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because it remains asym met rical. It 

overlooks the simul tan eous birth of 

‘nonhu man ity’ – things, or objects, or 

beasts – and the equally strange begin-

ning of a crossed- out God, releg ated to 

the side lines.  

   Latour [1991] 1993 : 13    

 As an anthro po lo gist of science and tech-

no logy, Latour is inves ted in the study of 

the culture of tech nos ciencelabs. Th is 

 culture  puri fi es its labor at ory life as 

pertain ing to the  natural  domain only. 

Latour demon strates that this puri fi c a tion 

is a consequence of what his and Haraway’s 

colleague Sharon Traweek ( 1988 ) calls a 

‘culture of no culture’, the assump tion that 

objectiv ity is at work and that gender, 

racism and other power dynam ics are 

hence forth (or: natur ally) kept at bay. 

Laboratories are assumed to be quint es-

sen tial ivory towers. Th e point is, however, 

that ‘All natures- cultures are similar in that 

they simul tan eously construct humans, 

divin it ies and nonhu mans’ ( Latour [1991] 

1993 : 106). In order to come up with a fully 

bounded human subject (the lab scient ist), 

one needs to assume the messi ness of the 

nature studied. And in order to study and 

capture messy nature as consist ing of 

purely phys ical processes and phenom ena, 

the scient ist has simul tan eously to assume 

a God’s eye view and to rule out the 

processes and phenom ena being of divine 

(i.e. immor tal and uncap tur able) nature. 

 Both Haraway and Latour study how 

nature and culture as bounded domains 

and the natural and cultural beings within 

these domains come into being and how 

this process is ‘never fi nished, whole, 

simply there and original’ ( Haraway 1988 : 

586). Domains and beings do not pre- exist 

in nature(s-)cultures. What pre- exists in 

nature(s-)cultures are local ‘collect ives’ 

( Latour [1991] 1993 : 107), and the collect-

ives as well as the relat ings within them are 

nothing but partial and temporal. In other 

words, ‘All collect ives are diff er ent from 

one another in the way they divide up 

beings, in the prop er ties they attrib ute to 

them, in the mobil iz a tion they consider 

accept able. Th ese diff er ences consti tute 

count less small divides, and there is no 

longer a Great Divide to take one apart 

from all the others’ ( Latour [1991] 1993 : 

107). Th e modern assump tion of the Great 

Divide between nature and culture was not 

only onto lo gic ally false but also wrong-

do ing in its gendered, racial ized and 

colon iz ing eff ects. 

  See also  Cosmopolitics; Ecosophy; 

Econtology; (Material) Ecocriticism; 

Ecomaterialism; Medianatures; Terrestial; 

Symbiogenesis. 

 Iris van der Tuin  

   NECROPOLITICS  

 As Michel Foucault ( 2003 ,  2008 ) outlined 

in his seminal work on biopol it ics, the late 

eight eenth century saw the emer gence of 

biopower, a new polit ical economy of 

govern ment al ity that included strategies 

focused on the systemic monit or ing and 

regu la tion of living organ isms. Th ese 

included both human and non- human 

life- forms (see for instance agri cul tural 

tech niques, water manage ment and animal 

husbandry) and the manage ment of popu-

la tions through demo graph ics, health and 

hygiene and modern ized poli cing tech-

niques. Th e bio- polit ical manage ment of 

early modern times was simul tan eously 

prag matic and instru mental. It intro duced 

signi fi c ant innov a tions into the notion of 

‘making live and letting die’, which had 

been oper a tional in the polit ical economy 

of sover eignty since medi eval times. Bio- 

polit ical govern ment al ity marked a signi-

fi c ant shift  from the exer cise of abso lut ist 
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power to ‘let live and make die’ by a 

singu lar sover eign over the hier arch ic ally 

organ ized people. As Foucault put it, this 

new govern ment al ity brought into being 

a modern ized notion of the social body 

and of the subjects that embod ied it. Bio- 

polit ics exerts social and polit ical power 

over a new type of social body: 

  not exactly society . . . nor is it the indi-

vidual- as-body. It is a new body, a multiple 

body, a body with so many heads that, 

while they might not be infi n ite in 

number, cannot neces sar ily be counted. 

