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It’s all relationships. And if you want to give it a more exact name, then call
it ambiguity. (…) Music is ambiguity as a system. Take this note or this one.
You can understand it like this or again, like this, can perceive it as a
 ugmented
from below or as diminished from above, and, being the sly fellow you are, you
can make use of its duplicity just as you like.
Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus, (New York: Vintage International), p. 51
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Preface

This book, based on the analysis of situations usually characterized as
authoritarian or totalitarian, tackles one of the most classic questions of
political science: the exercise of domination and the relations based on it.
This issue sometimes seems hackneyed, and is to some extent considered
outdated, but it remains fundamental in many ways. Still, was this sufficient
reason for attacking such a monster head-on, without being restricted to a
particular ‘field,’ and tackling it generically? This task would have obliged
me to read at least three quarters—perhaps all—of the books on political science, not to mention a significant proportion of the output of the
other social sciences. If I had followed the dictates of scientific rationality
and lucid foresight, I would never have ‘gone for it.’ But chance encounters, the vicissitudes of research, the vagaries of scientific life—intellectual
adventure, in a word—impelled me to take this direction, somewhat in
spite of myself. The music of domination had become ever more obvious
to me: it seemed to be developing in rich and ambiguous ways that were
sometimes traditional and sometimes surprising, seemingly repetitive but
always singular.
Unlike my other works, the fruit of lengthy fieldwork and often solitary
reflections arising from circumscribed readings and discussions, this book
was truly born from my repeated confrontation with specialist colleagues
from other ‘cultural areas.’ It was the debates that followed the publication of my book on the political economy of domination in Tunisia that
gave me the idea of writing these pages.1 Indeed, the wealth of interactions and new lines of thought have come less from specialists in Tunisia,
North Africa or the Arab world than from researchers—mainly political
vii
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scientists but also historians, anthropologists and sociologists—working
not only on Russia and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR),
on fascism or Salazarism, on the former Eastern bloc, on China or sub-
Saharan Africa, but also, more surprisingly, on France, Italy and contemporary democracies. These exchanges of ideas, always fruitful and friendly,
first led me to try to write a methodological article that, under the impact
of enthusiasm and interest kindled by my reading, gradually turned into
a comparative book on the political economy of domination. I gradually
got caught up in the game and set to work conceptualizing the relations
and exercise of domination on the basis of totally heterogeneous experiences in time and space. To achieve this, I obviously drew inspiration from
different approaches, although what initially gave me food for thought
was the historical sociology of the political especially as developed by the
Africanist studies that formed me intellectually.
I would quite logically describe as Weberian2 my conception of political economy if Weber had not (yet again) become a fashionable author,
so that extremely different schools or approaches, some of them poles
apart, now lay claim to the heritage of the grand master of Heidelberg.
The vision I have of political economy is that of a ‘social and cultural science,’3 which means that the economy involves a special meaning in a
given society and history, and our understanding of the economy depends
mainly on how a society considers phenomena and directs its interests: in
more modern terms, we would, like Bourdieu, state that the economy is
a social construct.4 In this perspective, the contours of the economy are
not defined in advance and the ‘invention of the economic’ results from
a complex process related to both the construction of the national state
and to the social reality and the disciplinary exercise of power.5 Political
economy is also an empirical science, a science of the real or rather a science of ‘historical reality,’6 of ‘man and [concrete] types of behavior,’7
of the ‘living man’ and ‘individual subjective life’8 which, by definition,
includes multiple dimensions. This approach takes seriously what Max
Weber calls ‘human foolishness,’ in other words the fact that reality does
not conform to economic theory.9 This conception, clearly, is adamantly
opposed to that of economic science as a set of formulas, formal models
and any ‘abstract and mathematical utopia,’10 and argues for an empirical
and concrete approach.
I would also like to say a word about the comparative approach I have
chosen and that may be seen as ‘daring.’ This approach brings different historical situations into dialogue: my reflection borrows from both
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the political regimes of the early twentieth century and those of the
early twenty-first century, those of late antiquity as well as those of the
Ancien Régime, industrialized as well as developing countries, in Africa
and Asia as well as Europe. To put it briefly, I propose a comparison not
of situations, relations and practices of domination, but of their modes
of problematization. This approach is directly inspired by Paul Veyne’s
methodological proposals who in his inaugural lecture at the Collège de
France, invites us, through the analysis of a situation that is totally alien
to us, distant and remote—that of the Roman Empire—to come ‘out of
ourselves’ and ‘make explicit the differences’ that separate us from that
distant past.11 This approach has been developed further by Jean-François
Bayart, who proposes that we juxtapose ways of conceptualizing totally
heterogeneous contemporary situations.12 This is what I intend to do in
this book by comparing situations deemed ‘incomparable’13 in time and
in space. Domination is, as I have said, one of the most discussed subjects
in social science, but over time our way of understanding it has changed.
