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Foucault is fallible. Fallibility in a thinker makes you question what you 
are getting from a thinker. It also makes you ask what you want from a 
thinker. We think this second question is at least as important, perhaps 
even more important, than the first. A thinker, a fortiori Michel 
Foucault, is not there to tell you what to think. He is there to provoke 
you into thinking. Thinking which is both with and against the thinker. 
Reading a thinker like Foucault you therefore owe a responsibility to 
your own thought as well as to that of the thinker. Fallibility therefore 
allows you to derive something additional from Foucault, something 
more than being confined to some canonisation of his thought. For one 
thing, it compels you to think a little more for yourself.

One way or another all the essays in this volume attempt to do that. 
Every one of them recognises the fallibility that Foucault displayed in 
the lecture courses which prompt this collection: “Society Must Be 
Defended”, 1975–76 (2003b), Security, Territory, Population, 1977–78 
(2007), and The Birth of Biopolitics, 1978–79 (2008b). They pick over the 
conflicts with his previous thought. They note contradictions in the 
lectures and express some greater or lesser degree of frustration with 
the way in which Foucault seems to abandon lines of analysis so 
 confidently announced at the beginning of his courses – such as that of 
‘security’ in Security, Territory, Population. He doesn’t tie these depar-
tures, forays and novel problematisations very closely together. This 
is clearly a trajectory of thought chasing after a complex object of 
thought – modern politics and power, especially liberal politics and 
power – which is never drawn together into some definitive statement. 
The problematic eludes Foucault. He sometimes also elides the problem-
atic. For example, he raises the problematics of biopower, race and race 
war. In respect of biopower, he does so by interrogating the move from 
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 pastoral power, mercantilist political economy and polizeiwissenschaft 
in early modern Europe – France and the German states especially – to 
liberal political economy and governmentality. In respect of war and 
race war he does so by focusing on civil conflicts in early modern France 
and England. He not only abandons these themes thereafter, he also 
raises them in a parochial way.

The entire Atlantic basin was subject to many of the changes which 
he addresses. Experimentation in the formation of political constitu-
tions and governmental mechanisms were, for example, widespread in 
the plantation of colonies as much as they were in the European 
metropoles. Race was also involved everywhere as Europeans encoun-
tered, enslaved or otherwise subjected overseas peoples. Such racially 
inscribed and abused populations were not that far distant from Europe 
either, nor were they necessarily confined to people of colour, as the 
seventeenth-century English plantation of colonies in Ireland, for 
example, testified. Holland, also, was as powerfully, if not more power-
fully, involved in the extraordinary political, commercial, scientific, 
racial and religious movements, then taking place, as were England and 
France (Cook, 2007).

Whereas Foucault’s acute historical eye was therefore always more 
parochially confined than we would like, his mode of problematising is 
not, however, so limited. The issue, in relation to biopower in general 
and race in particular, is how he problematises them and what might 
further be done along the lines of those problematisations. This is 
 precisely where Foucault leaves you room to do your own work, espe-
cially where that work may also engage and re-figure the problematisa-
tion. And he is crystal clear about the work that requires to be done. 
Work is,

that which is susceptible of introducing a meaningful difference in 
the field of knowledge, albeit with a certain demand placed on the 
author and reader, but with the eventual recompense of a certain 
pleasure, that is to say of an access to another figure of truth.

(Foucault, 2000: p. xxi)1

What beckons in this book is therefore the lure which Foucault pur-
sues; new figures of truth in relation to modern forms of rule, liberal 
regimes of rule in particular. If formulating any one such figure of truth 
escaped Foucault’s grasp in his lectures, as almost all commentators 
both sympathetic and hostile agree that it does, it is not likely that we 
will have grasped one here.
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But we do not think that the value of Foucault’s lectures lies in some 
secure hold on a new figure of truth about the politically modern. The 
politically modern is in any event too mobile, too mutable and too 
 chimerical a phenomenon to be grasped in any single figure of truth. 
Foucault taught us that lesson at least. We think that the value of the 
lectures which prompt these chapters lies, then, in the many ways in 
which they open up the possibility of challenging received truths about 
the advent of political modernity.

