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This process is the unthought genealogy of neoliberalism’s biopolitics and its commodification of life. For many scholars writing about neoliberalism, it is precisely neoliberalism’s “financialization of everything”—its intensification of the economic’s hold on daily life—that makes it unique and terrifying.32 As David Harvey writes, “Neoliberalization has unquestionably rolled back the bounds of commodification and greatly extended the reach of legal contracts.”33 Neoliberalism is theorized as multiplying capital’s commodification of life by circumventing legal and epistemological barriers to capital accumulation. As Michel Foucault argues, the market became a model of “social relations and existence itself, a form of relationship of the individual to himself, time, those around him, the group, and the family.”34 Yet, as I am arguing, we can understand chattel slavery as central to the contemporary politics of the market in addition to the politics of life and death in general. Indeed, terror’s constitutive relationship to the production and management of race began on the “floating dungeon” of the slave ship. As a paradigmatic technology of modernity, the slave ship—a machine that was simultaneously a prison, a factory, a market, and an instrument of warfare—and its social relations inaugurated the economic, discursive, and institutional life of transnational capitalism.35 The carceral, the imperial, and the industrial were intertwined in the biopolitical regulation of black life, the expansion of capital, and the production of blackness, whiteness, and white supremacy. The slave trade produced methods for controlling populations; disciplining, torturing, and immobilizing the body; regulating health and hygiene; and extending the market beyond the economic. Additionally, it produced regimes of race and racism wherein blackness was subjected to “open and absolute vulnerability,” making white life dependent upon black (living) death.36 In short, the slave trade inaugurated methods for ranking life and measuring value that have yet to be undone. Radical History Review In this way, we can position slavery and its various technologies of domination (ship, plantation, sexual violence, management of birth) as preceding Giorgio Agamben’s argument that the concentration camp is the paradigmatic figure of modernity.38 In Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Agamben argues that the juridico-political structure of the camp is a “hidden matrix of the politics in which we are still living.”39 For Agamben, the camp is the “new biopolitical nomos of our planet,” and our future resides in our ability to recognize the ways that the camp inhabits and drives the architecture of cities, airports, and the distribution of life and death across the globe. The camp is not a historical anomaly but a temporal and spatial structure that is continually brought back to life. That is, it may change name and shape but its function remains the same. As with Agamben’s call to see space, time, and power in a new way in order to make visible the camp’s possession of our everyday, we must learn to see the spirit of slavery in spectacles of violence and death. In addition, we must also learn to recognize it in the operations that go by the names freedom, humanity, and democracy. Such a project requires an understanding that the biopolitics and necropolitics of slavery are not relegated to an amputated past, nor do they reside in a time that progress will soon leave behind. Rather, the slave trade’s logics and technologies have intensified, expanded, and become more insidious. The past does more than repeat: it envelops, seduces, and multiplies.40
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