Moreover, the languages used to analyze and problematize the exercise of
domination are different in space, depending on the intellectual tradition
specific to a cultural area, a thematic field or disciplinary trajectory, and
depending too on the historical situations being analyzed and the different
sets of circumstances that are taken into account. These differences and
discrepancies can help us conceptualize this universal practice precisely
because the work of abstraction and increasing generality—necessary if we
are to highlight the major springs of the multiple and ambiguous practices
of domination—that this comparativism requires leads us, paradoxically,
to leave all-encompassing analyses behind. The following pages attempt
to clarify the originality and practices of domination in relation to a number of issues, to bring out the different ways in which these practices are
expressed and explained, and to show the subtle variations that these
general and universal themes produce. They do so on the basis of everyday life, small concrete facts, ‘human foolishness’ and such fundamental
things as the quality of sausage14 or, I would add in tribute to Bernard and
Françoise Poujade who welcomed me to Côquou (in Ardèche, France)
to complete my manuscript in peace and quiet, nut tart! This obviously
does not mean I advocate a return to an empiricism devoid of theoretical
questions, but that I conceive concepts or ideas in their heuristic validity
as instruments and approaches that can be used in other specific situations. This comparative essay is thus the opposite of studies that analyze
types of regime—for example totalitarianism, which Slavoj Žižek rightly
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points out is a notion that ‘relieves us of the duty to think and even actually stops us doing so,’15 and more generally everything that is labeled as
one of the ‘-isms’ (totalitarianism, authoritarianism, absolutism, reformism, populism, despotism etc.), which are more often ‘death to free feeling
and frank thinking.’16
Thus, this book is different from classificatory definitions that say nothing about the modes of government and the concrete exercise of power.
Therefore, from this perspective—in which I compare problematics and
not situations—it can also be read with the aim of understanding, between
the lines, the contemporary democracies in which we live. It goes without
saying that in a democracy, as in any political situation, there are relations
of domination. Organizing my thinking not by the criteria of classification
of ‘regimes’ but by socio-economic practices and their political significance, the analyses in this book enable us to understand certain universal
forms of domination. Such is the case, for example, of the analysis that
grants primacy to pragmatism and economic efficiency over any other
form of political rationality, or explanations that highlight the ‘historical necessity’ of a certain mode of government, decision or alliance. The
same applies to our consideration of ideology: we discuss the forms ideology takes in the exercise of domination (and particularly the fact that
it does not exercise its influence through its contents, but through the
games it allows us to play with rules and laws), the place of technocracy
and expertise in its development and in its (as it were) invisible nature,
and the strength of formalism and the effects of consensus reinforced by
international bodies—and these discussions are part and parcel of what
can be observed in neoliberal democracies. We could also mention the
problematics of the concrete construction of hegemony, whose complex
modalities make general considerations on concurrence or opposition outdated, or the problematics of the political ambiguity fed by the plural
notions of security and stability or by the desire people feel for state, protection and justice.17 This does not mean that I agree with the increasingly
common idea that contemporary democracies are ‘slipping’ into regimes
that can be treated as authoritarian. The approach developed in this book
provides an understanding of different political situations by highlighting
not their similarities and convergences but on the contrary their differences and their specificities.