Foucault thus challenges some of the canons of political thought: 
Hobbes and Machiavelli amongst them. He does so by reading many 
marginal counter-discourses from the early modern histories of France, 
and also England. This novel genealogy of the early history of political 
modernity is far from complete. Foucault’s lectures are at best a mere 
provocative sketch of some aspects of it. Other much more detailed and 
in many ways more scholarly accounts can be found elsewhere, in the 
Cambridge School of political theory for example (Bock et al., 1990; 
Hörnqvist, 2004; Pocock, 2003; Skinner, 1978a, 1978b; Tuck, 1993) and 
in the work of historians of political ideas like Victoria Kahn (1985, 
1994, 2004; Kahn et al., 2006). These are by no means Foucaultian of 
course. Philosophically and temperamentally the Cambridge School is 
far removed from Foucault’s deliberate iconoclasm and disruptive 
intent. Kahn less so, but she is first and foremost a supreme historian of 
political thought from Machiavelli to the English Civil War – and its 
literary-ness in particular. But these accounts do not necessarily  conflict 
with Foucault’s either. It depends on how you read them and what use 
you make of them.

Foucault does not simply challenge the canon of the political theory 
of political modernity, however; he also detects new figures of truth in 
the early history of the politically modern, especially in its new mecha-
nisms of power and in how new problematisations of politics were also 
allied, from the very beginning of political modernity, with new prob-
lematisations of security and war as well. Since these developments 
were a crucial part of what Foucault called the history and ontology of 
the present, our hope is that this book will also make some modest 
 contribution to that project.

One way or another, also, all the chapters in this book relate the 
 lectures to Foucault’s wider legacy of thought, Stuart Elden’s opening 
chapter taking care, in addition, to show how Foucault was actively 
engaged in collaboratively researching several of the topics addressed in 
the lectures while giving them. Here we get a three-dimensional  portrait 
of Foucault – thinker, teacher and collaborative researcher. Ultimately, 
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however, what concerns these chapters is not so much Foucault, but 
what preoccupied Foucault. The tone as well as the topic of our collec-
tion of essays therefore reflects what Jacques Donzelot had to say about 
the lectures when he recently wrote about the second and third of them 
(Security, Territory, Population and The Birth of Biopolitics). Donzelot 
recalled:

Not having followed these series of Foucault’s lectures nor indeed 
any of the others, and now occupying a position far removed from 
the group of devotees who maintain the cult of Foucault’s memory, I 
must say that I undertook the reading of the transcripts of two years 
of my old teacher’s lectures without any particular expectation, with 
that strange curiosity that one may feel for a voice which was once 
familiar and stimulating before becoming irritating and somewhat 
foreign.

But, then:

rather than a musty odour of the past, what quickly struck me was 
the astonishing topicality of this analysis of liberalism more than a 
quarter of a century after it was formulated. Here was a way of show-
ing wonderfully well how the power of the economy rests on an 
economy of power, both at the time of the emergence of liberalism at 
the end of the eighteenth century as well as at that of neo-liberalism 
between 1930 and 1950.

(Donzelot, 2008: p. 116)

Donzelot emphasises that Foucault illuminates how liberalism 
 translates political economy, especially biopolitical economy, into an 
art of government. Despite what has just been said, Foucault himself 
was also well aware of the globalising dynamic of political economy. 
Discussing how Ferguson and Smith extolled market rationality and 
relationality, for example, Foucault observed that:

the bond between economic subjects is, if you like, non-local. The 
 analysis of the market proves that the multiplication of profits will 
 ultimately be brought about through the spontaneous synthesis of 
 egoisms over the whole surface of the globe. There is no localisa-
tion, no territoriality, no particular grouping in the total space of 
the market.

