
Michel Foucault addresses the key themes of conventional political philoso-
phy most closely in his 1976 lecture series published later as “Society Must Be 
 Defended”: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975–76 (2003). In particular, he 
offers a rather blunt approach to the claims of universality of the modern state. 
This lecture series has been commented on by scholars from many different 
perspectives, from Blandine Kriegel (1995) and Pasquale Pasquino (1993) to 
Ann Laura Stoler (1995) and Alain Badiou (2012), resulting in quite diverse in-
terpretations. It is certainly the locus of provocative, if not controversial, propo-
sitions in a way that contrasts with Foucault’s more “prudent” governmentality 
lectures two years later. There is his renowned inversion of Clausewitz’s dictum 
so that “politics is the continuation of war by other means” (Foucault 2003, 16). 
Crucially, this is a war between two parties, which brings him very close to the 
Schmittian version of the political as defined by the friend-enemy relationship. 
Then there is the account of genealogy as the union of scholarly erudition with 
the “insurrection” of local, disqualified, subjugated knowledges (7–9). Foucault 
tends to identify scientific, theoretical, and “totalizing” knowledge with a re-
gime of power focused on the state. At its conclusion we find the claim that the 
murderous, suicidal, and genocidal “play between the sovereign right to kill 
and the mechanisms of biopower” that is taken by Nazism to a “ paroxysmal 
point . . . is in fact inscribed in the workings of all States” (260). This is an 
astonishing claim and perhaps stands as the apotheosis of his antistatism. In 
a final coda he insists that “socialism was a racism from the outset” (260), 
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68  BLOOD-DRIED CODES

 particularly when it is conceived as an outcome or stake of the class struggle 
and its binary political logic.

Around the time of these lectures Foucault believed he was facing demands 
from critics who urged him to raise his previous institutional analysis to a more 
general level and to theorize the role of the state. In a roundtable published in 
1977, he remarked in respect to historians’ irritation with his methods: “How 
do you deal with the state? What theory do you offer us of the state? Some say I 
neglect its role, others that I see it everywhere” (QM, 237). In the introduction 
to the 1976 lectures he described his work in the previous years, with apparent 
dissatisfaction, as fragmented pieces of research that never formed themselves 
into a coherent body of work. He believed he had studied the rise of knowledge 
and power about insanity, psychiatry, and criminality without integrating his 
insights into an overall framework: “It’s all repetitive, and doesn’t add up” (Fou-
cault 2003, 4).

Despite such self-criticism Foucault never fulfilled the demand for theo-
rizing the role of the state. In fact, he rejected the idea of giving his previous 
“genealogical fragments” a “theoretical crown” (2003, 12). Instead, he spends 
considerable time during the first lectures explicating the problems of uniform 
and unifying theorizing, including state theory. He inverted the usual deduc-
tive theoretical approach by moving from genealogical singularities upward to 
theoretical unity, as Badiou (2012, 92) observes. Indeed, Foucault seemed to 
suggest a certain continuity in marginal forms of knowledge: between local 
knowledge of contemporary struggles against power such as in prisons and in 
psychiatry and the “buried scholarly knowledge” of the past (2003, 8). This con-
tinuity unexpectedly connects radical activists producing “counter-knowledge” 
at the social margins with the “counter-discourse” of the reactionary French 
nobility like Henri de Boulainvilliers who wrote to defend a privileged aristoc-
racy against the “establishment of the great absolute-administrative monarchy” 
(Foucault 2003, 49).

Here, we foreground two central themes in the lectures. First, we examine 
Foucault’s description of the transformation of the state from the perspective 
of “race wars,” struggles between rival groups for capturing state power, to a 
modern state that wages war in the pursuit of internal purification. This trans-
formation corresponds to a sovereign state power that will no longer be guar-
anteed by “magico-juridical rituals, but by medico-normalizing techniques” 
(Foucault 2003, 81). Two possible pathways emerge from this process. The first 
is of a state-centered, utopian, and totalizing biopolitics manifest at its worst 
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BLOOD-DRIED CODES  69

by Soviet-style socialism and National Socialism; the second is of a medical 
normalization found in advanced, liberal welfare states.

Second, we will examine the form of Foucault’s decentering of the state in 
these lectures. In Chapter 6 we suggest that Foucault will undertake a decen-
tering of the state into a plurality of administrative rationalities and govern-
mental apparatuses in his 1978 lectures. In 1976 he seeks to dissolve the unity 
of the state into a multiplicity of political forces. By aligning himself with a 
political historicism that approached state universality as a question of writ-
ing up victorious narratives of the nation, Foucault forges a link to the key 
themes of neo- and post-Marxist political theory, particularly its focus on the 
process of hegemony through the discursive construction of identities. By this 
move the transcendence of the political constituency, “the people,” is rendered 
immanent. The binding of “the nation” or “the people” to the state is turned 
into a contingent and inherently dangerous accomplishment. These are indeed 
among the many stumbling blocks to reading Foucault as a proponent of the 
juridical state and the kind of sovereignty first manifest in absolutism.