Two types of sources have provided me with the concrete basis for
this comparative work: first, the ‘fieldwork’ in areas that I know well and
where I have already conducted research, including not only Tunisia18 and
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Morocco but also a certain number of countries in sub-Saharan Africa; and
second, historical situations that I ‘discovered’ for this occasion, including
fascism and Salazarism, the Third Reich, Greater China, the USSR and
Eastern countries, and more specifically the German Democratic Republic
(GDR). From the outset, this juxtaposition struck me as fruitful: the lack
of common reference points associated with the convergence of certain
conclusions convinced me of the importance of continuing along this
path, especially as all these works venture only to a very small degree into
a comparative approach. When they do so, they confine this approach to
situations deemed a priori comparable (Stalinism and Nazism; different
forms of fascism or authoritarianism; authoritarianism in the Arab world
etc.) and to very specific objects (mass violence, ideology, the concept of
totalitarianism or authoritarianism etc.). While Africanist work is generally
open to research coming from outside its favored fields or fields that are
‘close,’ the converse is not true. Thus, even the most innovative historiographical work on fascism, Nazism and Stalinism does not refer to the
wide research on the historical sociology of the political developed in the
1980s relating to non-Western countries (mostly former colonies, starting
with Africa). Nor do they take into account certain older historical situations which in a similar way, albeit via different paths and theoretical reference points, had already challenged the duality of ‘dominant/dominated’
and the simplistic alternative ‘resistance/obedience,’ instead showing the
plurality of space–time structures prevalent in societies and the ambiguity
of power relations. In contrast, the opening of archives in the East and
disputes among historians in Germany have profoundly changed our way
of understanding these problematics and have reignited the debate about
the practice of domination. While research previously emphasized the role
of ideology and belief, the strength and consistency of these regimes, the
charisma of the chief, the way he was subject to veneration or stigmatization, the identification of classes or social groups supposed to be naturally
‘collaborationist’ or ‘resistant,’ the exceptional status of the authoritarian
or totalitarian moment vis-à-vis the historical trajectory of the country or
region, and the uses of fear and violence, the new historiography has staked
out its territory against these positions. First, it rejected the abstract visions
of totalitarianism and authoritarianism (those that follow Hannah Arendt,
one might say disrespectfully), the allegedly monolithic nature of these
regimes and the thesis of a secular religion; it then challenged the functionalism and structuralism of these interpretations and the melding of regimes,
and relativized the role of state institutions and ruling elites in the rise and
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acceptance of the latter.19 More positively, these new readings showed that
we were dealing less with systems and constraints imposed from above
than with subtle and diffuse terms of domination and persuasion; that the
complex and ambiguous processes that shaped a hegemony also operated
by inclusion and accommodation beyond the mere exercise of physical
and institutional coercion orchestrated by political machines (especially
the police); and that we could not just describe behavior as ‘collaboration’ or ‘resistance,’ ‘participation’ or ‘refusal,’ but that what needed to be
emphasized was, rather, the multiplicity of arrangements whose political
meanings are ambiguous. This work has highlighted practices as diverse
as the actors involved, the degree of unexpectedness and randomness in
the socio-political dynamics that operate, and the segmentation of the
places of decision. Similarly, Africanist work is now experiencing a renewal,
particularly around issues of the police (here we find the tradition of the
openness of Africanism to themes and reflections developed in other cultural areas) and the control of social ‘elders’ over their ‘juniors,’20 in the
field of witchcraft, for example.
It became apparent to me however, that neither group has given much
importance to the political economy of domination. Although economic
historians can be read and their work used with this in mind, they have
rarely played much part in this debate. Based on this observation, and
my own research on Tunisia, various sub-Saharan African countries and
Morocco, this book is specifically aimed at taking a first step in this direction and proposing an analysis of domination from the point of view of
comparative political economy. Of course, I was not starting out from
scratch. Early on, for example, Janos Kornaï attempted to examine the
relation between economic practices, political systems and bureaucratic
functioning in communist countries. If his description of the ‘economics of shortage’ helps us understand the practical cogs of the interdependencies between actors and institutions,21 his economicism led him
to understand the political as a ‘separate’ sphere, well defined and fully
differentiated from the economic, in a mechanistic view of power that
gives a fundamental weight to ideology as a system of thought.22 In my
own approach, governed by political economy, I propose less to analyze
the economy of a political regime—whatever its nature and type—than
offer a political analysis of the economic that shows how the most banal
economic dispositifs and the economic functioning of everyday life simultaneously involve mechanisms of domination. This approach is not new.
Specialists in monetary and financial issues, public policy, labor relations
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and the functioning of businesses, researchers studying the ordinary life
of people, sociologists of statistics, experts in despoliation and ‘economic
collaboration,’ and sociologists and anthropologists of material culture
have already produced work of this kind, emphasizing the banality of
power mechanisms and the dispositifs of everyday life’s management.