(Foucault, 2008b: pp. 293–4)
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To return also to Victoria Kahn, tracking in particular the transform-
ation of the passions as these became a staple of political discourse, in 
fact a grammar, for early modern politics – Kahn and her co-editors also 
note how: ‘Both in its emphasis on mere life and its representation of 
government as artificial (contractual or conventional), early modern 
political theory represented a radical departure from classical antiquity’ 
(Kahn et al., 2006: p. 3). The rise of political economy, especially, was 
directly associated with the ordering of governance around life proc-
esses: ‘For modernity, society is that for which the inglorious life of the 
Greek household – economics – becomes a matter of public concern. 
And the reason of the state, in this modern conception, is the protec-
tion and preservation of the life of its citizens’ (p. 3). In contrast with 
the classical period, for example, ‘the category of “political economy” 
would have been idiotic or senseless because it is a contradiction in 
terms until the modern period’ (p. 3). Although Foucault does not quite 
spell it out, then, the relationship between political economy, transfor-
mations of governance and the biopoliticisation of politics and rule was 
therefore a necessary and not an accidental one. When one says liberal 
political economy one is saying biopolitical economy. Kahn again: 
‘These accounts of the sentimental, affective or passionate subject for 
whom empirical experience or the body is of utmost value’ (p. 5), which 
were in turn integral also to the understanding of early modern liberal 
political economy, also signalled, she notes,

a historical shift in the political operation of power that Michel 
Foucault had termed a movement from state violence to biopower. ...  
The new, positive evaluation of everyday life as independent of the 
state makes, in turn the psychological and physiological conditions 
of individual subjects of utmost political import.

(p. 5)

Biopolitics was destined for the soma, and beyond, from the moment 
that life was inducted by political economy into a new problematisation 
of rule – that of liberal governmentality. We nonetheless withhold 
unqualified agreement from Donzelot’s conclusion that the real object 
of these lectures is the birth of political economy, however important it 
was to the burgeoning liberal arts of government. In one sense there 
is much more going on in these lectures than that: including the 
 introduction of many other generative principles of political formation 
and points of application for novel mechanisms of power and rule, 
including, for example: the defence of ‘society’; dispositifs of security; 
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the centrality of circulation and exchange; and the refiguration of the 
contingent (the aleatory) together with its emergence as a novel 
 epistemic object, reference to which was to engender other new power/
knowledge mechanisms of rule. In another sense there is much less 
going on, in that these are not tightly formed around a clear and 
 consistent fix on a single problematic alone; however complex the 
 problematic.

This Foucault is a Foucault, then, beginning directly to address the 
formation of the modern politically, contesting Hobbes, almost dismiss-
ing Machiavelli, reversing Clausewitz, and doing it in his usual way; but 
simultaneously also finding that his usual way does not quite work as 
well as it did elsewhere. The compulsion to follow the spoor of the mod-
ern nonetheless remains a constant pursuit, and he follows it into many 
new areas: from population in particular to species life in general; from 
war into security even though he doesn’t much bridge the gap that he 
leaves between the two; from economy into circulation and contin-
gency; from crises in liberal political economy and governance during 
the course of the twentieth century to their resolution in new orders of 
governance; and from disciplinary normalisation into statistics. While 
we therefore also share Donzelot’s appreciation of the urgent topicality 
of these lectures, and agree with the significance that must be attached 
to Foucault’s pursuit of political economy into multiple mechanisms of 
government, our attention is drawn as well to the emphasis which 
Foucault places, in addition, on security and war.

For, in re-making politics, the modern age also re-made war. The 
 strategic discourse, logistics and tactics of warfare were all transformed 
by the commercialisation, industrialisation, globalisation, capitalisa-
tion and technologization of the modern age. As the political discourse 
and arithmetic of passions and interests also replaced glory, and as the 
 modern territorial state began to replace the political hotchpotch of the 
feudal order, so the new grammar and structure of politics also trans-
formed the political rationalities and governing technologies of war 
as well.

