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Wars are no longer waged in the name of a sovereign who must be 
defended; they are waged on behalf of the existence of everyone; 
entire populations are mobilised for the purposes of wholesale 
slaughter in the name of life necessity.

(Foucault, 1978: p. 137)

Introduction

Race first figures as central to Foucault’s analytic of modern power and 
politics during the course of a series of lectures that he gave in the mid-
1970s; specifically in “Society Must Be Defended”, the first lecture course 
in the series. That analytic of power preoccupied the work of the 1970s. 
The lectures coincide, for example, with the publication of Surveiller et 
Punir (February, 1975) and La Volonté de Savoir (October, 1977) (Elden, 
2006; Marks, 2000). Stuart Elden has also noted that they were contem-
poraneous in addition with the publication of Volume 1 of The History 
of Sexuality. “Society Must Be Defended” ran from January to March while 
The History of Sexuality appeared in December of 1976. As Elden 
 concludes, ‘the published volume being an overview of the projected 
six part series ... Volume 1 was in part a summary of lectures that 
must surely have been written by the time the book was delivered to 
Gallimard’ (Elden, 2002: n.127). Some of the key analytical themes 
broached in 1976 are also pursued throughout the succeeding lecture 
courses, Security, Territory, Population (Foucault, 2004b [1977–8]) and The 
Birth of Biopower (Foucault, 2004a [1978–9]).

These lectures describe a trajectory rather than a system of thought. 
It is a trajectory of thought concerned with broaching a novel analytic 
of modern politics; specifically liberal biopolitics. Admittedly incomplete, 
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Foucault is in effect re-writing the history of the birth of modern liberal 
politics in a genealogy which typically focuses on the micro-practices 
of rule rather than the grand self-serving narratives of modernisation, 
liberation and enlightenment. He is therefore less interested in the 
ontologising manoeuvres of liberal political philosophy than he is in 
the historically evolving material practices of liberal forms of rule. 
However much it calls liberal political thought into question, his is an 
analytic of modern liberal power relations, not an ideology critique of 
liberal political philosophy.

From the birth of political arithmetic in the seventeenth century 
through the avalanche of printed numbers in the eighteenth and 
 nineteenth centuries through to the ‘discipline’ and ‘control’ societies 
of the twentieth century, biopolitical governance has sorted life into 
racially inscribed categories because that is what the operational logic 
of biopolitics obliged it to do. And while this racial inscription was most 
marked in the colonial despoilation of non-Western peoples it was never 
pursued independently of the biopolitical colonisation of the metro-
politan populations of the Atlantic world as well. It began there, in the 
population surveys which accompanied the early seventeenth-century 
colonial plantations in Ireland, for example.1

Foucault tells us that the object of biopolitics is to make life live. But 
it is equally clear that, when one follows his analytic carefully, espe-
cially in “Society Must Be Defended”, and that when one extrapolates the 
logic of biopolitics as well, then making life live is evidently a lethal 
business. It makes war on life which does not fit the template of biopo-
liticised life and its ways of making life live. Making live is simultan-
eously also a making die for the sake of ‘life’.

Where life is improvable, biopolitics specifies continuous revision 
and reform. Where life is however obdurately resistant to biopolitical 
revision, biopolitics specifies correction and punishment.2 Where life 
simply exceeds biopolitical rationalisation and technological govern-
ance – wherever life proves itself biopolitically unclassifiable or incal-
culable – biopolitics terrorises life and, in many varied ways, specifies 
death (Dillon, 2007a). Since it is a condition of making life live that 
biopolitics inevitably encounters life inimical to its project as an every-
day fact of biopolitical life, the peace which biopolitics seeks ‘makes 
live’ through continuous warring against life which does not fit; 
 especially against life which endangers life’s biopoliticisation (Foucault, 
2003b: p. 244). Biopolitically, that which is not fit becomes unfit. 
Biopolitically, that which is not meet, becomes meat. In order to 
 differentiate between meet and meat, biopolitics requires to assay and 
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grade life. In short not all life, not every conceivable kind of life, is 
biopolitically suitable life. It always turns out that in biopolitics 
some life has to die in order for some other life to live. In that sense 
biopolitics is simultaneously also a politics of life and death. What 
 differentiates biopolitics from sovereign politics is a change in the cor-
relation of life and death, not some escape from the inevitability of 
that  correlation.

Race is one of the markers which biopolitically adjudicates. It does 
not only specify life’s eligibilities – for this or that good – it ultimately 
specifies whether or not a life is to be considered eligible for life as such. 
Political enfranchisement of life biopolitically is ultimately dependent 
upon utility measures for the promotion of life biologically.

This biopolitical war for ‘life’ against life is therefore no accident. It is 
not epiphenomenal, and it has no obvious end. For life continuously 
exceeds the biopolitical speciation to which biopolitics must reduce it, 
if biopolitics is to make life live in the ways in which biopolitics under-
stands ‘life’ to be. In short, the problem which biopolitics encounters in 
pursuit of its project to ‘make life live’ is life itself. The war for life which 
biopolitics wages on behalf of its understanding of life, and in relentless 
pursuit of appropriate power relations to enact that understanding, is 
translated into biopolitical peace through an obsession with security. 
Biopolitically it is ‘life’ which has to be secured against life. Peace is 
written as war biopolitically through discourses of security. To make 
life live it has to be secured. Securing life is a continuous war against 
 whatever threatens life. Life is thus a permanent security problem for 
biopolitics.

The reason is very simple. Life is an undecidable, not a datum. It 
comes indebted to the gift of life which is more than biopolitical life 
itself. It also comes in many more shapes and sizes than that presup-
posed by biopolitics, and it constantly changes in ways which call down 
the violent opprobrium of biopolitics. So, if we are to fully appreciate 
the analytical drivers and political dynamics of biopolitics, and if we 
are to understand its war making through constant securitising, it is not 
enough to assume that we have exhausted what Foucault opened up to 
interrogation when he said that biopolitics is committed to making 
life live.

One has to note at least three other things as well. First, that life here 
is a biopoliticised reduction of life. Second, that the biopoliticised reduc-
tion of life is not a an accomplishment. It is a contested and contestable 
form of rule. Third, one has to say that this biopolitical project of 
 making life live is also a lethal business. Life cannot be made, encouraged, 
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or otherwise seduced, into living biopolitically unless other ways of 
 living and other forms of life are extinguished.

Foucault recognised that the lethal politics of making life live must 
also refigure death as it refigures life. In response to its biopoliticisation, 
he said: ‘Death was no longer something that suddenly swooped down 
on life ... Death was something permanent, something that slips into 
life, perpetually gnaws at it, diminishes it and weakens it’ (Foucault, 
2003b: p. 244). He saw that death was not expunged from life, but that 
life and death were newly linked in biopolitics. In this emergent correla-
tion of life and death, he saw that biopolitics newly problematised death 
as much as it did life:

I wouldn’t say exactly that sovereignty’s old right – to take life or let 
live – was replaced, but it came to be complemented by a new right, 
which does not erase the old right but which does penetrate it, per-
meate it. This is the right, or rather precisely the opposite right. It is 
the power to ‘make’ live and ‘let’ die.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 241)

He briefly experimented with calling this refiguration of death 
‘thanato-politics’. Biopolitics does not, however, simply refigure death 
in the process of refiguring life. It begins to establish a new economy of 
life and death. In relation to how biopolitics newly instrumentalises 
killing and death, for example, Foucault observed:

When I say killing I obviously do not mean simply murder as such, 
but also every form of indirect murder: the fact of exposing someone 
to death, increasing the risk of death for some people, or quite simply 
political death, expulsion, rejection, and so on.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 256)

Thus, as Achille Mbembe and others following Foucault have noted, 
since you cannot make life live biopolitically unless you simultaneously 
also ‘let die’, biopolitics does not simply offer a thanato-political refigu-
ration of death. It does that and more. Its newly emergent political 
economy of life and death systematically installs what Mbembe has 
called a necropolitics of dead life. The life of the living dead now char-
acterises our global biopolitical economy quite as much as the living life 
of biopolitics (Mbembe, 2001, 2003; Montag, 2005).

Necropolitics is the ‘letting die’ required by the biopolitical injunction 
to ‘make live’. Making live must systematically adjudicate the living in 
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respect of their contribution or otherwise to the project of making ‘life’ 
live. Just as making live can be a violent process, so letting die is no 
mere accident. It is here that racial markers are commonly employed to 
operationalise the biopolitical adjudication required to follow the 
injunction to make life live. Hence biopolitics, necropolitics and race 
are closely correlated phenomena. Race contributes directly to the tri-
angulation of biopolitics with its necropolitics. That triangulation helps 
strip biopolitics of any assumed innocence in respect of its project of 
making life live.

From Foucault’s perspective, therefore, the story of biopoliticised race 
arises with the birth of political modernity. It is part of that process by 
which the conduct of conduct comes to be governed by other mecha-
nisms than those once provided by Christian Kingship and the pastoral 
power of the Christian Church. But one has to ask: What is this ‘life’ 
which liberal biopolitics takes as its referent object of power and poli-
tics? It is not the life of the vivere civile of renaissance humanism famed 
by Machiavelli. It is not identical either with Descartes’ cogito or with 
the life of possessive individualism said to distinguish the normative 
political philosophy of liberal political theory.