Constitutionalism and the War of All Against All
For Foucault the model of sovereignty, largely identified with his idiosyncratic 
reading of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, established a break in political dis-
course that was both temporal and spatial. Implicit in this model was the rele-
gation of war to either the premodern and the barbarian, which was symbolized 
by the state of nature and its war of all against all, or displaced to the outside 
of the civilized spaces of the modern territorial state. Throughout the Middle 
Ages and until the beginning of the modern era, he says, the practices of war 
underwent a fundamental change:

The State acquired a monopoly on war. The immediate effects of the State mo-
nopoly was that what might be called day-to-day warfare, and what was actually 
called “private warfare,” was eradicated from the social body, and from relations 
among men and relation among groups. Increasingly, wars, the practices of war, 
and the institutions of war tended to exist, so to speak, only on the frontiers, on 
the outer limits of the great State units, and only as a violent relationship between 
States. But gradually the entire social body was cleansed of the bellicose relations 
that had permeated it through and through during the Middle Ages. (2003, 48)

These spatiotemporal domains of war of all against all thus served as the nega-
tive other of a modern politics that promised to finally subsume power rela-
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70  BLOOD-DRIED CODES

tions under an overarching, reconciliatory sovereignty. Foucault’s conceptual 
provocations targeted precisely this juridical-political model of a transcendent, 
centralized, territorial power.

This is where Clausewitz’s famous aphorism comes in: “war is the continu-
ation of politics by other means.” Foucault’s citation of Clausewitz has often 
been presented as if Foucault inverted the principle to say that “politics is the 
continuation of war by other means,” thus implying that war relations never ac-
tually disappeared from politics. But what Foucault actually did was to identify 
a forgotten discourse of “politics as war,” which preceded Clausewitz and which 
Foucault reappropriated (Neal 2004, 379). Hence, Foucault tells his audience 
that it was Clausewitz who inverted an earlier political discourse that is the 
principal object of his interest: “Now I think that the problem is not so much 
who inverted Clausewitz’s principle as it is the question of the principle Clause-
witz inverted, or rather of who formulated the principle Clausewitz inverted 
when he said: ‘But, after all, war is no more than a continuation of politics’” 
(2003, 48). Thus Clausewitz is in fact not at the center of Foucault’s interest. That 
interest, rather, is for this longer-term conception of politics as a form of war.

Foucault is certainly not trying to establish a political-constitutional theory 
for himself. In the discourse of politics as war Foucault attempts to undermine 
the neat, dualistic schematic of premodern, barbarian, and external war of all 
against all and the modern subordination of war to juridical sovereignty under 
the carapace of the territorial state. His enthusiasm for perpetual war as a prism 
for understanding politics was an attempt to find a position to address criti-
cally the problems of state universality, legitimacy, and sovereignty without at 
the same time subscribing to conventional political theory, with its dualities of 
sovereign versus subjects and coercion versus consent.

This analytical testing, which Foucault admitted to be experimental, has 
been viewed as an attempt to arrive at a more adequate way of thinking about 
political power and the formation of statehood (Kelly 2009, 55–57). There is 
certainly some justification for such an interpretation. Hence, at the end of the 
first lecture of this series, Foucault states that he will study whether the sche-
matic of war can be identified as “the basis of civil society” conceived as “the 
principle and motor of the exercise of political power.” He poses the problem 
thus: “Are we really talking about war when we analyze the workings of power? 
Are the notions of ‘tactics,’ ‘strategy,’ and relations of force valid? To what extent 
are they valid? Is power quite simply a continuation of war by means other than 
weapons and battles?” (2003, 18).
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We wish to underline that rather than adopting a certain model of analysis 
of state and politics, Foucault practices a kind of pragmatic perspectivism. As in 
other cases, he wants to test out the resources available in the war model for a 
critical description of political power struggles. Foucault’s guiding question here 
might therefore be, “What will happen if I analyze political struggles and state 
formation through the vocabulary of war?” In the first instance this perspectiv-
ist strategy stems from the fact that Foucault himself did not claim to provide a 
more satisfying, or ultimately correct, theory of political power. Instead, he mobi-
lized a preexisting discourse to “perform” the critique by recovering more or less 
marginal historical writers on race war and state sovereignty. The decisive issue 
for Foucault is not whether these historical writers represent social struggles, op-
pressed people, or historical events in a truthful manner, nor is it whether they 
can claim historical veracity. Rather, for Foucault, the historical writers of the no-
bility are important insofar as they provide an alternative “grid of intelligibility” 
for understanding politics, national identity, and state universality: “According to 
Boulainvilliers, it is war that makes society intelligible, and I think that the same 
can be said of all historical discourse. When I speak of a grid of intelligibility, I 
am obviously not saying that what Boulainvilliers said was true” (2003, 163).

What Foucault calls “the historical-political discourse” or “political histori-
cism” develops in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as a counter discourse 
to the model of juridical sovereignty (2003, 111). He investigates its two vari-
ants: the first in England at the time of the bourgeois revolution, the second 
in France around the establishment of the absolute-administrative monar-
chy from the late seventeenth century (2003, 49). Political historicism hence 
emerges among the Puritans, the Levellers and the Diggers in England, and 
the writings of Edward Coke and John Lilburne in the seventeenth century; 
it is also found among French aristocrats, such as Henri Boulainvilliers and 
the count Buat-Nançay, who fought the absolute monarchy in the eighteenth 
century. After the discussion of the “Third Estate” by Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès 
proclaimed the universality of the bourgeoisie to lead the nation, the same dis-
course was taken by up by late nineteenth-century historians, who associated 
it with class struggle, on the one hand, and biological conceptions of race, on 
the other. While Foucault is concerned to offer a subtle genealogy of politi-
cal-historical writing, he emphasizes key points that unite these authors: they 
radically challenge the idea of a society at peace and a final reconciliatory order 
paradigmatically represented by the heroic law-bringer of the territorial state 
and its theoretical champion, Thomas Hobbes.
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The Buried Discourse of Race Wars
When reading Foucault’s lectures, one sometimes wonders about his evaluation 
of the political claims or the critical efficacy of the sources he reads. Yet in the 
case of the early writers on “race wars” we are left with no doubt about Fou-
cault’s sympathy: “Well, next time I would like to trace the history of this dis-
course of political historicism and praise it” (2003, 111). It should be noted that 
in this context race does not designate a specific biological entity but rather a 
historical-discursive strategy for narrating the perspective of one group against 
another engaged in conquests, usurpations, and ongoing power struggles. Race 
has a kind of heterogeneity in this discourse. The war of the races appeals to 
“ethnic differences, differences between languages, different degrees of force, 
vigor, and energy, and violence, the differences between savagery and barba-
rism, the conquest and subjugation of one race by another” (60).