Equally, however – as Foucault argues extensively and in detail 
throughout the early lectures of “Society Must Be Defended” – war also 
made the modern age. Early modern wars were very often civil wars, 
and he expresses most interest in these, but they were equally also 
 imperial wars. Moreover civil conflicts often revolved around, and were 
excited by, disagreements over the aims as well as the costs of sustain-
ing overseas adventures; no more so, in fact, than in the cases to which 
Foucault devotes his attention, early modern England and France, albeit 
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the imperial dimension is almost wholly absent from his discussions. 
Such conflicts were never, however, confined to Europe and never in 
fact confined exclusively to ‘domestic affairs’. Early modern political 
conflict was one of those dividing practices by means of which the very 
political spatiality of the modern age – its base differentiation of inside 
from outside – as well as the political territoriality of the modern age – 
Mercator projection-mapping of land and sea for example – were demar-
cated. In pursuit of commercial advantage, furs, spices and slaves, such 
conflicts also ranged across the entire globe, which became a global 
 battlespace long before the Pentagon designated it as such.

The political and strategic as well as the commercial significance of 
the slave trade, in particular, cannot be overestimated here. It made the 
new world. In the process of making the new world it also re-made the 
old and tied the two together in a complex of political discourses and 
alignments which criss-crossed the Atlantic basin. Race was integral to 
this making. Race, like power, is palimpsestuous (Sarah Dillon, 2007). 
Inscriptions of race were as many and varied as the religious, philo-
sophical, cultural, political and rank venal motivations which drove 
them. In understanding Foucault’s approach to race, however, it is 
helpful to draw a comparison between the way sex also functions in 
Foucault’s work.

In The History of Sexuality, for example, Foucault’s problematic was 
not ultimately that of ‘sex’ but of the politics and power relations in 
which sex figures as a pivotal mechanism: ‘[t]his is the background that 
enables us to understand the importance assumed by sex as a political 
issue’ (1990: p. 145). So also in the lectures under discussion here the 
problematic is not ultimately that of race, colonisation or empire but 
the biopolitics and biopower relations in which race figures as a pivotal 
mechanism. In each instance, then, race and sex figure as the points of 
application for the operation of distinctive forms of power and politics. 
Since Foucault teaches that biopower takes species life – être biologique – 
as its referent object of power, and is committed to the promotion of life 
understood in that way, and since not all life is helpful to the  promotion 
of species existence, then biopolitics must also, however, determine 
which life can be promoted and which cannot. Which life is productive 
for life, and which life is positively alien to the promotion of life. In 
other words, biopolitics needs sorting mechanisms. In many respects its 
political rationalities and governing technologies are nothing but a vast 
ensemble of life-sorting and life-adjudicating devices.

Biopolitics thus conducts a continuous assay of life in the name of 
promoting life. However much biopolitics claims the object of making 
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life live on behalf of promoting all life, its very logic nonetheless also 
insists that some life must die so that life itself may be developed and 
improved. As Palladino observes in his contribution to this volume 
(Chapter 5), making life live requires a re-figuration of death as much as 
it does a re-figuration of life.

Biopolitics is therefore always involved in the sorting of life for the 
promotion of life. Sorting life requires waging war on behalf of life 
against life forces that are inimical to life (Dillon and Reid 2008). 
Biopolitical sorting of life has therefore always been a lethal business, 
and race has always been one of its principal sorting mechanisms. 
Hence the logic of race war in the biopolitics of political modernity to 
which Foucault finds his way at the end of “Society Must Be Defended”. 
Here, again, however, he only broaches, by no means does he exhaust, 
the implications of his analytic.

Nonetheless, while narrowly focused on the civil conflicts which gave 
birth to the early modern English and French states, Foucault teaches a 
provocative, perhaps the most provocative, lesson that he ever taught. It 
concerns the correlation of politics and war. He first poses the relation of 
war and politics in the modern age as a question to himself. Speaking of 
the conflicts which gave birth to the modern French and English states 
he asks: ‘Should one or should one not, analyse these “struggles” as the 
vicissitudes of war, should one decipher them according to a grid of intel-
ligibility which would be one of strategy and tactics?’ (Foucault, 2003b: 
p. xvii). He is at the beginning of a line of thought here. He is thinking it 
through, and he has not reached its end. He is instead trying to keep the 
line of questioning open: ‘Is the relation of forces in the order of politics 
a relation of war? Personally I do not feel myself ready for the moment to 
respond in a definitive way with a yes or no’ (pp. xvii–xviii).