Life here is instead the biological account of life which first arises 
during the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, espe-
cially in the form of ‘population’. It develops thereafter through 
accounts of life furnished by the eighteenth century and proceeds on 
into the nineteenth century when biology was born and the term ‘life’ 
itself first became a scientific term of art (Jacob, 1989). It develops 
thereafter through the Darwinism of the nineteenth and neo-Darwinism 
of the twentieth century and, thence, into the molecularisation of life 
and the dramatic proliferation of the life sciences which now charac-
terise the early twenty-first century. In short, the life of biopolitics has 
a history, and that history tracks changing racial as well as biological 
accounts of what it is to be a living thing. The history of the one was 
always closely associated, and even sometimes fully conflated with, 
the other. If racism has its history so also does the biopoliticised under-
standing of life as species existence. The two have always been closely 
entwined.

The biopolitical genealogy of modern 
power and politics

at stake is the biological existence of a population.
(Foucault, 1978: p. 137)
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Following the religious revolutions of the seventeenth century, espe-
cially, politics and rule were obliged to seek some other warrant than 
that of a divinely ordained cosmos. However much they nonetheless 
continued to rely on some guarantor of universal order, that guarantor 
could no longer be confidently formulated in terms of a providential 
God divinely manifested throughout creation. Science, commerce, 
urbanisation, religious war and the rise of the state, as well as the bloody 
rivalry of conflicting confessions of faith, put paid to that game. What 
therefore first distinguished modern accounts of government and 
 politics, for Foucault, was the way in which they sought, in the prob-
lematisation of all accounts of transcendent order, to ground the 
 problematic of rule, instead, in some internal, or immanent, political 
rationality. In the process of documenting how the biopolitical aspects 
of this historical transformation of politics, government and govern-
ance emerged, Foucault makes a whole variety of arguments. I boil these 
down to emphasise the following four points.

First, Foucault maintains historically that political modernity arose 
from war, specifically race war. Second, he observes that early biopoli-
tics, taking life as its referent object of power and politics, focused on 
the empirical referent of ‘population’. Third, he extended his initial 
argument by maintaining that not only did political modernity arise 
out of race war, he insisted that the very grid of intelligibility of modern 
politics itself continues to derive from war. I describe this as a process in 
which the logos of war is inscribed as the logos of peace. Arguing with 
Foucault, but beyond Foucault, I seek to derive a fourth argument. I 
maintain, in addition, that logos of peace is systematically inscribed 
with the logos of war through discourses of security. What is enunciated 
at the level of ontopolitical necessity – the reality that species existence 
revolves around survival and that that life must first be secured if it is 
to be promoted – is also inscribed at the level of rule through the opera-
tion of biopolitical governmentality.

To the degree that contemporary politics is biopolitical, therefore, 
biopoliticised, racism does not so much take place via political ration-
alities which proclaim the ‘realism’ of racial supremacy. It more regu-
larly occurs instead through the socio-technical systems which comprise 
the governing technologies of biopolitics. It is these which more 
 regularly exercise that everyday discrimination against lives required, 
biopolitically, to make life live. Within Atlantic societies, these days, 
race and biopolitics meet in governmental capillaries of power rather 
than in officially endorsed political rationalities of race. A complex 
assemblage of power relations, or, what Foucault calls a  dispositif de 
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 sécurité, racial markers help adjudicate the living for biopolitics 
(Foucault, 2007).

I. Race war (La guerre des races)

the blood that has dried in the codes.
(Foucault, 2003b: pp. 55–6)

The modern politics which first arose in France and England during the 
course of the seventeenth century arose, according to Foucault, through 
war, and the wars through which they arose were race wars [la guerre 
des races]. Here, Foucault contests the history and interpretation of the 
origin of early modern politics. His protagonists are many. They include, 
in particular, Machiavelli and Hobbes as well as Hegel. Machiavelli and 
Hobbes are challenged because the former is preoccupied with the poli-
tics of seizing and retaining a sovereign’s grip on his territorial state 
(Machiavelli), and because the latter’s account of politics derives from a 
posited war of all against all rather than real conflict (Hobbes). Hegel’s 
dialectic is challenged because Foucault does not subscribe to the idea 
of history having a goal or telos and he does not believe in the idea of a 
historical subject coming to fruition through history. He was never that 
kind of historian. Hegel is also implicitly contested because, like Hobbes, 
he also substitutes an ontological mechanism for the historical fields of 
force which were instituted by real wars: ‘invasions, struggles, plun-
dering, disguises, ploys’ (Foucault, 1991a: p. 76, see also Marks, 2000: 
p. 130). Since Foucault describes how these early modern wars were race 
wars, race figured from the very beginning as one of the ensemble of 
dividing practices which gave birth to modern discourses of the politi-
cal, and the apparatus of modern state politics. He describes how, with 
the dissolution of the Christian world, civil war and emerging conflicts 
over the institution of absolute monarchy, jurists, political theorisers 
and popularises, in both England and France, appealed to the traditions 
of their ‘race’ – Anglo-Saxon, or Frank, for example – to proclaim or 
protest newly emergent forms of rule.

In the late seventeenth, and throughout the course of the eighteenth, 
century, liberal biopolitics began to find its warrant, instead, in the 
 biological understanding of life as species being. It enacted that  warrant, 
especially against the sovereign claims of absolute monarchy, by seek-
ing to align government with the limits set by what were increasingly 
said to be the independent dynamics of life processes; such as those 
exhibited, for example, by ‘population’. Good government then became 
government which not only respected the limits within which it should 
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govern, but artfully sought to manipulate and manage those limits for 
the good governance of species life.

‘Life’ thus came to teach liberal biopolitics what it needed to know if 
it was to promote, regulate and govern life effectively according to the 
‘natural’ limits set by the exigencies of species existence itself. Crucially 
those limits, and the life processes which they demarcate, had, in addi-
tion, to be amenable to calculation – to their own specific forms of 
power/knowledge. If they were not, then liberal biopolitics would quite 
literally not know how to govern. Where bodies and populations none-
theless appear to exceed or escape calculation in some way or other, 
however, there monstrosity lies for the biopolitical technician and for 
the biopolitician. This fear was regularly expressed in racial terms. It 
found expression in the early political arithmetic of seventeenth and 
eighteenth-century biopolitics, just as it now finds expression today in 
the biometrics and risk calculations which enact twenty-first century 
biopolitics; especially in the allied campaigns of ‘homeland security’, 
‘national resilience’ and the ‘war on terror’ as well as throughout immi-
gration and asylum policies.

But one has to be clear about what ‘life’ comes to mean under this 
emergent biopolitical regime.

II. Species life

‘Le genre humain’ to ‘espèce humaine’.
(Foucault, 2007: p. 75)

The human can be classified in many ways, indeed the term ‘human’ is 
itself a form of classification. Foucault was interested in what happens 
to politics and power relations, and why in particular does race become 
such an integral mechanism of power, when modern politics and 
power come to understand and operationalise themselves as regulating 
and promoting something called espèce humaine rather than le genre 
humain?

Intrigued by the mechanisms through which the basic biological 
 features of the human species became the object of political strategy, 
therefore, when Foucault first came to interrogate biopolitics he noted 
how it differentiated life as species existence from life understood in 
other ways. Life understood as species existence – espèce humaine – 
differs fundamentally from life understood as ‘le genre humain’ (Foucault, 
2004b). The root of le genre humain – gens – refers to the jus gentium of 
Roman and medieval law. Usually translated as ‘the law of nations’, and 
extensively treated in the work of two early modern international 
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jurists, Hugo Grotius (Grotius, 1925 [1625]) and Emmerich de Vattel (De 
Vattel, 1883), important to the development of early modern national 
and international understandings of rule and power, the gentium of jus 
gentium invokes the juridico-political and cultural notion of a ‘people’ 
or ‘peoples’ belonging together in respect of law and custom, not the 
biological notion of ‘species’ (the root of espèce, or être biologique), in 
which the principle of belonging together is furnished by shared 
 biological properties. The move from gentium to espèce thus effects a 
transformation in the very understanding of what it is to be a living 
being and correspondingly of the governmental regulation of such an 
object. At the end of the seventeenth century that object took the 
 specific form of ‘population’. In the twenty-first century it increasingly 
takes the form of informationally constituted complex adaptive living 
assemblages. For that reason we can now say that there is a very large 
extra-human, indeed ‘posthuman’, component to contemporary bio-
politics incorporating in addition the living assemblages to be found in 
the domains of biosecurity, cybernetic security and virtual security 
(Dillon, 2004b).3

It was first ‘police’ and then liberal biopolitics which took population 
as its referent object of power and security. They differed from each 
other in as much as ‘police’, or polizeiwissenschaft, was a device – a kind 
of theory of power in itself – deployed on behalf of the newly emerging 
modern sovereignties. It was responsible for the early introduction and 
refinement of population statistics, originally called ‘political arithme-
tic’, and it treated population as a resource for the newly empowered 
modern sovereign. The principle difference between police and liberal 
biopolitics was that the latter effectively democratised statistics, in the 
sense of embracing them for progressive social change rather than 
resisting them as an arm of sovereign power, attributed autonomy to 
the behaviour of populations and increasingly began to construe indi-
vidual and collective freedom transactionally as the right to participate 
in markets.4