They have thereby demonstrated the usefulness of analyzing authoritarian or totalitarian regimes with instruments forged for other situations,
and the need to make the analysis more sophisticated by integrating the
socio-historical context, differences of temporality, relational practices and
feedback. Two historiographical traditions seem to me particularly rich
from this point of view: Alltagsgeschichte (the history of everyday life), on
the one hand, especially Alf Lüdtke, who definitively challenged to any
classifications in terms of ‘acceptance ’ and ‘refusal,’ suggesting the significance of the socio-political context, lifestyles, economic practices and
daily micro-decisions in the perceptions that different actors have of a
political situation and the meaning they give it23; and a more classic trend
in economic history, of which Adam Tooze is one of the most illustrious
representatives. In a monumental study, this British historian has highlighted economic mechanisms of domination in all their subtlety through
his systematic and detailed analysis of the Nazi war economy.24 I intend to
continue this line of thought, in a way that is both more modest (in terms
of erudition and mastery of the material) and more ambitious (because
of my comparative approach), analyzing everyday life in its properly economic dynamic and considering the economic as a place of power, a non-
autonomous field, a site of analysis of power relations and power games.
My approach is therefore located at the crossroads of this double historical filiation and a Weberian–Foucauldian approach to domination.
Weber showed that, insofar as ‘any real relation of domination involves
a minimum of willingness to obey,’ it was important to analyze concrete,
singular and historically situated situations to understand these ‘special interests in obeying.’25 This proposal has been understood primarily in political terms. Without being exhaustive, we can think of Michel
Foucault and his heterogeneous conception of power, ‘a series of complex, difficult relations that are never functionalized and, in a sense, never
function.’26 Power relations, in his view, lie within conflicts, compromises,
arrangements and, in general, social relations: domination and discipline
cannot therefore be apprehended outside of their exercise. Also worth
mentioning is Norbert Elias’ sociology of interdependence and his notion
of ‘configuration’: mutual dependencies that bind individuals to each
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other constitute the matrix of society; these interdependencies are historically situated and so, understanding power requires that we understand
concrete functions, relations and concrete relations.27 Note also Antonio
Gramsci’s conception of hegemony, which is not only coercion but is also
a form of cultural and ideological managing that emerges from power
relations, social struggles, negotiations, compromise, co-option, representations and shared beliefs.28 I will not cover this already well-known
ground again. However, it seems important to pursue a direction that is
rarely taken, one that combines this approach with one based on political
economy and therefore includes a better understanding of the economic
dimension of power dispositifs in the analysis of domination, of discipline,
of ‘voluntary servitude,’29 of community enslavement30 and hegemony.
Concrete economic practices play an active part in power struggles and
power relations. The objective of this work is to analyze, within this tradition, economic techniques in the same way as political, institutional,
security or cultural techniques, which involves being sensitive to the multiplicity of actors, rationalities, understandings and logics of action at stake,
so to question causal relationships, simplistic explanations, the imputation
of motives and the quest for paternity. The theoretical implications of the
approach proposed by economic history, especially Alltagsgeschichte, overlap with Foucauldian analyzes, even though neither of these refers to the
other: both approaches emphasize the importance of struggles and power
plays, conflicts and tensions, and the power struggles in the way domination is shaped. The additional interest of the history of everyday life is that
it takes seriously economic objects and economic dynamics—something
that the analyses proposed by Foucault and especially by those researchers
inspired by him too often neglect. In this, Alltagsgeschichte converges with
the analysis of political economy advocated here, which seeks to combine a Foucauldian understanding of power with an approach attentive to
concrete economic practices: it is Weberian in that it takes into account
the ‘effects of composition’ and the ‘constellations of interests’ in play31;
Marxist, in that it considers that ‘labor’ as such does not exist, that there is
only ‘practical work.’32 Thus, it does not aim to find one cause for ‘voluntary servitude,’ normalization and the authoritarian exercise of power, but
is instead sensitive to the incomplete nature of practices and explanations,
to causal plurality and the diversity of the processes involved and their possible interpretations within society.