Foucault then recounts the story of modern war in his own novel but 
also limited fashion. The modern story is traditionally told as a story of 
pacification, of the marginalisation of war, and of the restriction of 
war-making powers to the sovereign. In many respects Foucault does 
not dissent from this story. His re-telling of it, especially of the estab-
lishment of the international state system through and after the Peace 
of Westphalia, is in fact very conventional.

The correlation of modern politics and war never, however, consti-
tuted a state-instituted dialectic for Foucault. In the process of re-telling 
the modern story of politics and war Foucault therefore does begin to 
offer a new understanding of war as well. This is war understood from 
the perspective of those early modern marginal or dissident groups 
whose political struggles form the topic of the early lectures of “Society 
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Must Be Defended”. These construed war less as the right of the sovereign 
and more as the necessary and proper expression of their own historical 
and political ambitions. Here, as the modern re-formulation of the 
problematic of politics and rule began to emerge out of the violent civil 
conflicts of the seventeenth century, especially, rather than its political 
theorisations alone, Foucault observes that modern politics arose as the 
 extension of war by other means.

In “Society Must Be Defended” the dissident understanding of ‘politics 
as war’ is, therefore, opposed to the conventional modern understand-
ing which seeks to expel war to the margins of the state and the peace 
it proclaims; however much we observe it continuously returning, as in 
today’s war on terror, back into the epicentre of state politics and the 
permanent emergency through which it seeks to impose its peace. The 
implication is that war is not simply an attribute of the state but related 
to historical processes of modern identity formation and the modern 
constitution of political subjectivity as well. But, once this ‘marginal’ 
understanding is re-colonised by the state, there is a coming together 
of state/nation/war. It is a historical problematisation of the relation 
between emerging and contending forms of war, forms of politics, and 
forms of life, the latter alternatively understood as nation, race, popula-
tion, bios and even class.

You could therefore say that one of the key questions that Foucault’s 
lectures pose is what role ‘war’ played in the very constitution of polit-
ical modernity – its problematisation of politics and rule, its discursive 
practices of politics and rule, its institutions of politics and, above all, 
its everyday mechanisms of governance; as these found purchase on 
 living beings not only through the freedom of the subject but also 
through the exigencies of biological existence.

For Foucault, modern politics therefore emerges as the extension of 
war by other means. Sovereign states fought jealously, however, to insti-
tute themselves by monopolizing the legitimate definition of threat 
and resort to ‘war’ which had played such a large part in the violent 
disruption, and ultimate dissolution, of the medieval order of Kingship, 
Church and Empire. Clausewitz arises because it was Clausewitz, theo-
rizing on behalf of state war, who reversed this historical record. As 
Foucault muses: ‘I think that the problem is not so much who inverted 
Clausewitz’ principle as it is the question of the principle Clausewitz 
inverted when be said: “But, after all, war is no more than a continua-
tion of politics” ’ (2003b: p. 48). When Clausewitz turns war into poli-
tics by other means, he simply gives expression, in the form of a strategic 
discourse of war, to one of the principle devices by which the state had 



10 M. Dillon and A. W. Neal

by then long sought to ‘secure’, pacify and domesticate the dissidence 
which fuelled rebellion against the old order; even if it had, according 
to Foucault, often expressed itself in terms which appealed to more 
ancient orders of Saxon or Frankish race and kinship.