Specifically, then, in relation to espèce humaine, power comes to be 
exercised on, in and through the biological mass which constitutes the 
‘species’, rather than the juridico-political and cultural processes of 
belonging and rule said to constitute the gens of gentium, or of ‘le genre 
humain’ (See Bartelson, 1995). Thus the principles of formation around 
which power relations and technologies of power began to emerge were 
governed by those features which most characterised species existence, 
rather than those said to characterise ‘providence’, ‘nature’ or, even, the 
‘history’ and ‘territoriality’ of a ‘people’.
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Species existence is a survivalist existence which in our times is now 
set in a matrix of continuous emergent necessity subject to the radical 
contingency of events, including of course the radical coincidences of 
time and space which comprise the events of its own existence, indeed 
comprise the radical contingency of its very own event. Here Foucault 
describes biopower as a technology,

which is centred not upon the body but upon life; a technology 
which brings together the mass effects characteristic of a popula-
tion, which tries to control the series of random events that can 
occur in a living mass, a technology which tries to predict the 
 probability of those events (by modifying it, if necessary) or at least 
to compensate for their effects.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 249)

Foremost among the characteristic features of biopolitics noted by 
Foucault from its very inception, and amplified here for further  analytical 
effect, looking forward to their critical importance in contemporary 
 biopolitics, were therefore circulation, contingency and complex connec-
tivity (Dillon, 2007b). Circulation, because that was how the life form 
propagated itself. Contingency, because its very existence was an aleatory 
phenomenon. Thrown into life, species existence is the sum total of its 
encounters with the contingent conjunctures which characterise the life 
of biological beings. Complexity, because the trajectory of such existence 
was no mere projection of linear progress. If its time was evental its expe-
rience of its own event in time was non-linear; comprised of complex 
adaptation, phase changes and unpredictable transformations.

What therefore followed in that shift from gentium to espèce was a 
transformation not only in the referent object of power relations, and 
not only also in the very mechanisms by means of which power oper-
ates and circulates. Above all, the temporality of such existence comes 
to be governed not by Cosmology, ‘Providence’, or even History but by 
‘Evental time’.5

Thus the biopolitical problematisation of security in terms of species 
existence is very different from that of the geopolitical problematisation of 
security in terms of territorial sovereignty, or the Christian soteriological 
problematisation of security in terms of salvation or redemption.

III. War as the logos of politics

we must hear the distant roar of battle.
(Foucault, 1991b: p. 308)
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A third key point to make about Foucault’s formulation of the problematic 
of modern power and politics is that modern politics, founded histori-
cally in war, operates as an extension of war. War is not the extension 
of politics by other means, says Foucault. Quite the opposite, modern 
politics is an extension of war. Its very grid of intelligibility continues 
to extend the operational practices and discursive assumptions of the 
logos of war into the logos of peace. If race was essential to the early for-
mation of the modern political imaginary in which liberal governance 
remains implicated so also was war.

Foucault is not saying, as many traditional theorists of political 
modernity have said, that war is the ontological foundation of politi-
cal order. His argument is not, at least initially, an ontological, onto-
political or polemological argument. It is an historical argument. That 
is how political modernity, the discursive practices and structures of 
the  modern state and of liberal governance in particular, emerged, 
he says.

This historical argument does have profound epistemological impli-
cations, however. If that was how political modernity and modern power 
relations emerged, then the analytic of modern power relations – how 
we come to know, interrogate and analyse the operation of modern 
power – ought then to revolve around its changing historical forma-
tions of power rather than the metaphysical arguments concerning, for 
example, subjectivity, rights and nature which are often advanced, 
instead, by critics as well as exponents of modern liberal regimes of 
power. These in turn tend to be micro-practices in which changing 
understandings and mechanisms of both power and knowledge are 
intimately allied. Derived from a manifold of changing micro-practices 
of power/knowledge, liberal biopolitics remains deeply inflected by 
both its racial and its martial imprint because these articulate its very 
generative principles of formation and modes of operation. I want, how-
ever, to pursue this point about war beyond Foucault in a fourth point 
concerning the biopolitics of security

IV. Biopolitics of security as necropolitics

If Foucault is right, that liberal peace is the extension of war by other 
means, then those other means come in the form of the prevalence of 
security discourses. Peace becomes the extension of war through the 
discourse of security. [Foucault cryptically notes how liberal biopolitics 
is a dispositif de sécurité (Foucault, 2007: p. 91). Its very arts of govern-
ance revolve around the securing of life as species existence.] Here is 
how and why.
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Whatever endangers the promotion of species life endangers liberal 
biopolitics. The peace for which liberal biopolitics strives is that of the 
uninterrupted promotion of species existence. Such a peace is endan-
gered when it is challenged by other accounts of existence and by the 
sheer intractability of species existence itself. Liberal biopolitics makes 
war on that which endangers species existence through the discursive 
practices which seeks to secure the promotion of species existence. 
Peace and war find their biopolitical articulation in the biopolitical 
 discourses of security (Dillon and Reid, 2008).

In sum, making life live ostensibly rejects war as a virtue and pro-
claims peace. The vocation of war is to kill. The vocation of biopolitics 
is ‘to make live’. But biopolitics cannot make live unless it preserves life 
from that which threatens it. To do that biopolitics must also seek a 
command of a refigured death, specifically that of biopoliticised econ-
omy of who shall live and who shall die. Although he acknowledges it, 
Foucault does not reflect on this necropolitics beyond the observations 
he made about the state racism of Nazi Germany and the incipient 
 racism of state socialism. My additional argument is that it is their 
 apparatuses of security which, therefore, do the biopolitical work of 
inscribing the logos of peace with the logos of war. Liberal peace is a 
necropolitics of security which makes permanent war against life on 
behalf of life.

Making life live is therefore a lethal business because the promotion 
of species existence appears to be threatened on all sides, not only by 
alternative accounts of existence, but also by the danger which species 
existence always seems to pose to itself not least in often being resistant 
to the biopolitical injunction to make life live. For not all life can live if 
life itself is to be promoted. Some life is inimical to life and has to be 
exterminated if it cannot be corrected and reformed. Life is like that. To 
be precise species life is like that and so we have to clarify this basic 
classification of what it is to be a living being because it is foundational 
to biopolitics and how, as such, it has need of the sub-division of species 
life into more or less functionally utile categories of human life to which 
the term race applies.

Foucault pursues the point through two well formed questions: ‘Given 
this power’s objective is essentially to make live, how can it let die? How 
can the power of death , the function of death, be exercised in a political 
system centred upon biopower?’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 254). The answer 
is prefigured in how he habitually talks about power and politics in 
terms of political rationalities and governmental technologies. If 
 governmental technologies regulate, political rationalities ontologise. 
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They express an understanding of the real. In Foucault ontologies 
matter but he does not presume that material practices proceed from 
ontological principles. The world is too messy for that. There is continual 
interplay between ontologising and technologising. An understanding 
of the real lurks in every technology. Every ontology desires to be 
 operationalised in an appropriate technology.6

Biopolitics performs the ontologising and technologising thorough 
the simultaneous refiguration of both life and death. That is to say 
through the biopolitical enunciation of the real as species existence 
(political rationality), and its micro-political practices (governmental 
technologies). It is at this point, Foucault says, that ‘racism intervenes’ 
(2003b: p. 254). It breaks up the biological continuum, sub-divides the 
species, according to which forms of life are more fit, more eligible or 
more disposed to life and which are not; and which are indeed inimical 
to life and in need of extermination.

Here Foucault says, in addition, that racism enacts the relation of war 
which templates the modern account of the political: ‘this relation (“If 
you want to live you must take lives, you must be able to kill”) was not 
invented by either racism or the modern State. It is the relationship of 
war’ (2003b: p. 255). Enacting the relation of war, the martial imprint-
ing of modern politics in biological terms, biopolitics differentiates life 
into categories of living things more and less eligible to live by virtue of 
the ways in which they live, accounting whether or not that living 
 promotes, diminishes or profoundly threatens species life itself:

The fact that the other dies does mean simply that I live in the sense 
that his death guarantees my safety; the death of the other, the death of 
the bad race, of the inferior race (or the degenerate, or the abnormal) is 
something that will make life in general healthier: healthier and purer.

(2003b: p. 255)

Biopolitics thus enacts a necropolitical audit of living things in which 
race functions as a sorting device. Racism is the ‘Appel’ which classifies 
those marked out for biopolitical discrimination, selection, correction 
and, if necessary, elimination. This necropoliticised peace machine – 
which runs the gamut from peace-keeping and peace-making to ‘opera-
tions other than war’ and imperial conquest – is the liberal way of war 
(Dillon and Reid, 2008).