A first reason for his praise is that Foucault finds in the discourse of race 
wars certain resonances with what he regards as urgent political problems in 
his own present, where the “capillary” mechanisms of domination were buried 
under the state’s formal legality and apparently representative institutions. This 
discourse directs us to examine petty social struggles played out beneath the 
formal constitution, for instance, around police brutality, both in the prison 
system and in the treatment of illegal immigrants.

Conceptually, the historical-political discourse is praiseworthy for Fou-
cault in that it breaks with the juridical-philosophical discourse centered on 
truth and justice that has characterized Western political thought since the first 
Greek philosophers. This latter discourse is about how a universal order can 
be legitimized that rises above partisan groups and subjects them all to a con-
ciliatory sovereignty. By contrast, historical-political discourse is “historically 
rooted” and “politically decentered,” insofar as it claims the truth for a specific 
group and from a specific perspective and demands rights for this group on the 
basis of historically contingent relationships among rival political forces.

The main point of Foucault’s attention to texts about “race wars,” however, 
is that he rediscovers a forgotten discourse beneath the claims of universaliza-
tion by the state. More precisely, it is a discourse that seeks to demonstrate how 
social struggles, domination, and temporarily frozen conflicts are concealed 
beneath the apparent naturalness and functional necessity ascribed to the state, 
its institutions, and its laws. In these texts society is not governed by natural 
laws, inherited legitimate hierarchies, or functional mechanisms but by war-
ring forces and their random, perpetual interplay throughout history: “And 
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beneath the lapses of memory, the illusions, and the lies that would have us to 
believe that there is a ternary order, a pyramid of subordinations, beneath the 
lies that would have us believe that the social body is governed by either natural 
necessities or functional demands, we must rediscover the war that is still going 
on, war with all its accidents and incidents” (2003, 51). The ternary, pyramidal 
structure of the state covers over, and arises from, the binary structure of the 
division of society into two opposing camps.

In this regard the term subjugated knowledge should not be understood 
as if it were marginalized and underprivileged groups who used the histor-
ical-political discourse as weapons of social struggle. In fact, an example of 
subjugated knowledge in Foucault’s sense would be the writing of history by 
members of the French nobility. Foucault examines how they used history as 
a means of struggle against the idea of the king as supreme and as constitutive 
of the whole nation, and how the king became a weapon for specific groups in 
their conflict with each other. The nobility redefined the concept of “nation” to 
show that “beneath the formal facade of the State, there were other forces and 
that they were precisely not forces of the State, but the forces of a particular 
group with its own history, its own relationship with the past, its own victories, 
its own blood, and its own relations of domination” (2003, 224). Thus, those 
engaged in historical-political discourse do not claim to take up the position 
of a universal legislator or stand as representative of eternal truth. Nor do they 
claim to be able to abolish social asymmetries. Rather, they admit that they 
try to use the truth as a weapon in a battle between conflicting interpretations 
in order to secure singular rights—namely, their own. Hence, Boulainvilliers 
wrote to interrupt the ritual reinforcement of the sovereignty of the monarch 
by means of counterdiscourse. The importance of this counterdiscourse for 
Foucault lies in the fact that it does not invoke fundamental and stable prin-
ciples in history and does not claim that history has a final truth or terminus. It 
investigates the immanent plane of actual battles, struggles, and victories.

Foucault repeatedly emphasizes that any historiography is inevitably po-
litical, as it has tactical effects in its contemporary time and context. He is 
enthusiastic about the recognition by political historicism that it is, in itself, 
unavoidably political and an active player in contemporary struggles around 
the state and, later, around its claims to universality. For Foucault such a histo-
rian is aware that any history of the state partakes in a discursive battle, since 
it is a matter of narrating the state’s history, accounting for a particular group’s 
righteous victory, and thereby proving the legitimacy of the existing political 
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order (52–54, 164). The historical-political writers take as their premise that 
history has no final goal, since they discover “beneath the stability of the law 
or the truth, the indefiniteness of history” (56). This indefiniteness is charac-
terized by a series of contingencies: defeats, victories, passions, violence, envy, 
bitterness, courage, anxiety, forgetfulness, and all the coincidences and minor 
incidents that create victories and defeats. History is not merely about report-
ing struggle but functions as a weapon itself, both in times of contention and 
during peacetime. Hence, the scribe who writes the state’s history inevitably 
becomes a warrior in the discursive struggles over power. The speaking subject 
is hence “a subject who is fighting a war” (54).