Biopolitics deals with the popu la tion, 

with the popu la tion as a social problem, 

as a problem that is at once scientifi c and 

polit ical, as a biolo gical problem and as 

power’s problem.  

   Foucault 2003 : 245    

 Th is popu la tion as the target of bio- 

political manage ment includes human and 

non- human agents, which in turn require 

modes of governance that combine the 

produc tion of know ledge, the gath er ing of 

inform a tion and the inven tion and imple-

ment a tion of updated forms of monit or ing 

and control. It is a mixed polit ical economy 

where discourse and/as power produces a 

new type of social subject: the informed 

and willing citizen who self- imple ments 

the basic rules of law. 

 Now more than three decades aft er this 

insight ful analysis, it remains ‘urgent to 

assess the state of the theor et ical debates 

on bio- power aft er Foucault, espe cially in 

terms of its legal, polit ical and ethical 

implic a tions’ ( Braidotti 2007 ). In a post co-

lo nial, neo- imper ial, neolib eral era in 

which tech no lo gies of destruc tion are not 

only more ubiquit ous but are also more 

tactile ( Mbembe 2003 : 34), how to account 

for death and dying? Here, Achille 

Mbembe off ers a supple ment or correct ive 

to Foucauldian notions of biopol it ics in 

asking: 

  Is the notion of biopower suffi   cient to 

account for the contem por ary ways in 

which the polit ical, under the guise of 

war, of resist ance, or of the fi ght against 

terror, makes the murder of the enemy its 

primary and abso lute object ive? . . . What 

place is given to life, death, and the human 

body (in partic u lar the wounded or slain 

body)? How are they inscribed in the 

order of power?  

   Mbembe 2003 : 12    

 Life and death can, of course, not be separ-

ated and Foucault is the fi rst to recog nize it, 

going so far as to coin the term ‘thanatos- 

polit ics’. In contem por ary crit ical theory, 

biopol it ics and necro pol it ics are not oppos-

ites but rather two sides of the same coin 

( Braidotti 2007 ;  Mbembe 2003 ). Th ey func-

tion like bifocal lenses that allow us to 

analyse power rela tions and examine the 

inex tric able polit ics of life and death. 

Moving away from Foucault, necro pol it ics 

as a theor et ical paradigm of analysis is 

concerned with how life is subjug ated to the 

power of death ( Mbembe 2003 : 39). It asks 

who gets to live and who must die (or who 

must live and who is let die), in the contem-

por ary polit ical economy, thereby putting 

forth a diff er ent hypo thesis from clas sical 

bio- power. Necropolitics uncov ers the 

mech an isms whereby certain bodies 

nowadays are ‘cultiv ated’ or grown for the 

purpose of enhan cing life and (re)produc-

tion, while others are marked for or 

neglected into death. Th is shift  of prior it ies 

constructs a new polit ical economy based 

on constantly shift  ing bound ar ies between 

‘legit im ate’ subjects, indexed on life, and ‘ille-

git im ate’ non- subjects, indexed on death. 

 Mbembe developed the concept of 

necro pol it ics to account for contem por ary 

warfare and the various ways in which 

‘weapons are deployed in the interest of 

maximum destruc tion of persons and the 

creat ing of  death- worlds , new and unique 

forms of social exist ence in which vast 
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popu la tions are subjec ted to condi tions of 

life’ ( Mbembe 2003 : 40). Th ese death- 

worlds, which denote not only phys ical 

death but also social and polit ical death, 

aff ect entire popu la tions, ‘confer ring upon 

them the status of  living dead ’ ( Mbembe 

2003 : 40). Similarly, slow death ( Berlant 

2007 : 754), and slow viol ence ( Rob Nixon, 

2011 ), that is to say the phys ical exhaus tion 

and dimin ish ment or elim in a tion of 

certain human and non- human popu la-

tions, is a defi n ing mark of the contem por-

ary era. 