In sum, Foucault is not concerned to give an account of race as such 
in these 1970s lectures. Race arises, for him, as a mechanism integral to 
the operational and analytic logics of a form of power and politics 
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which is biopoliticised in as much as it takes human being in the form 
of species life as the referent object of power and politics. Not all mod-
ern politics does this. Not all modern liberal politics does this. But an 
overriding and increasing proportion of it does. 7

It is equally important to emphasise that, as with power so also with 
race, Foucault is not claiming that this biopolitical enframing of poli-
tics, power and race supersedes all other accounts of politics, power and 
race. Power is a diverse and changing manifold. So also is race. In pol-
itics as in liberal biopolitics these two are however intimately linked, 
according to Foucault. Biopolitics requires race. Race is necessary to 
making biopolitics work:

racism justifies the death function in the economy of biopower by 
appealing to the principle that the death of others makes one bio-
logically stronger insofar as one is a member of a race or population, 
insofar as one is an element in a unitary living plurality.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 258)

Note the added emphasis. Foucault is analytically prescient. He 
 recognises that it is not simply a matter of belonging to a kind of pre-
established racial entity but the generic biologised notion of ‘a unitary 
living plurality’. As doctrines and ideologies of racial supremacy lost 
their cultural and political purchase – their racialised accounts of the 
real failing to retain their previous ontopolitical grip on the cultural 
and political imaginaries of Atlantic societies – the logic of biopolitics 
nonetheless persists where life as belonging to a ‘unitary living plurality’ 
remains the generative principle of formation among them for govern-
ance and politics.

Therefore, just as in The History of Sexuality, Foucault’s problematic 
was not ultimately that of ‘sex’ but of the politics and power relations in 
which sex figures as a pivotal mechanism,8 so also in the lectures under 
discussion here the problematic is not ultimately that of race, colonisa-
tion or empire but the politics and power relations in which race figures 
as a pivotal mechanism.9 In each instance sex and race figure as the 
points of application for the operation of distinctive forms of power and 
politics. The same point applies also to the freedom presupposed by 
biopolitics. It too is the point of application for technologies of self-
governance and truth-telling practices which make that freedom 
 objectify itself in self-regulating ways. Biopolitics is the background 
that therefore enables us to understand the importance assumed by race 
as a biopolitical device.
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Early biopolitics: population, political 
arithmetic and race

such a power has to qualify, measure, appraise and hierarchise, rather 
than display itself in its murderous splendour.

(Foucault, 1978: p. 144)

Biopolitics changes. It must do so in as much as its referent object – the 
life of species existence – also changes. Biopolitics also changes because 
species life adapts. It adapts, for example, in response to biopolitical 
interventions designed to make species life change. Biopolitics also 
changes in response to changing scientific understanding of the nature 
of species existence and the growing capacity of digital and molecular 
science in particular now, for example, to intervene in life’s very own 
creative – morphogenic – processes.

Two good examples are provided by population and biology. Within 
the Atlantic world especially, twenty-first century populations differ 
from eighteenth-century populations, and twenty-first century biology 
differs from nineteenth-century biology. In the first example morbidity 
has been compressed up to the outer limits of life expectancy.10 In the 
second instance biology has been molecularised. The shape of popula-
tion and the understanding of living processes are now radically 
 different from what they once were. In the process life’s vital statistics 
have come to be taken differently. The biopolitical technologies and 
political rationalities by means of which life is governed, regulated and 
transformed have also changed. Biopolitics is thus a changing histori-
cal, and not a fixed, form of politics. It changes as these and other 
changes occur. So also does the biopolitical operation of race in the 
enumeration of the vital statistics upon which the micro-practices of 
biopolitical governance are based.

I. Population

the greatness and glory of a prince lyeth ... in the number, art, and 
industry of his people, well united and governed.

(William Petty, 1769: pp. 5–6)

If population was the empirical referent for espèce humaine, the grid of 
intelligibility which surrounded the emergence of ‘population’ as a 
 referent object of power and security in the modern period differed as 
much from sovereign accounts of power as it did from the pastoral 
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power of the Church. It also bifurcated. The promotion of ‘population’ 
in polizeiwissenschaft differed from the promotion of ‘population’ in 
liberal biopolitics. In the one it was a sovereign resource, in the other 
it became a political vocation. Before moving to the historical transfor-
mation of the vital biopolitical statistics concerning population which 
took place during the course of the eighteenth century, and of the 
changing role which race played in them, we have to clarify the sig-
nificance of this shift in the referent object of power and politics to 
population.

For example, the concern with population did not derive from the 
Church’s redemptive mission, determined as this was by the task of 
pursuing the salvation of everlasting life for its flock. In a sense it is the 
collapse of the Church’s authority, and its allied structures of medieval 
Empire and Kingship, posing a generic problematic of the ‘conduct of 
conduct’ which helped give rise to power and politics taking population 
as the referent object of their political rationalities and governmental 
technologies. A population is not something that is therefore posited 
by, and regulated through, the intercession of the pastoral power of the 
Church mediating between man and God. It is not a  soteriologically 
organised ecclesiastical community of faith in receipt of grace, shep-
herded by bishops and clergy through the law, the sacraments and the 
liturgy, bound in worship to an all-powerful providential creator.

Similarly, securing everlasting life for a divinely created existence is 
not the same kind of security project as that which aims to secure the 
promotion of life construed in terms of the biological materiality of 
 species existence. The one is a soteriological mission which takes place 
within a divinely ordained cosmos. The other is a calculative challenge 
which takes place within a complex matrix of species existence gov-
erned by contingency, connectivity and complexity. Ultimately, as 
Atlantic societies became thoroughly capitalised and governed exten-
sively through the market, this matrix (of necessary contingency as well 
as of contingent necessities) came to revolve around the commodifica-
tion of contingency as risk, and the adoption of risk analysis as the 
dominant decision technology. However much it may be proclaimed 
as a political ontology, ‘necessary contingency’ is a political project 
 revolving around a rigorously capitalised economy which increasingly 
conflates liberal freedoms with the multiplication of transactional 
 market rights.

Similarly a population is not a polity. It is not a civil community 
in the Hobbesian or other early modern liberal tradition. In the 
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 biopoliticised dispositif de sécurité contra Hobbes, for example, Foucault 
explains that:

the principle underlying the tactics of battle – that one has to be 
capable of killing in order to go on living – has become the principle 
that defines the strategy of states. But the existence in question is no 
longer the juridical existence of sovereignty; at stake is the biological 
existence of a population.

(Foucault, 1990: p. 137)

Thus if the corollary of the Hobbesian account of politics, power and 
war was the acceptance of Leviathan in the name of civil peace, the 
corollary of the biopolitical account of politics, power and war entails 
the acceptance of genocidal massacre in the name of life necessity:

massacres have become vital. ... If genocide is indeed the dream of 
modern powers ... it is because power is situated and exercised at the 
level of life, the species, the race, and the large-scale phenomena of 
population.

(Foucault, 1990: p. 137)

In sum, a population is not a flock in the ecclesiastical sense of the 
term and it is not a people in the modern political sense of the term.11 
Where the latter especially is concerned it is important to emphasise 
that a population is not comprised of subjects driven by different causa-
tions and expressing contrary wills. A population does not issue or obey 
commands. A population does not come to the bargaining table and it 
does not become a political problem through inter-subjective disagree-
ments. It does not pursue a manifesto and it does not issue political 
demands, negotiable or otherwise. The political regulation to which 
population may then be subject cannot therefore proceed through the 
pursuit and resolution of inter-subjective rivalries rendered tractable by 
the de-confessionalisation of politics and the privatisation of con-
science, which historical manoeuvres are traditionally associated with 
the early liberal civic Enlightenment of the late seventeenth century 
(see Hunter, 2001). Neither is a population a Westphalian (nation) state, 
geopolitically pursuing its interests in conflict and collaboration with 
other such entities.

It may well be the case that should a population find a voice – or be 
ventriloquated by political leaders – it will become a ‘people’, and in 
the form of a people pose just such inter-subjective problems. Foucault 
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does not much go into this directly.12 He does of course give very 
 consistent attention to processes of subjectification and searches for 
alternative ‘technologies of the self’ in his Hermeneutics of Subjectivity 
lectures especially (Foucault, 2005). In particular he was of course con-
cerned with the complex ways in which liberal biopolitics, through the 
mechanism he calls governmentality or governance, posits autono-
mous domains of human behaviour governed by their own laws: such 
as those of ‘economy’, ‘society’ and more generically ‘life’. He observes 
how in doing this liberal biopolitics also invokes such autonomy as 
freedom and invokes that freedom as the principle mechanism by 
which individuals and collective groups are recruited into regulating 
and practicing normalising self-governance on themselves (see especially 
Foucault, 2004a).

In principle, then, a population is simply a cohort of individuals that 
arises in the context of some specific ordering of species existence. In 
relation to such ordering processes, it is not a matter of interrogating 
the will of the population or even of detailing the ‘causal’ laws to which 
it is subject. It is instead a matter of profiling the objective behaviour of 
cohorts of individuals, and how they are exposed to life events, through 
statistical analysis, probability analysis, market behaviour, distribution 
and risk management among other devices. When securitisation and 
risk became dominant regulatory practice as they did at the end of the 
twentieth century, population is commonly divided into risk pools 
whose risk properties become a new focus of scientific attention: risk 
embracing, risk aversion, objective risk, subjective risk, social determi-
nation of risk and so on.