It is hard to ignore the resonance of Nietzsche in Foucault’s reading of the 
political-historical discourse. This is evident in the basic premise of a “war 
between two races” and the idea that underneath respectable juridical theo-
ries we find a plane of emergence pervaded by the clash of forces. A com-
parison between Foucault’s essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” from 1971 
and the 1976 lectures brings out evident parallels, especially around the dis-
tinction between the purity and continuity of origin (Ursprung) and the im-
purity, invasions, and takeovers found in descent or provenance (Herkunft) 
and emergence (Entstehung) (cf. Marks 2000, 130–33). In this sense Foucault 
reads the political-historical discourse as the ignoble paternity, rather than 
the pure source, of universal claims and values. Here, we merely wish to 
foreground the attack on political theory that comes from Foucault’s rather 
explicit Nietzschean reading of the “race war” writers. The key parallel is 
Foucault’s insistence that the universal values of freedom and justice do not 
reconcile opposing forces but arise from their rude and violent conflicts and, 
once established, continue to serve as tools in a permanent struggle for dom-
ination. In the essay on Nietzsche, Foucault had written: “Humanity does 
not gradually progress from combat to combat until it arrives at universal 
reciprocity, where the rule of law finally replaces warfare; humanity installs 
each of its violences in a system of rules and thus proceeds from domination 
to domination” (NGH, 378).

In Foucault’s account of historical-political discourse, as far as politics and 
law are rooted in specific historical events and victories, there is by neces-
sity talk of singular, temporarily forged rights, not universal rights (2003, 52). 
Boulainvilliers wrote that freedom can only be seized at the expense of others’ 
freedom. Foucault reads Nietzsche as saying that “the concept of liberty is an 
‘invention of the ruling classes’” (NGH, 371). Linking the fundamental category 
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of battle with historicism, Foucault says: “There is no escape from domination 
and there is therefore no escape from history” (2003, 111). Read through Nietz-
schean genealogy, the fundamental premise of political historicism becomes 
the insight that humankind moves from one state of domination to another 
and that all versions of the state are simply that, a state of domination. The dif-
ference between the two accounts is merely one of focus. In the essay on Nietz-
sche, Foucault was principally concerned with mobilizing “effective history” 
to undermine the European idea of a unified, constitutive identity. In his 1976 
lectures the discovery of political historicism makes possible an undermining 
of the constitution of the state by rendering its universalism the outcome of 
contingent struggles and impossible totalizations. These lectures are very close 
to Nietzsche’s genealogy. They argue that the universal claims of the liberal 
state to ensure freedom and protect rights were themselves the product of a 
mutation in historical discourse, having its roots in the resentments of the dis-
possessed aristocrat or the aims of popular struggles, and that it was these very 
claims that made possible the historical narratives of human emancipation or 
racial purity found in Marxism and fascism.

Viewing State-Formation as Hegemony
In “Society Must Be Defended” Foucault uses the writers on race wars to dis-
play an image of state formation as resulting from particular groups’ more or 
less successful claims on the state. However, he regards Abbé Sieyès’s famous 
and influential tract “What Is the Third Estate?”—written on the eve of the 
French Revolution—as an exemplar of the emergence of a new, if not mod-
ern, notion of universality (Foucault 2003, 217–26). For Foucault, Sieyès departs 
from the historians of the race wars in that he is no longer simply concerned to 
decompose the state into its warring factions and the multiple truths of their 
respective claims in the face of existing forms of domination. Instead of a fun-
damentally antagonistic relation between one group and another, Sieyès offers 
a historical account of the relation between nation and state in France. In it, 
Foucault recounts (2003, 219), the members of the Third Estate (that is, the peo-
ple as opposed to the clergy and the aristocracy) already effectively occupy all 
the key “functions”—juridical, administrative, and military—within the state 
and make it possible for the state to exist by their “works,” including crafts, 
commerce, and agriculture. Having achieved this, they are in a position to ac-
cede to the universality of a state (219). Foucault thus adds a layer of complexity 
to the history of race war. While Sieyès admits that they are one estate among 
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others, this emergent “people” become the only group “capable of constituting a 
State, and the actual existence of the State itself ” (Foucault 2003, 223).

Historical discourse, for Foucault, moves from an argument about the past, 
and a conception of right rooted in the distant past, to one about immediate 
future potentiality and a claim to universal right. Under this new, national 
discourse, he observes, what “defines a nation is not its archaism, its ancestral 
nature, or its relationship with the past; it is its relationship with something 
else, with the State” (Foucault 2003, 223). War begins to lose its centrality, and 
what is central is civil struggle. Now, military struggles will be no more than 
a moment within this civil struggle, perhaps even its exception or crisis (225). 
In sum, rather than the cycle of revolution and reconstitution, Foucault con-
cludes, “the decisive moment is the transition from the virtual to the real, the 
transition from the national totality to the universality of the State” (224).

Historians, both of reactionary and liberal persuasion, will henceforth 
have to deal with the historical claim to universality. On the aristocratic right, 
according to Foucault (2003, 229–33), a figure like Montlosier will trace the 
coming to power of the popular classes as a long-term consequence of the 
king’s appropriation of the nobility’s economic and political power. Sovereign 
power, he claimed, created the people. “The people is therefore the heir, and 
the legitimate heir of the kings; it is simply completing the work of the sover-
eigns who preceded it,” as Foucault puts it (229). In this sense the reactionary 
aristocrats tried to link the new bourgeois discourse on universality with the 
older historicism in their fight against monarchical despotism. Against them, 
liberal bourgeois historians, like Augustin Thierry, begin to view the present as 
a “moment of fullness,” as Foucault cites him (233), in which the directionality 
of history is realized: “Universalization therefore began not with a relationship 
of domination that gradually swung completely in its favor, but with the fact 
that all the constituent elements of the State were born of it, were in its hands 
or had come into its hands” (235). In this liberal discourse a war sometimes 
continued, Foucault demonstrates, but it was not between two historically 
originary sides, such as the Franks and the Gauls, or between a Roman model 
and a Gaulish model, but “between right and freedom on one side, and debt 
and wealth on the other” (234). Foucault thus concludes that it is only with the 
bourgeoisie’s appropriation of the historical discourses of race war that his-
torical narrative is capable of superseding binary oppositions and achieves the 
possibility of a new kind of universality rooted not in the memory of a distant, 
authentic claim but in the direction of history itself. A kind of overlap occurs 
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between history and philosophy, when both ask the same questions about the 
nature of the present as agent and truth of the universal: “What is it, in the 
present, that is the agent of the universal? What is it, in the present, that is the 
truth of the universal?” (237). Foucault draws a wry conclusion: “The dialectic 
is born” (237).

