matter of right. This is what is at stake in the ongoing struggles in
Africa.
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