As modern power learnt scientifically what it meant to be a living 
species in a living world – ‘to have a body, conditions of existence, 
 probabilities of life, an individual and collective welfare, forces that 
could be modified and a space in which they could be distributed in an 
optimal manner’ (Foucault, 1990: p. 143) – biological existence became 
the object also for political existence. Life entered the domain of power 
in a novel way because of the way in which life came to be under-
stood; not, pace Agamben, because it repeated a distinction drawn by 
Aristotle.13 In addition to dealing with legal subjects, modern liberal 
regimes of power therefore began also to revolve around taking, ‘life 
and its mechanisms’, understood in these speciated ways, ‘into the 
realm of explicit calculations and made knowledge/power an agent of 
the transformation of human life’ (Foucault, 1990: p. 143). Biopower 
thus first arose as that form of power which dealt with, ‘the population, 
with the population as a political problem, as a problem which is at 
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once scientific and political, as a biological problem and as a power’s 
problem’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 245).

II. Race: from political arithmetic to demographics

by Political Arithmetic, we mean the art of reasoning by figures, 
upon things relating to government ... The foundation of this art is 
to be laid in some competent knowledge of the numbers of the 
 people.

(Charles Davenant, 1771: p. 128)

Recall that biopolitics is the expression which Foucault gave to a newly 
emergent set of power relations which he observed developing during 
the course of the eighteenth century. These began to revise the powers 
of police first instituted by the newly emerging monarchical states of 
the seventeenth century. Newer forms of political arithmetic and other 
power/knowledge devices began to change the ways in which species 
life was emerging as a referent object for modern power relations. 
Biopower was the label which Foucault applied to this changing, diverse 
and heterogeneous set of practices. It hardly requires re-stating but in 
order that there should be no doubt about it, biopolitics is not some-
thing which is discovered in nature and it does not replace other forms 
of power. Neither, at least for Foucault, was biopolitics a base metaphys-
ical distinction drawn by the Greeks at the beginning of modern 
 philosophy, whose ramifications throughout the political tradition of 
the West reach a cataclysmic denouement, for Giorgio Agamben in 
 particular, with Auschwitz. The manifold of modern power relations 
which attracted Foucault’s analytic attention was not that. It was instead 
an historically specific manifold; one which was in fact also to become 
subject to continuous self-transformation and change because it was 
the expression of adaptive ‘intelligent systems’ rather than the expres-
sion of a metaphysically rooted juridico-political order.

The biopolitical mechanisms which attracted Foucault’s attention 
were those revolving around progressive changes in the understanding 
of life as species existence. In particular, these included that early 
 compiling of statistical data about the exigencies of life to be found, for 
example, in mortality tables such as those drawn up in England by 
Edmund Halley and John Graunt in the mid-seventeenth century. In as 
much as these began the process of providing what nowadays would be 
called policy relevant information about births, marriages and deaths, 
the size and growth of populations, the availability of utilisable man 
power and the incidence and distribution of disease, they were of direct 
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interest to the newly emergent centralising monarchical states both in 
England and continental Europe. But there was in fact nothing to 
 prevent them being used to extend, support and develop commercial 
capitalism and the progressive social and political interests of its rising 
bourgeoisie as well; and they did.

For these practices to develop and become embedded as the means by 
which populations began to be regulated and governed required a 
 myriad of changes in the very ways in which people, property, risk and 
contingency came to be regarded. Such technologies were not simply 
discovered. They were engineered and re-engineered. In that complex 
historical process, the very weft and warp not only of government, 
 politics, religion and commerce but also of life itself changed, as ‘life’ 
and the promotion of the living became the referent object of power 
upon whose higher resolution the development of the dispositif de 
 sécurité of biopower relied. What it was to be a person, what it was to 
own a property in oneself according, for example, to John Locke, what 
it was to be contingent, what it was to capitalise, what it meant to be a 
biological individual were progressively redefined from the late seven-
teenth century onwards in ways that were to transform the societies, 
economies and politics of the entire Atlantic basin, and, through their 
imperial conquests, the world.

In this modern interactive topography of biopolitical and geopolitical 
power relations, race was a palimpsest of discursive practices.14 Deriving 
from many different religious, political, economic and cultural encod-
ings, that of police or polizeiwissenschaft was one.

A highly influential work of this kind, an exemplar of its type and 
especially instructive also for us here in as much as it prefigures a lot of 
the biopolitical social Darwinism of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries as well, was the six-volume System for a Complete Medical Police 
by Johann Peter Frank (Frank et al., 1976 [1786]), a pioneering advocate 
of ‘medical police’ who held positions in Göttingen, Pavia, St. Petersburg 
and Vienna during the course of the eighteenth century. ‘Medical 
police’ advocated a wide range of policies to improve the all-round 
health of populations including their physical well-being, strength, 
moral sensibility, civic discipline and ‘beauty’.

Frank’s work was vast in its range incorporating pre-natal and infant 
care, schooling, the regulation of housing, food and drink as well as the 
prevention of illness and the reduction of accidents and crime in its 
scope. Among its general objectives were the provision of a stronger tax 
base, increased yields in domestic productivity and a reduction in the 
number of destitutes requiring public support (Eigen, 2006). Albeit a 
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product of the age of enlightened absolutism, and leaving aside the 
explicitness of its racial concerns, it is not unlike a contemporary party 
political manifesto. Indeed some of its explicitly racial concerns to do 
with improving the biological stock of the population are no longer as 
unfashionable now, in the age of a newly revived liberal eugenics, as 
they once were (Agar, 2004).15

As Eigen notes, ‘race’ is however a large and capacious category. It is 
especially so in Frank’s work. There, it is an equivalent term for a range 
of genealogically produced groups including families, inbred villages 
and classes of people, regional and ethnic groups and the species itself. 
Frank does not advocate ‘a racism’. On the contrary:

The idea that all so-called races are extended kinship groups – and 
that all kinship groups can be included under the loose category of 
race – is an unstated but necessary premise of Frank’s work.

(Eigen, 2006: p. 187)

Through it he also promotes a proto-eugenic state-sponsored pro-
gramme of restricted breeding practices to eliminate heritable diseases, 
mitigate individual suffering, to lessen the public burden of caring for 
the orphaned and inform, ‘and to proactively generate a healthier more 
productive population’ (Eigen, 2006: p. 187). There was, Frank insisted, 
no more important political task than this: the study of heredity (today 
we would say genetics) and the translation of that knowledge into prac-
tical legislation. You may subtract the political rationality of race here, 
but what remains is a preoccupation with ‘heredity’ as great as our own 
and perfect expression of the racial logic of biopolitical governance in 
which politics becomes husbandry.

Advocating a form of human husbandry which could learn from 
 animal husbandry – ‘Would it not be wonderful if only a portion of 
the care devoted to the development of good animal breeds ... would be 
applied to humans’ (quoted in Eigen, 2006: p. 188) – Frank’s work 
 powerfully illustrates where politics leads when it takes the life of spe-
cies being for its referent object of power. For animal life is also species 
life. Preoccupation with the species existence of human existence 
quickly raises the issue of extra human biopolitics in the form here, for 
example, of the inter-articulation of the human and the animal.16 In 
the twenty-first century that extra human biopolitics takes in every 
conceivable form of living assemblage including viruses, both digital 
and molecular, and every form of life not least those to do with mass 
food production.
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Elevating illness, especially hereditable illness, to a category within 
human taxonomy, Frank was dedicated to the promotion of human 
welfare through its eradication via assisted breeding programmes; 
 recommending that:

beautiful people blessed with a strong, well formed and healthy 
body, even if they were robbed of all other resources, were supported 
in marriage with their equals in health and bodily perfection, and 
further supported in the raising of large families just like themselves, 
so that the number of strong, well-endowed body, citizens would 
eventually be increased.

(Quoted in Eigen, 2006: p. 188)

In the process of developing and elaborating his schema for medical 
police, Frank also expressly recognised the need to subordinate religion, 
amongst other regressive categories of social thought and practice, to 
the biopoliticised prioritisation of health and hereditary. In certain 
respects Frank may be said to have been ‘socially progressive’. For 
example, he advocated healthy pairings without regard to social, eco-
nomic or even racial category: ‘Frank ventures further than most of 
his contemporaries in his thinking about the consequences and the 
benefits of racial mixing’ (Eigen, 2006: p. 189).

Individual races in short required the infusion of foreign blood if the 
overall vitality of the human race was to be promoted. Says Frank: ‘The 
police must ensure that the human races are refreshed from time to 
time with foreign blood’ (cited in Eigen, 2006: p. 185). All this was of 
course enframed in a general belief nonetheless in European superior-
ity. Again Frank is useful because he illustrates that even in the form of 
police a concern for population does not necessarily commit its prac-
tices to advocating any specific form of racism. Foucault argues that in 
the state racism of Nazi Germany it did result in such a position. But we 
miss the point of the very analytic of biopolitics, and in particular its 
relevance to the changing politics of race in our own times, if we fail to 
appreciate that biopolitics is not a specific racial doctrine. It does not 
require or promote a specific racism. It is not a doctrine or discourse of 
race. It is, instead, a complex of political rationalities and governmental 
technologies which require race for their operationalisation.