In this analysis of the transformation of political historicism into the 
philosophy of history Foucault addresses the well-known paradox of state 
 universality—that any universalizing erection of the state’s legal and constitu-
tional order is inevitably based on a singular project originating from a par-
ticular group. This paradox is highlighted in the recognition that the codes 
that specify universal civil rights are necessarily rooted in specific social and 
historical conceptions. In other words, at least since the French Revolution the 
state has been rendered the contingent outcome of strategies that seek to uni-
versalize particular identities. Thereby Foucault moves close to theories that 
perceive state-formation as a perpetual struggle around identification in which 
hegemony becomes enshrined and reproduced in the state’s institutional order. 
Reading the historical-political discourse leads Foucault to indicate the condi-
tions by which it becomes possible to think about the interconnections between 
state sovereignty and social classes and the claims to be able to form both na-
tional identity and the institutions on which it rests.

By tracing the genealogy of political histories, Foucault thus discovers an 
insight similar to that found much later in neo-Marxist theory: political mobi-
lization rests on a striving for unification and universalization of social identity. 
While political-historicist writers display a robust appreciation of the rela-
tionship between historical truth and partisanship, liberal bourgeois thinkers 
display basic discursive tactics that claim universality by means of a histori-
cal truth. This analysis of the way the bourgeois domination and liberal state 
is justified by its capacity for universality resonates with the premises of neo-
Gramscian theorists such as Ernesto Laclau (1996, 2000).

The noble history of Boulainvilliers revealed that the king and his adminis-
tration achieved domination through narratives of their rightful heritage and 
glorious past at the expense of the progressive marginalization of the aristocrats 
who had in fact unified and established the nation through war. The victors in a 
long internal battle thus use a rationality developed around historical justifica-
tions and mythical accounts of the past, which, as it develops, becomes more 
and more abstract and idealized. Foucault explains that this is “a fragile ratio-
nality, a transitory rationality which is always compromised and bound up with 
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illusion and wickedness” (2003, 55). The group that benefits from the discursive 
and institutional victory that it has won hopes to silence any questioning of the 
contingent, blood-sealed, and transitory nature of this order: “This is, then, 
a rationality which, as we move upwards and as it develops, will basically be 
more and more abstract, more and more bound up with fragility and illusions, 
and also more closely bound up with the cunning and wickedness of those who 
have won a temporary victory. And given that the relationship of domination 
works to their advantage, it is certainly not in their interest to call any of this 
into question” (55). In Foucault’s reading, then, the historical-political writers 
recognize that when one group succeeds in proclaiming the truth and silencing 
the imminent potential for discord, a conception of the nation will emerge that 
becomes increasingly illusionary, transitory, and fragile, based as it is on cruel 
exclusions and forgetfulness. What seems to be at stake here is the impossible 
representation of the particular in the universal. The act of championing the 
cause of the nobles against the king reveals the fundamental contingency and 
belligerence that the latter’s claim to public right conceals.

According to the neo-Marxist discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau (1996), 
strategies for universalization require an abstract signifier to rally and unify 
diverse particular identities. In this context Foucault’s analysis examines liberal 
bourgeois projects that seek to fix, or hegemonize, an idea of who constitutes 
“the nation.” This idea was articulated in the shape of a signifier that had a 
rather indeterminate nature—such as “the rights of man and citizen”—made 
possible owing to the coming to power of the bourgeoisie and underlined by its 
historical potentiality.

For Laclau hegemony is construed through the elevation of a particular sig-
nifier, a “nodal point,” through a process in which its specific signification and 
social origin are cancelled out: “The means of representation are . . . only the 
existing particularities. So, one of them has to assume the representation of the 
chain as a whole. This is a strictly hegemonic move: the body of one particu-
larity assumes a function of universal representation” (Laclau 2000, 302–3). A 
hege monic articulation, then, is one in which a particular signifier—the peo-
ple, the nation, freedom, equality—articulates a series of elements into a unify-
ing system of signifiers that may consolidate itself for a time. Any such attempt 
to manifest the universal must close itself off to remain hegemonic, and it must 
conceal its particularistic class origin and cynicism to prevent itself from being 
challenged. While the counterhistories of the nobles of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries did not hide their perspectivism, Foucault shows how the 
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liberal philosophy of history sought to cover the particularity of bourgeois ac-
cession to state power with the truth of a history revealed in the present.

Although the relationship between Foucault and neo-Gramscian political 
theory has been discussed before (Smart 1983; Clegg 2001; Bevir 2011), it has not 
been discussed specifically in relation to these lectures. The immediate parallels 
between Foucault’s rendering of the development of political historicism and 
the neo-Gramscian problematic of hegemony are striking insofar as they both 
assume the nature of identity to be contingent on discursive practices. Indeed, 
Foucault’s search for a political intelligibility that would be anti naturalistic, 
anti economistic, and antijuridical is echoed by neo-Gramscian theory. They 
both also share a rejection of a class-foundational account. The implication 
would be that once class is dispelled as a fundamental category, hegemony is 
dislodged from class analysis and becomes identified with any discursive fixity 
or fixation of a chain of signification. Laclau thus radicalized Marxism in an 
“antifoundationalist” direction by rejecting the privilege of economic relations 
and social class over discursively constructed identities (cf. Bevir 2011, 85).