Deepening the scope of my reflection on the disciplinary or repressive exercise of power by going into actual mechanical workings of the
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economy has demanded that I bring out their dimension and their political rationalities through a ‘political anatomy of the detail,’33 more particularly of economic detail. In this perspective, the processes involved appear
much more subtle than might be suggested by claims that the ‘political’
manipulates and instrumentalizes the ‘economic,’ or assumptions that
assert the existence of an ‘exchange’ between the ‘politicization’ or ‘political uses’ of the economy, or interpretations that highlight an ‘economy’
in the service of the ‘political’ (or its somewhat banal variant, the ‘economic miracle’ that makes ‘political stability’ possible). These proposals
all imply a separation between distinct ‘spheres’: economic, political and
social. They imply that the relations between these ‘spheres’ are unequivocal in nature, and they convey a mechanistic and utilitarian view of social
dynamics and relations. Instead, Weber’s political economy, as I understand it, aims to understand the economy politically, in its own technical
nature and mechanisms. For Weber, ‘it is obvious that the boundaries of
the “economic” phenomena are fluid and cannot be precisely defined.’34
He recalled that ‘it is equally obvious that, for instance, the “economic”
aspects of a phenomenon are in no way solely “economically conditioned”
nor do they solely have “economic effects.”’ More importantly for the
purpose of this research, he pursued saying that ‘generally speaking, it
goes without saying that a phenomenon will have an “economic” character only to the extent that, and only as, our interest is exclusively focused
on its importance for the material struggle for existence.’35 This approach
allows us to restore the ambiguity and incompleteness of mechanisms and
dispositifs of control and discipline, taking into account the complexity of
social relations, the plurality of practices of domination, and the multiplicity and ambiguity of the meanings that different actors give to them.
Finally, I would like to say what my work is not, or, more precisely, what
it has deliberately decided not to dwell on, namely violence, coercion and
fear. I chose to focus on those forms of ‘insidious leniency’ referred to by
Michel Foucault,36 which, in the daily practices of domination, play simultaneously on the mutual dependence of subjects, on their autonomy and
desire for emancipation. Not that violence should be left out: quite the
opposite. Authoritarian and totalitarian situations are most often analyzed
from the perspective of violence. Yet no government, including the most
totalitarian (such as Nazism or Stalinism), is based exclusively on violence.
Therefore, to understand the exercise of domination in all its ambiguity,
I thought it would be more interesting and original to focus my research
on economic dispositifs and practices, even analyzing their relationship
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with violence and fear as with more traditional dispositifs and practices
of control, surveillance and discipline (such as mechanisms of persuasion,
hierarchical dispositions, and institutional and administrative cogs). This
methodological choice must be interpreted as a way of bringing out more
clearly the violence and fear involved: their centrality does not reside in
their direct and intrinsic presence; rather, it is their integration into everyday life—in the most insignificant dispositifs and the most mundane practices—that gives them all their power.
You will of course not find any new analyses of Nazism, fascism,
Stalinism in this chapter, or even of the contemporary situations in the
societies on which I worked directly. Nor will you find any general conclusions, or any lessons. I aim rather to articulate ways of thinking and problematizations that will echo one another and may be mutually enriching,
in an attempt to abstract practices of domination and render them intelligible, rising to a somewhat higher level of generality so as better to identify the simultaneity of close or similar practices and situations—and thus
meanings—that are very different, even poles apart. Thus, the comparative political economy of the exercise of power in authoritarian situations
does not appear ‘interesting for itself,’ but comprises a ‘place of fieldwork’
where one can learn more about domination and the countless modes of
its exercise; it is, in other words, a ‘means of producing a general anatomy’
of domination.37 In the space afforded me by a comparative essay, there is
obviously no question of developing a general theory of the political economy of domination. I first have to defend an approach that could be called
eclectic, or ‘metadoxal,’ insofar as it attempts to articulate approaches
inspired by Foucault, Weber, de Certeau and Veyne; it thereby attempts
to understand domination simultaneously as a complement and contrast
to three dominant interpretations of it: a reading ‘from above’ that insists
on the uniform and intentional ubiquity of mechanisms of domination; an
‘infra- political’ reading that sees resistance everywhere; and an ‘anarchic’
or ‘individualistic’ reading that highlights the confusion of everyday life,
the lack of overall consistency and the disparate and disorganized blossoming of power relations. I also aim, through examples from my own
research and especially from a wide range of reading, to show how this
approach provides material for the debate on two main questions of political sociology at the heart of Weber’s work: the legitimacy of power and
processes of legitimation, and the problematics of intentionality. The first
question is fundamental if we are to grasp the plurality and heterogeneity
at work behind the practices of domination and to deepen the question of
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 bedience by not viewing as submission such phenomena as acceptance,
o
silence and participation and by not understanding docility as acceptance.
The second question is essential if we are to enter the complexity and
ambiguity of domination, which emerges not only from a vision or dispositifs that are consciously constructed by state actors, but is a largely
unconscious and contradictory complex historical process, made up of
conflicts, negotiations and compromises between groups and individuals.
Béatrice Hibou

Paris, France
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