Albeit an illustration of polizeiwissenschaft, what the Frank’s text 
helps to emphasise is the logic of human husbandry to which biopoli-
tics became committed. One may therefore be misled, for example, if 
one confines oneself to asking about the cultural, religious and 
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 economic antecedents and drivers of specific forms of racism alone. 
One has to ask, in addition, how the specific mechanisms and tech-
niques currently giving expression to biopolitical imperatives articulate 
race as a  function of their everyday operational requirements. In the 
process of identifying optimal behaviour for a flourishing human 
species, biopolitically, specific individuals, types and groups are 
bound to be profiled as  superior to, or nowadays more endangering 
than, others. Rank ordering of individuals and groups in terms of 
their fitness for life – ‘social  sorting’ to use David Lyon’s expression (Lyon, 
2002) – is as much a socio-technical as it is a political imperative of 
biopolitics.

The logic of the problematisation of governance and rule in terms of 
the promotion of life as species existence was of course also embedded 
within, and inter-articulated culturally with, other racially differentiating 
practices. Of special note, for example, was the way in which the term 
‘race’ was adopted in cognate forms across Europe during the course of 
the eighteenth century. In a complex set of philosophically articulated 
political rationalities ranging philosophically and theologically from 
Kant, Herder, Blumenbach and Meiners among others, to the epistemic 
commonplaces of medicine, geography, aesthetics and philology. Race 
emerged here as a generically organising ‘scientific’ as well as political 
term (Appadurai, 1996; Eigen and Larrimore, 2006).

Race is therefore not a product of biopoliticised practise of rule alone. 
But the operationalisation of biopoliticised practices of rule does require 
race as one of its necessary mechanisms. If you biopoliticise you will 
racialise, however subtly or opaquely recoded in your biopoliticised 
operating technologies of power that racialising may be.

But it was never in fact that subtle or opaque, most especially where it 
was used extensively to rationalise imperial conquest and enact colo-
nial administration; for example, throughout the British Empire from 
the Americas to Africa and India.17 Moreover the process operated as it 
were internally as much as it did externally. Initially, for example, it was 
critical to the consolidation of the restoration monarchy in England 
and its allied conquest and plantation of Ireland during the course of 
the seventeenth century.18 From the very beginning, in John Graunt’s 
early compilation and analysis of mortality tables for London, for 
 example, ‘questions of [political] order remain[ed] paramount’ (Buck, 
1977: p. 72).19

Biopolitical power/knowledge has elicited enthusiasm and opposition 
in almost equal measure. For some it serves citizenship, for others 
it spells control.20 Here ‘freedom of information’ is confusingly and 
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 controversially combined with ‘freedom through information’ and 
‘freedom from information’.

Surveillance via population census was, for example, resisted as 
much in the eighteenth century as surveillance by ‘dataveillance’ is 
resisted today. During the course of the violent debates over the 1753 
Census Bill in England, for example, the charge was made that the 
compiling of census statistics by the Crown would result in reducing 
the people to the ‘the numbered vassals of indiscriminating power’ 
(Buck, 1982: p. 29).

Conversely, however, statistics were not simply resisted. In the form 
of demographics they were also democratised and turned to liberally 
progressive causes promoting the interests of religious non-conformists 
and republicans as well as those of commerce and the rising bourgeoisie. 
A democratic interest superseded, or at least complemented, the con-
tinuing autocratic interest in the science of population. As statistics 
became democratised, from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, they 
became the preserve of non-conformist clergymen, physicians and 
those of a republican persuasion.21

Allied with such interests and causes, population science began to 
serve the cause of trade liberalisation and colonial expansion as much 
as it did social reform. Here political arithmetic became a demographics 
designed:

• to check the growth of the state;
• to demonstrate that according privileged political status to owning 

freehold in land was unwarranted;
• to demonstrate that mechanisms were available to secure more 

mobile forms of property (capital) which offered alternative claims 
to political significance and privilege; and

• to promote empire and colonisation in the cause first of civilisation 
and, later, of modernisation.22

In short, where once it was argued that property freehold assured 
independence from despotic state authority and encouraged republican 
virtue, political statistics documented changes in property – from land 
to capital for example – on the basis of which new political and social 
claims were advanced. By the end of the eighteenth century, armed 
with statistical procedures that promised to restore the propertied 
 independence of all Englishmen, English political arithmeticians 
for example ‘looked forward to counting citizens not subjects’ (Buck, 
1982: p. 45).
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Such counting nonetheless often also remained explicitly racial even 
where, for example, it was pitted against slavery and the slave trade 
(Appadurai, 1996). It also led to the rank ordering of individuals and 
population groups in terms, for example, of what Benjamin Franklin 
in the eighteenth century was to call ‘improvability’ and which late 
moderns call ‘development’ (Bowker and Star, 1999). Sorting popula-
tion groups, especially in relation to the improvability or developmen-
tal capacities, aptitudes and potentialities of concern to a progressively 
 biopoliticised politics, necessarily also entailed demotion of some 
as biologically inferior to others. Thus eighteenth, nineteenth and 
 twentieth-century biopolitics were racial in their own distinctive 
ways. These ways also inter-articulated with other racial instruments 
and  doctrines at work as much in domestic as they were in imperial 
 politics.

Demographics to biometrics: 
facial recognition and race

Are we who we appear to be? All identity papers and, more seriously, 
every description of a person and all mug shots make it plain that 
recognition and identification are not the same.

(Groebner, 2007: p. 17)

Biopolitics are mobile and mutable. Populations change. So also do the 
means of enumerating, sorting and assessing them. Understandings of 
 species life also change. So also do the means of intervening into and 
manipulating the life of living assemblages; most dramatically today 
through digital and molecular science. Bodies – individual and collective – 
are now conceived in terms of code, which code is manipulated through 
digitised information and communications technologies. As political 
arithmetic gave way to demographics, so also in response to these 
changes, and for the purpose of surveillance and regulation in particular, 
is demographics being overtaken by biometrics.

9/11, in particular, catapulted biometric systems to the forefront of 
the surveillance surge which accompanied the build-up of the war on 
terror (Wood et al., 2003).23 Such developments combine the politics of 
the body with the politics of population in a complex new topography 
of digitalised power relations. Governmentally, the body becomes a 
source of its own metric and populations are beginning to be aggre-
gated and disaggregated in many novel molecularised and digitalised 
ways (Van der Ploeg, 2003). This applies especially to the pervasive risk 
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profiling of individuals and populations through socio-technical 
 systems; systems which are as common in commerce as they are in the 
war on terror, promoting consumer capital, regulating population 
movement and controlling immigration. Biometrics combined with the 
war on terror has turned making live and let die into a necropolitics of 
becoming dangerous in which individuals and population groups alike 
are now scanned and surveilled, recorded and sorted for the purposes of 
assessing the risk which they pose across a wide variety of social, cul-
tural, commercial, financial and terror domains. The very geography of 
danger has been transformed in the process. For reasons that we cannot 
go into detail here for lack of space, biopolitics of security in the twenty-
first century has become governing through risk, and the very cartog-
raphy of danger has been transformed to include the virtual as much as 
the actual – the potential to become dangerous profiled by risk factors 
and not the actual commission of any crime.

The biopolitics of governmental technologies is never, however, the 
politics of this or that technical artefact or system of auditing and 
account. Governmental technologies are socio-technical systems. Socio-
technical systems are complex assemblage of codes, protocols, agree-
ments, alliances, conventions, training programmes and so on (Law, 
1991; Law and Hassard, 1999). Their technical artefacts – for example 
the Facial Recognition Systems, Finger Printing, Iris Scanning, Gait 
Recognition of biometrics – are deeply embedded in such assemblages. 
They do not simply work. Even when most automated, they are put to 
work; for example, through their computerised codes and algorithms:

In these complex and dynamic socio-technical networks ATMs, doors, 
locks, keys, cameras, algorithms, etc. – function as political ‘locations’ 
where values and interests are negotiated and ultimately ‘inscribed’ 
into the very materiality of the things themselves – thereby rendering 
these values and interests more or less permanent.

(Introna and Wood, 2004: p. 180)

It is in their being put to work micro-politically that contemporary 
 biometrics do their sorting, and racial markers become embedded 
through the complex interface which such systems form between 
 cultural encodings and technical systems.

Via their analysis of the most common biometric technique, Facial 
Recognition Systems (FRS), Introna and Wood have provided a classic 
illustration of how this works. Detailing how FRS is one of a number of 
biometric systems, they examine how such systems operate through 
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‘un-authored strategies’ designed to regulate flows and access to flows 
rather than to manage and discipline human subjects directly. The 
operation of such systems is in a way ‘un-authored’ in as much as they 
are extensively automated with their scripts buried deep in their 
 computer coding. Engaging with them people are recruited into their 
pre-set and pre-emptive strategies for managing the conduct of  conduct. 
Here sorting codes become silent, embedded within the socio-technical 
protocols of biometric systems they are difficult to avoid, challenge or 
revise. They do not simply empower, they enrol. People become 
enmeshed in their encoded strategisation of information, risk and man-
agement. Scrutinised by them, they in turn evade our counter-scrutiny. 
It is literally at the interface effected here between the social the cultural 
and the technical by such systems that racial and social sorting now 
takes place biometrically.