Foucault’s genealogy of political historicism shares one fundamental move 
with post-Marxist discourse theory: the transcendent entity of “the nation” or 
“the people” is rendered immanent insofar as it becomes a set of fluctuating, 
antagonistic forces. Laclau’s (1996, 89, 97) discourse theory conceives of identity 
formation, including state-making and nationalism, on the basis of his onto-
logical claim of an inherent “structural undecidability” of the social. This claim 
paves the way for viewing the social as the unstable playground for hegemonic 
strategies that partially fix meaning. It becomes the field of ceaseless, discursive 
articulation, temporary fixation, and occasional sudden dislocations. Insofar as 
Foucault embraced the perspectivism of political historicism, he would adopt 
a view of the political field as similarly bereft of such foundations, including 
foundational social antagonisms. At the center would stand the construction of 
political identity viewed as resting on nothing more than ongoing, fragile, and 
always incomplete articulations of identities constructed in political struggle. 
The political historicism that Foucault identifies shares with Laclau’s variant of 
theoretical neo-Marxism a conception of the body politic as a terrain of infinite 
competition between rival articulations. It also shares the implication that the 
domain of politics is one in which there exist no common interests that are not 
discursively constituted.

The price to be paid for the conceptual complexity of this antifounda-
tional epistemology is the one taught by social theorists who still rely on 
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80  BLOOD-DRIED CODES

some  notion of social structure and material interest. Insofar as there are 
no structural or material positions constituted outside discursive practices, 
there can be no notion of identifiable objective interests. Moreover, in terms 
of the political effect of antifoundationalist analysis there is a risk of dissolv-
ing the possibility of any authority above and external to popular preferences. 
In Foucault’s case this risk is aggravated by his Nietzschean historical ontol-
ogy that refuses the question of the legitimacy of the legal-constitutional ap-
paratus. For Foucault, as for Nietz sche, the very mechanism of safeguarding 
against the most extreme popular enthusiasms and strategies of domination is 
not only founded on the same partisan forces but also, hypocritically, claims 
to have overcome them.

Enemies Born in the State’s Own Body
Foucault’s analysis throughout “Society Must Be Defended” certainly fore-
grounds the perils of the modern universal state over its achievements. He 
demonstrates how, in the nineteenth century, the problem of sovereign power 
was gradually detached from the struggle between specific peoples and be-
comes instead a matter for the modern state. This happens along with the ad-
vent of modern biopolitics. From now on, says Foucault, sovereign power will 
no longer be exercised in the shape of “magico-juridical rituals” but rather by 
means of “medico-normalizing techniques” (2003, 81). Hence, fighting a “race 
war” fundamentally changes its meaning. It no longer entails using the state as 
a tool for the war waged by one “race” against another. Instead, we see the ad-
vent of a state racism, an “internal war,” in which the state must defend society 
against elements internal to itself through continuous cleansing and normal-
ization. The theme of “race war” is thus dislodged from the political-historical 
discourse and inserted into biological and medical discourse.

Foucault uses the term biological in a very broad sense. Discourses about 
the strength of the state do not need to be formulated in explicitly biological 
terms to be described as biologically racist. It is sufficient that the population 
is presented as a mass of forces threatened by external or internal elements 
and is assumed to grow stronger if these threats are eliminated (Kelly 2004, 
61). Consequently, the race-war discourse mutates from designating disputes 
between rival social groups to the idea that society is “at war with itself,” in 
the form of threatening enemies residing within it. Foucault paraphrases the 
voice of this emergent state-racist discourse: “It is no longer: ‘We have to de-
fend ourselves against society,’ but ‘We have to defend society against all the 
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biological threats posed by the other race, the subrace, the counterrace that 
we are, despite ourselves, bringing into existence’” (2003, 61–62). In effect this 
war is less about coming to terms with external enemies or putting a lid on 
conflicts between internal groups or classes than about combating the threats 
that the state’s population poses to itself. The modern state’s juridical univer-
sality claims to overcome and contain social conflicts by extending civil, legal, 
and political rights to the members of its population (with historically varying 
but significant exclusions). Yet, at the same time, the formal legal subject is 
also a concrete living individual, fragmented into a multiplicity of deviations, 
pathologies, and behavioral dispositions that require analysis, expert inter-
vention, and “normalization.” The new biopolitical framework functions not 
through a mighty political sovereign but through various “experts,” “manag-
ers,” and “technicians.” These carry out a normalization of society: “At this 
point, we have all those biological-racist discourses of degeneracy, but also 
all those institutions within the social body which make the discourse of race 
struggle function as a principle of exclusion and segregation and, ultimately, 
as a way of normalizing society” (61). Through these observations Foucault 
displays the modern welfare state’s medical and correctional institutions as 
imbued with a genealogical lineage to state racism and the advent of biopoliti-
cal rationality. The modern strategy of medical cleansing and normalization 
can, of course, take many concrete forms and degrees of radicalization—from 
welfare-state planning and social engineering by governments to eugenics 
and Nazi extermination camps. Nonetheless, Foucault suggests that “state 
 racism” is an intrinsic potential of the modern welfare state project: “we see 
the appearance of a State racism: a racism that society will direct against itself, 
against its own elements and its own products. This is the internal racism of 
permanent purification and it will become one of the basic dimensions of so-
cial normalization” (62).