 More recently, this theor et ical lens has 

been cogently applied within queer studies. 

Jasbir K. Puar ( 2007 ) made signi fi c ant 

inroads into this now-growing fi eld of 

queer necro pol it ics, inter rog at ing which 

queer lives can repro duce life and which 

are left  to die or are actively targeted for 

killing. In their recently published volume 

 Queer Necropolitics , Jin Haritaworn, Adi 

Kuntsman and Silvia Posocco have pushed 

this paradigm further to show how the 

necro pol it ical can be read as ‘a tool to 

make sense of the symbi otic co- pres ence 

of life and death, mani fes ted ever more 

clearly in the cleav ages between rich and 

poor, citizens and non- citizens (and those 

who can be stripped of citizen ship); the 

cultur ally, morally, econom ic ally valu able 

and the patho lo gical; queer subjects 

invited into life and queerly abjec ted popu-

la tions marked for death’ (2014: 2). In this 

volume, Foucault’s and Mbembe’s found a-

tional think ing around biopol it ics and 

necro pol it ics form the frame for deeper 

and more inclus ive theor et ical engage-

ments, even as they are indeed queered. 

 Posocco under scores the connec tion 

between ‘queer’ and ‘necro pol it ics’: ‘A 

consequence of the shift  to a biopol it ical 

and necro pol it ical theor et ical register is 

precisely the detach ment of “queer ness” 

from one of its key refer ents, i.e., “gay and 

lesbian” ’ (2014: 84). In connot ing ‘those 

whose bodies are marked by racial ized and 

sexu al ized tech no lo gies and produced 

through the  dispos i tifs  of race and sexu al ity 

for death, includ ing social death’, queer ness 

has the poten tial to disrupt power struc tures 

and necro pol it ical networks (ibid.). 

Countering a focus on iden tity categor ies 

that might fall under the  LGBT  umbrella 

and chal len ging hetero norm at ive, 

homonorm at ive and trans norm at ive 

assump tions and priv ileges, queer ing necro-

pol it ics illu min ates the ways in which 

norm ativ ity is linked to neo- colo nial and 

neo- imper i al ist processes and how the 

biopol it ical and the necro pol it ical continue 

to exert life- and death- giving forces that 

have gendered and racial ized dimen sions. 

 Here, ‘queer necro pol it ics’ serves as a 

concept- meta phor to illu min ate ambi val-

ent processes of exclu sion and inclu sion, 

signi fy ing how inclu sion itself can also 

be viewed as deadly. As Haritaworn, 

Huntsman and Posocco incis ively ask, ‘If 

modern genders and sexu al it ies (both 

domin ant and subor din ate) have been 

formed against constitutive Others whose 

prim it iv ity is signi fi ed as perversity – and 

as a failure to perform proper gender 

binar ies – what is at stake in seeing inclu-

sion through or into these iden tit ies?’ 

(2014: 3–4). A queer take on necro pol it ics 

further bolsters a frame work for analys ing 

life and death in an ever- increas ingly 

neolib eral envir on ment that folds in some 

previ ously othered others while marking 

other others for social extinc tion and 

social death ( Patterson 1982 ), partic u larly 

those who exper i ence inter sect ing forms 

of oppres sion, includ ing racism, sexism, 

xeno pho bia, homo pho bia, trans pho bia, 

poverty, ableism and crim in al iz a tion. 

  See also  Bios; Bodies Politic; Geopolitics; 

Lampedusa; Neocolonial; War. 

 Christine Quinan  

<i>Posthuman Glossary</i>, edited by Rosi Braidotti, and Maria Hlavajova, Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2018. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uunl/detail.action?docID=5226228.
Created from uunl on 2019-08-27 03:16:02.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

lo
om

sb
ur

y 
P

ub
lis

hi
ng

 P
lc

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.