With FRS certain other factors also apply. ‘The targets do not need to 
surrender their face image, as they would their fingerprint, or their iris 
Scan’, for example (Introna and Wood, 2004: p. 178). A face can be 
 captured and (de)coded without the consent or participation from those 
being targeted. But this ‘captured’ image can only be useful if it is 
matched with an ‘identifier’. Matching can take place by human beings 
or it can take place via algorithms. CCTV cameras may capture images 
but those images are scrutinised by security guards and police. Introna 
and Wood pursue the algorithm and explain the difference:

If typists enter in the health details of a patient into the Health 
Service computer, then it is algorithmic to a limited extent in that 
software determines the extent of the information that can be 
entered, however it becomes what is usually understood as algorith-
mic surveillance when, for example, a program is installed which 
compares the patient records against signs of particular disease risk-
factors, and defines or categorizes patients automatically.

(Introna and Wood, 2004: p. 181)24

An algorithm is simply a mathematical, or logical, term for a set of 
instructions. Algorithms can be divided into trivial and non-trivial 
types, the former being sets of instructions that are only applicable to a 
specific situation, or a task that needs no further explanation, the latter 
being instructions that will provide answers given any compatible 
input. Algorithms form the basis of modern mathematics and, most 
importantly here, the foundation of computing. However, in themselves, 
algorithms are not accessible to computers, they need to be translated 
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into a form that computers have been programmed to understand. This 
process, known as coding (or hacking) produces software. Software is 
essentially composed of many coded algorithms linked together to 
 produce a desired output from the hardware (Introna and Wood, 2004: 
p. 180). However,

software algorithms at the heart of facial recognition systems are 
propriety software objects. Thus, it is very difficult to get access to 
them for inspection and scrutiny. More specifically, even if you can 
go through the code line by line, it is impossible to inspect that code 
in operation, as it becomes implemented through multiple layers of 
translation for its execution.

(Introna and Wood, 2004: p. 183)

Operationally obscure because of the ways in which they are embed-
ded in technical systems, such algorithms are further obscured because, 
comprised also of very sophisticated statistical analysis, they are acces-
sible only to certain categories of experts who are often surprised by the 
behaviour of their own algorithms (Phillips et al., 2003).

As Introna and Wood explain, locating a face image in the field of 
vision is not a trivial matter. For efficiency of operation and storage the 
face image is reduced to a numerical representation. In the process cer-
tain things must be overlooked or excluded. The image is sent to the 
software and the software determines if there is a match. If there is a 
match an ‘alarm’ is sounded to alert an operator to verify the match and 
initiate the appropriate action. The match could be a ‘true’ match or it 
could be a ‘false positive’. A false positive means the algorithm made a 
mistake and the alarm would then be cancelled. There is a trade-off 
between false positive rates and recognition performance rates. If you 
are prepared to accept higher false positive rates then the recognition 
rate goes up. However, this gives you more false positives to deal with. 
Introna and Wood analysed the consequences of algorithmic exclusions 
and the ways the FRSs perform in practice.

They first did this through analysing the most extensive examination 
of FRSs to date, that of the Facial Recognition Vendor Tests (FRVT) of 
2002; independent tests sponsored by a variety of US Federal Agencies 
including the Defense Advanced Projects Agency (DARPA), the FBI and 
the State Department. The most surprising outcome for those involved 
in the FRVT tests was that the algorithms in use displayed particular 
identification biases. Recognition rates for males and old people, for 
example, were higher than for females and young people. They could 
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not check for racial bias because the dataset mostly consisted of Mexican 
non-immigrant visa applications. However research by Givens and 
 others published in 2003 confirmed the biases established by the FRVT 
tests (except for the gender bias) and also found a significant race bias. 
The Givens analysis found that:

Asians are easier [to recognize] than whites, African-Americans are 
easier than whites, other race members are easier than whites, old 
people are easier than young people, other skin people are easier to 
recognize than clear skin people.

(Cited in Introna and Wood, 2004: p. 190)

These results were relatively small but when related also to how these 
socio-technical systems are operated culturally the results become 
 magnified:

it is not just the micro-politics of the artefact that is the issue. It is 
how these become multiplied and magnified as they become tied to 
other practices that is of significance. ... We would claim it is here 
where the seemingly trivial biases may become very important as 
they become incorporated into actual practices.

(Introna and Wood, 2004: pp. 191–2)

In short, when the alarm goes off the interface between the social and 
the technical is activated and existing biases against the usual suspects 
(including minorities) are triggered causing such groups to be subject 
to disproportionate amounts of scrutiny. Thus, existing biases may be 
 confirmed and even authorised by the system itself. Risk status is inten-
sified by a combination of the operation and the operators of the system 
(Graham and Wood, 2003). The operators may even override their own 
judgements as they may think that the system under such high condi-
tions of operation must ‘see something’ that they do not (Introna and 
Wood, 2004: p. 192). In the operation of socio-technical systems like 
biometrics, through which the biopolitics of the twenty-first century 
are becoming operationalised, you simply cannot remove the social 
from the technology or the technology from the social. It is the ensemble 
that matters.

Conclusion

Foucault’s interest in security and war therefore arises out of, and 
remains integrally associated with, his changing analytic of modern 
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political and power relations. It arises, especially, out of his concern 
with liberalism, as a regime of power and in particular with liberal 
 governmentality which takes species life as its referent object of power 
relations: that is, liberal biopolitics. In effect biopolitics makes war on 
behalf of its understanding of life. That war may be war in the tradition-
ally understood sense of inter-state conflict, such as the recent Iraq war, 
and here, especially, biopolitics may well be closely correlated also with 
geopolitics, since both forms of politics originated from the same crisis 
conditions which inaugurated the modern and have remained closely 
correlated with one another throughout the modern period. Foucault 
never had any problem understanding that the world is comprised of a 
manifold of changing kinds of power relations not least, but not only, 
those of modern geo and bio politics.

It is, however, plain from Foucault’s lectures, in particular “Society 
Must Be Defended” and Security, Territory, Population, that the biopolitical 
war which liberal governmentality wages on behalf of life is conducted 
very largely also through the security discourses and practices through 
which it administers liberal peace. To repeat an expression used earlier, 
biopolitical peace is inscribed with the logic of war through the 
 discourses and practices of security.

Precisely because biopolitics concerns itself with the regulation and 
promotion of life as species existence, and because the life of species 
existence is a changing manifold of power/knowledge, in which the 
techno-scientific is wedded to the governmental, then species life must 
be assayed, sorted and classified if its existence is to be promoted. Some 
species existence is, for example, not amenable to the promotion of 
 species existence. Not all species existence is promotable to the same 
degree. Some species existence may even be said to be antipathetic to 
the promotion of species existence. Biopolitics therefore requires mech-
anisms to differentiate species existence in ways that will usefully 
inform how it must best govern in order to pursue its vocation of 
 promoting species life. Hence, while the project of making life live 
requires a letting die, often also an actively promoted killing, necropo-
litics is the other face of biopolitics. This is precisely where race comes 
in for Foucault. Race is one of those mechanisms by which biopolitics 
adjudicates life for the purposes not only of saying how life is to be pro-
moted but also which life has to be disempowered and disenfranchised 
in that cause. Race is a governmental technology as much as it is a 
biologised cultural and political ideology.

Biopolitics changes, however, according to what the complex assem-
blages of power/knowledge, which take species existence as their referent 
epistemic object, teach us about the changing conceptualisations and 



196 M. Dillon

practices of species existence. As the political rationalities and govern-
mental technologies of biopolitics changed so also therefore did the 
ways in which race functioned as a biopolitical discriminator for the 
regulation of populations and the promotion of species existence: from 
political arithmetic through demographics to biometrics. However 
much it therefore appeals to the unity of the human race, biopolitics 
continuously finds itself in need of mechanisms which will, as Foucault 
puts it, break into the biological continuum in order to teach it how 
best to promote the race. While there is biopolitics there will always 
be race.
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with the paper, particularly Lauren Berlant, Drucilla Cornell and Tayyab 
Mahmoud. Thanks also to Engin Isin and Craig Macfarlane.

2 On this point, my thanks to Engin Isin for an insightful criticism of an 
 earlier draft of this chapter.

3 ‘At the end of the sixteenth century we have, then, if not the first, at least an 
early example of the sort of boomerang effect colonial practice can have on 
the juridico-political structures of the West. It should never be forgotten that 
while colonization, with its techniques and its political and juridical weap-
ons, obviously transported European models to other continents, it also had 
a considerable boomerang effect on the mechanisms of power in the West’ 
(Foucault, 2003b: p. 103). Unfortunately Foucault did not heed his own 
advice and did forget this foundational insight of postcolonial studies when 
undertaking his work on the history of sexuality.