In these lectures Foucault views all modern political rationalities as born 
with a seed of biopolitical state racism, articulated in National Socialism and 
fascism, and evident across variants of socialism and communism (2003, 258–
63). Elsewhere, he refers to the two “pathological forms of power,” fascism and 
Stalinism. Despite their historical specificity, however, they used many of the 
ideas and tools that characterize “our political rationality” (SP, 328). Thus uni-
versalist thinking seems indeed to be a double-edged sword for Foucault, and 
this ambiguity also pertains to the modern state as an institution. The moment 
when the state becomes universal, and is no longer a flexible instrument for one 
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82  BLOOD-DRIED CODES

group’s conflict with another, is the point at which the state’s “warfare” against 
its internal enemies becomes more effective and finely meshed. At the same 
moment that the modern, universal state achieves a monopoly on violence and 
grants its citizens basic civil and social rights, there is the possibility of a war 
against the internal enemies of the body politic by a sovereign state power of 
hitherto unseen bureaucratic efficiency.

The Universal State as Vir tuality
If we return from the “state-phobic” final pronouncements to the penultimate 
lecture in “Society Must Be Defended,” a more ambiguous understanding of state 
universality is revealed. Foucault uses a slightly different register for examin-
ing how war, as an analytical model for political processes, becomes replaced 
by the theme of national universality (2003, 215–19). Specifically, Foucault ar-
gues that the war metaphor began to disappear from the literature of the early 
nineteenth century, in the wake of the 1789 revolution in France. Hence, the 
advocates of the Third Estate did not proclaim the republic’s legitimacy on the 
basis of a blood-sealed victory as did the nobility. The writers of the revolution 
changed the terms of the debate by a twofold assertion. First, they recognized 
that their state project was not rooted in a historically inherited right and that 
they, as a social group, were just one among many and therefore did not rep-
resent the totality of the social body. Second, however, they claimed that they 
were the best guarantors that state universality would be effectively established 
in a legitimate manner: “Perhaps we are not, in ourselves, the totality of the 
social body, but we are capable of guaranteeing the totalizing function of the 
State. We are capable of statist universality” (222). In this way they instituted a 
thus-far alien universalistic juridico-philosophical discourse.

With this discourse a transformed understanding of the character of the 
present emerges. In the old eighteenth-century historical-political discourse 
the present was always viewed as a moment of profound forgetfulness. More 
precisely, the present was understood to be permeated by a complex of shifts 
and alliances between rival forces that had rendered the fundamental and 
primitive state of war muddled (Foucault 2003, 227). The present was negatively 
valued because the objective was to awaken from or cure oneself of this for-
getfulness. This would be a true violent reawakening. The political historicist 
notion of the truth of state universality, as revealed in the present, looks for 
inheritance, descent, and righteous victory in the past. It is a truth that points 
backward and identifies the social groups that have managed to forcibly es-
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tablish themselves as representative of the universal in the contemporary state 
order (228). The aim was, in brief, to reawaken a consciousness of the past.

According to Foucault, however, in the new discourse of the first half of 
the nineteenth century the present was reinterpreted so that it came to posi-
tively define the moment at which the universal is instituted within concrete 
 reality (2003, 227). Foucault discovers the beginning of this later problematic, 
the “striving toward the universality of the state” (225), in the French Revolu-
tion: “The demand will no longer be articulated in the name of a past right that 
was established by either a consensus, a victory, or an invasion. The demand can 
now be articulated in terms of a potentiality, a future, a future that is immediate” 
(222). We witness here the birth of the modern problematic of the universality 
of the state as a constant striving, an ideality that gives urgency to the present 
and future reality, not the past: “Once history is polarized around the nation/
State, virtuality/actuality, functional totality of the nation/real universality of 
the State, you can see clearly that the present becomes the fullest moment, the 
moment of the greatest intensity, the solemn moment when the universal makes 
its entry into the real” (227).

The theme of state universality as a virtuality to be actualized appears again 
in the 1979 lecture series The Birth of Biopolitics. At the beginning of these 
lectures Foucault emphasizes that modern reasoning about the state is char-
acterized by its conception of the state as a permanently unfinished project, 
constantly in the process of realization: “The state is at once that which exists, 
but which does not yet exist enough” (2008, 4). In this perspective the state ap-
pears as a paradoxical object, since it is both the given structure within which 
one governs and the unreachable ideal-state always receding into the horizon. 
It is precisely both a present reality and a future ideality. Hence, modern state 
rationality is inherently transformative insofar as it seeks to realize the state’s 
potentialities: “Raison d’État is precisely a practice, or rather the rationaliza-
tion of a practice, which places itself between a state presented as given and a 
state presented as having to be constructed and built. The art of government 
must therefore fix its rules and rationalize its way of doing things by taking as 
its objective the bringing into being of what the state should be” (4). While the 
virtual is occupied by the nation in “Society Must Be Defended,” however, in his 
governmentality lectures it will be preoccupied with different conceptions of 
the proper scope, objective, and form of government.

We will examine in greater detail the implications of this latter “reflexive 
prism” of the state’s virtuality in Chapter 7. For the moment we note that while 
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Foucault shifts from a focus on the relation between nation and state to that of 
the relation between government and state, he continues to view the state less 
as a structure of institutions than as the more or less realized form of a virtual 
universality.