4 The unusual (for Foucault) use of numerous, often obscure, English sources 
may be a symptom of the problem indicated here, namely the lack of fit 
between Foucault’s theoretical musings and the history of French political 
writing.

5 I thank Craig Macfarlane for sharing his insights on the curious omission, in 
Foucault’s text, of Althusser’s Montesquieu lecture.

7 The Politics of Death

1 Translation by J. E. Dillon, revised by the author. Acknowledgement: the 
research on which this text is based has benefited grants from the ANRS, 
French national agency for research on AIDS.

8 Security, Race and War

1 Classically in Sir William Petty’s 1654 ‘Down Survey’ (Petty, 1997). See the 
outstanding essays by Peter Buck, ‘Seventeenth-Century Political Arithmetic: 
Civil Strife and Vital Statistics’ (Buck, 1977) and ‘People who Counted in the 
Eighteenth Century’ (Buck, 1982).

2 See, for example, in relation to US welfare policies, Barbara Cruikshank, The 
Will to Empower, Democratic Citizens and other Subjects (Cruikshank, 1999).

3 See also Nick Bingham and Steve Hinchliffe, ‘People, Animals and Biosecurity 
in and through Cities’ (Bingham and Hinchliffe, 2007). On the posthuman 
see Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics 
Literature and Informatics (Hayles, 1999).

4 For a modern view see Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Sen, 1999). For 
an account of the ‘ethic’ of transactional freedom see for example Jeffrey A. 
Barach and John B. Elstrott, ‘The Transactional Ethic: The Ethical Foundations 
of Free Enterprise Reconsidered’ (Barach and Elstrott, 1988).

5 I am referencing but simultaneously also taking some issue with Jacques Le 
Goff’s fascinating account of the temporal transformations which took place 
in the middle ages during the course of which he differentiates Church time 
from merchant time. Merchant time was not, however, simply linear as Le Goff 
maintains. It was also evental. But it was evental in ways that differed from
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 the Church. Its evental time began to be infused for example by the logic of 
capital accumulation rather than the Grace of God. See Time, Work and 
Culture in the Middle Ages (Le Goff, 1980).

 6 See in particular the ‘Preface’ to Michel Foucault, The Order of Things 
(Foucault, 1994c).

 7 It is another matter to argue about the extent and degree to which modern 
politics – specifically modern liberal politics – is a form of biopolitics, 
indeed a form of global biopolitics. I am prepared to argue that but this was 
not Foucault’s initial argument.

 8 Foucault, The History of Sexuality: ‘[t]his is the background that enables us to 
understand the importance assumed by sex as a political issue’ (Foucault, 
1990: p. 145).

 9 My disagreement with Ann Laura Stoler’s otherwise excellent, Race and the 
Education of Desire. Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of 
Things (Stoler, 1995).

10 One exception is the United Sates where life expectancy is now declining 
significantly compared to its comparator societies.

11 It is not unusual for Foucault to observe that an older form of power  relations 
continues to operate alongside a newer one. With very rare exceptions – 
notoriously, in relation to sovereign power – Foucault’s analytics of modern 
power relations continuously stresses how diverse and heterogeneous they 
are, and how indebted they are to modern forms of knowledge. Foucault 
thus remained ambivalent about the fate of pastoral power: ‘pastoral 
power ... has never been truly abolished and I am very likely still mistaken 
when I situate the end of the pastoral age in the eighteenth century, for in 
fact pastoral power in its typology, organization, and mode of functioning, 
pastoral power exercised as power, is doubtless something from which we 
have still not freed ourselves’ (Foucault, 2007: p. 202). My thanks to Julian 
Reid for drawing this quotation to my attention and for the intense 
 discussion of pastoral and biopower which it stimulated.

12 Others do. See for example Jacques Rancière, Disagreement (Rancière, 1999). 
For a critical engagement of Rancière see Michael Dillon, ‘A Passion for the 
(Im)possible: Jacques Rancière’s Politics without Politics’ (Dillon, 2005b). 
Slavoj !i"ek acutely observes that Brecht was theoretically quite wrong to 
mock the East German nomenklatura facing the workers revolt of 1953: 
‘Would it not be easier for the government to dissolve the people and elect 
another.’ One should bravely admit, !i"ek declares with evolutionary logic, 
‘that it effectively IS a duty – THE duty even – of a revolutionary party to 
“dissolve the people and elect another” ’. See !i"ek’s ‘Afterword’ to Jacques 
Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics (!i"ek in Rancière, 2006: p. 74).

13 This is the point at which I can only register rather than detail my disagree-
ment with Agamben: see Homo Sacer (Agamben, 1998).

14 On palimpsest and race see, for example, Ashraf H. A. Rushdy, Remembering 
Generations, Race and Family in Contemporary African American Fiction 
(Rushdy, 2001), especially Chapter 1. On palimpsest and international 
 relations see yet another pioneering essay by Michael J Shapiro, ‘The Demise 
of “International Relations”. America’s Western Palimpsest’ (Shapiro, 2005). 
For an extensive account of the concept of the palimpsest, and in particular 
a wide ranging theorisation of ‘palimpsestuousness’, in the context of 
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 contemporary critical theory and literary studies see Sarah Dillon, The 
Palimpsest (Dillon, 2007); and Sarah Dillon, ‘Re-inscribing De Quincey’s 
Palimpsest: The Significance of the Palimpsest in Contemporary Literary 
and Cultural Studies’ (Dillon, 2005).

15 James Mitra critically evaluates the UK House of Committee’s Select 
Committee Report’s case for a devolved, libertarian-inspired framework for 
the regulation of reproductive technologies in, ‘Marginalising “Eugenic 
Anxiety” through a Rhetoric of “Liberal Choice”: A Critique of the House of 
Commons Select Committee Report on Reproductive Technologies’ (Mitra, 
2007).

16 There is in short an extra human dimension to biopolitics which must deal 
with the interface of the human with other living assemblages. There is no 
time to go into it here but current preoccupations with the threat to humans 
posed by the transmission of bird flu, itself something procreated through 
the ways in which humans keep turkeys and chickens, is a good illustration. 
The human/chicken interface is a powerful stimulus to modern forms of 
policing. See ‘People, Animals and Biosecurity in and through Cities’ 
(Bingham and Hinchliffe, 2007).

17 See, in addition to Stoler, Charlotte Sussman, ‘The Colonial Afterlife of 
Political Arithmetic. Swift, Demography and Mobile Populations’ (Sussman, 
2004) and Alan Houston, Population Politics: Benjamin Franklin and the 
Peopling of North America (Houston, 2003).

18 Originally and most notoriously through William Petty’s infamous ‘Down 
Survey’, see (Petty, 1997). For a detailed account see Luis Lobo-Guerrero, 
Security, Insurance, and Power (Lobo-Guerrero, 2007: Chapter 2). More gener-
ally, see, Robert Phiddian, ‘Political Arithmetick: Accounting for Irony in 
Swift’s A Modest Proposal’ (Phiddian, 1996); Ted Greer, ‘Transmutation, 
Inclusion, and Exclusion: Political Arithmetic from Charles II to William 
III’ (Greer, 2006). See also Stuart McLean, The Event and its Terrors: Ireland, 
Famine and Modernity (McLean, 2004).

19 John Graunt’s work was published as, Natural and Political Observations 
 mentioned in a Following Index, and Made Upon the Bills of Mortality (Graunt, 
1662). See the discussion in Peter Buck, ‘Seventeenth-Century Political 
Arithmetic: Civil Strife and Vital Statistics’ (Buck, 1977) and ‘People Who 
Counted: Political Arithmetic in the Eighteenth Century’ (Buck, 1982).

20 See, for example, Biometrics at the Frontiers: Assessing the Impact on Society, 
Technical Report for The European Parliament, Committee on Citizen’s 
Freedoms and Rights (Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE), 2005).

21 The passionate controversies surrounding the compiling of statistics in the 
eighteenth century prefigure debates about the growth of information and 
surveillance society in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 
On the one hand was the fear of the institution of a police state and on the 
other was the ambition to constitute a free and informed people capable by 
the very same means of contesting the powers of centralisation and surveil-
lance. For an introduction to surveillance studies today see, for example, 
David Lyon, The Electronic Eye: The Rise of Surveillance Society (Lyon, 1994); 
Oscar Gandy, The Panoptic Sort: A Political Economy of Personal Information 
(Gandy, 1993); Clive Norris and Gary Armstrong, The Maximum Surveillance 
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Society. The Rise of CCTV (Norris and Armstrong, 1999); Jane Caplan and 
John C. Torpey, Documenting Individual Identity (Caplan and Torpey, 2001).

22 ‘Where one says civilization, the immediate implication is a will to civilise. 
This idea is linked to the passion to impose civilization on the Other’ 
(Glissant, 1997).

23 See also Louise Amoore, ‘Biometric Borders: Governing Mobilities in the 
War on Terror’, Political Geography (2006).

24 Norris and Armstrong pioneered the term algorithmic surveillance in The 
Maximum Surveillance Society, The Rise of CCTV (Norris and Armstrong, 
1999).
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