The State Must Be Defended?
Foucault does not draw out the possible progressive dimensions of the ad-
vent of the figure of the universalizing state. His pervasive reliance in 1976 on 
the category of battle impedes such a conclusion. Rather, he offers a twofold 
continuity based on the war lineage. On the one hand, there is the lineage be-
tween eighteenth-century political historicism’s attack on sovereign right and 
the insurrection of subjugated knowledges and local struggles at the margins 
of the modern state. On the other hand, there is the continuum between the 
state racism of “pathological” regimes and the more mundane and less overtly 
bloody variants of a welfarist “normalizing society.” This is a reading that does 
not allow an affirmative consideration of biopower in terms of the promotion 
of health, care, and protection. It is as if Foucault in 1976 has not fully discov-
ered the positive, enabling dimension of biopolitics nor its sources in pastoral 
power. This biopolitical pastoral care for human life becomes visible, observes 
Sergei Prozorov (2007b, 55), when “the immanence of the life of the population 
is contrasted with the transcendent unity of the people as a collective sovereign” 
(emphasis in original). While it is in principle possible to establish such an af-
firmative investment in the concept of biopolitics from Foucault’s 1976 lectures, 
his substantial analysis reads very differently.

This did not prevent Foucault’s own student, Blandine Kriegel, from reading 
the textual archive and the 1976 lectures in a very different way. Kriegel’s project 
was to confront what she viewed as the tendency of French academia to de-
value law and state institutions. This project was initiated contemporaneously 
with Foucault’s 1976 lectures and continued for some decades (Barret-Kriegel 
1992). In her 1979 book, which would be translated into English nearly two de-
cades later, Kriegel (1995, 12) lists Foucault among the few exceptions who have 
taken a positive approach in the history of political institutions, which “must 
still fight uphill battles against hostile attitudes.” At the same time, however, she 
offers a novel understanding of key components of his analysis: sovereignty, 
law, biopolitics, and subjectification. In Kriegel’s account juridical sovereignty 
is not a continuation of war, not even in its monarchical form. In fact, the ad-
vent of monarchical sovereignty in absolutism liberated individuals from the 
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servitude and slavery of feudal Europe: “Feudalism is war, jus vitae necisque, 
conscription of human life; sovereign power is peace, security, and prohibition 
of the taking of human life” (24).

Kriegel also locates the advent of biopolitics somewhat earlier than Fou-
cault with absolutism itself. She argues that modern sovereignty was already 
biopolitical at its inception. The sovereign power of the absolutist monarchies 
not only pacified their territories but also made the protection of the physi-
cal integrity and life of individuals their principal objective. Hence, absolute 
sovereignty “pacifies society, guarantees individual security, and makes life its 
chief aim. It is the product of a negotiation of rights rather than an expiation 
of arms” (Kriegel 1995, 40). This could almost be a direct response to Foucault: 
the sovereign state does not have blood dried in its constitutional codes but 
offers the protection of life itself. In an analytically similar (and political dis-
similar) move to that of Giorgio Agamben’s famous book Homo Sacer (1998), 
Kriegel perceived the origins of Foucault’s biopolitics, or the power of life, in 
the emergence of sovereignty itself. But whereas Agamben critically mobilizes 
the “indistinction” between biopolitics and an ancient notion of sovereignty 
and its inclusion of “bare life” by its abandonment, Kriegel views absolutist 
sovereignty as the political innovation that offers the protection of individual 
corporeal or bare life. On this basis “early modern political philosophy gave 
birth to bio politics by legitimating individual rights, security, and—at a later 
date—liberty, by subjecting the sovereign to the rule of law” (Kriegel 1995, 150). 
Sovereignty puts an end to the feudal “suzerainty,” derived from the Roman 
dominium, which was in effect a “relation of subjection, in the manner of the 
relation between a master and a slave” (21). The absolutist state makes it pos-
sible to end this situation in which one individual’s being, body and soul, can 
be owned or possessed by another.

Kriegel argued that the most ancient doctrine of individual right was not 
a child of the Revolution and the ensuing civic constitution but belonged to 
the absolutist state. She viewed this right as germane because it centered on 
personal security, emphasizing the protection of the body. Contra Foucault this 
power did not need to work through the constitution of subjectivities, through 
identities and their fabrication or “subjectification.” Accordingly, the modern 
conception of rights does not rely on the philosophy of the subject that sprang 
from the modern techniques of discipline and biopolitical normalization and 
hence entailed a less invasive form of individualization. We see, then, that both 
Foucault and Kriegel would find the intellectual sources of modern state sover-
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eignty around the time of the absolutist monarchy in France. If Foucault would 
use these sources to rescue counterdiscourses to juridical sovereignty in the 
territorial state and its claims to guarantee personal freedom, Kriegel would 
find the genuine roots of this protection in the very absolutism that Foucault’s 
resurrected historians were writing fiercely against.

Kriegel’s personal passage was one toward a republican statism that would 
appear to side with universalist political theory against Foucault’s historical-
political discourse. Foucault himself would soon move on from his admira-
tion for such a discourse, although for a different passage. His detour through 
the problematic of war, political historicism, and the race war, indicates for 
Foucault one conclusion, almost diametrically opposite to Kriegel’s. The mod-
ern territorial state and its claims to universality are particularly dangerous 
phenomena, not least when combined with modern, individualizing, and to-
talizing techniques of power. In 1976 such an observation throws the baby of 
political liberalism and democratic theory out with the statist bathwater. By 
1979, however, Foucault had found a different kind of liberalism, this time 
economic, which would be more compatible with his radical antistatism and 
antihumanism.
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