War and politics, by Foucault’s account, therefore always seem to 
form complex, mutually informing and strategically interactive, grids 
of intelligibility for one another. He also observes, finally, that how-
ever pacified, marginalised and restricted to the right of the sovereign 
modern war became, in that very collection of processes it also became 
ever more lethal and destructive as well. Under the impetus, espe-
cially, of biopolitically driven and bio-economically organised global 
processes, the modern way of war was to become ‘world war’ and sov-
ereigns began waging war in the name less of the limited territorial 
and dynastic jousting of the eighteenth century and more in the 
name of life itself: ‘Wars are no longer waged in the name of a sover-
eign who must be defended’, Foucault added in a passage from The 
History of Sexuality, which is directly concerned with the issues raised 
in these lectures,

they are waged on behalf of the existence of everyone; entire popula-
tions are mobilised for the purposes of wholesale slaughter in the 
name of life necessity; massacres have become vital. ... The principle 
underlying the tactics of battle – that one has to become capable of 
killing in order to go on living – has become the principle that defines 
the strategy of states.

(1990: p. 137)

And then, in a passage of quite brilliant insight, Foucault brings the 
problematic he has been struggling to articulate in the lectures to a 
denouement whose force impinges on us even more powerfully today 
than it did back in the mid-1970s. It is a familiar passage, often quoted. 
We make no apologies for quoting it again. Here Foucault is not so 
much declaring an end to political modernity as concluding how it has 
become a terminal problem to itself. The implication is inescapable. 
The future of politics no longer lies in the realisation of the modern, if 
there is to be a future it lies in escaping the problem which modern 
politics now sets for itself. For, ‘what might be called a society’s “thresh-
old of modernity” has been reached when the life of the species is 
wagered on its own political strategies ... modern man is an animal 
whose politics places his existence as a living being in question’ 
(1990: p. 143).
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This story, however novel and traditional in its re-telling by Foucault, 
and however dramatic in its climax, is nonetheless also  critically lim-
ited. There is more we could have asked of Foucault in the re-telling of 
it. He does not give us any extended account, for example, of how the 
modern re-made war. Nor does he extend his interrogation of war into 
the relation of war to political economy as he pursues the translation 
of political economy into biopolitical governmentality. He does not 
ask, directly at least, how the strategical model of power relations he 
identifies conforms with the logic of both war and political economy 
as well. He does not directly observe that the strategical model of power 
may well be the very thing that links both war and political economy 
in the burgeoning mechanisms of biopower. Here, too, logistics sur-
faces but is not directly addressed. Do economy and war not combine 
in construing politics and power as a strategic game in which competi-
tion and violent conflict reduce ‘mere life’ to the logistics of a standing 
reserve? A reserve which, to the degree that it has encompassed the co-
evolutionary exploitation of both ‘men and things’, is now  critically 
depleted, fragile and ecologically vulnerable.

Security, Territory, Population succeeds “Society Must Be Defended”. It is 
reasonable to anticipate that having made the monumental claim that 
modern politics is the extension of war, Foucault might have begun this 
second set of lectures by explaining the link between war and security. 
He didn’t. Didier Bigo makes the point explicitly: ‘The question of secu-
rity as it relates to war, and to international war, is not really discussed 
by Foucault and the Foucaultians.’ Indeed Foucault seems to abandon 
the theme of war and, very shortly after beginning Security, Territory, 
Population, he appears to abandon the thematic of security as well. 
There is no discussion of established geopolitical accounts of security as 
the virtual protection racket which sovereigns strike with their people, 
or of security as the first law of the state or, indeed, as the first law of the 
people – salus populi suprema lex esto.

That said, Foucault cannot help making some novel points as well. 
Security is not a foundational political imperative. It is neither a bio-
logical drive nor ontology of fear stalking the state of nature. It is not a 
set of prophylactic measures either. On the contrary, while biopoliti-
cally driven; Foucault’s key innovation of a dispositif de sécurité has less 
to do with protection and preservation than it does with circulation, 
cultivation, promotion and fructification. It has less to do with a people 
than a population. Little to do with will and more to do with statistics, 
patterns and behavioural regularities. Above all, Foucault’s security has 
less to do with certainty than with contingency. Its problem space is no 
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longer demarcated by discourses of certitude, but by calculations of the 
probable.

In short Foucault historicises and governmentalises security. As a 
 dispositif de sécurité, security is an ensemble of mechanisms by which 
the biopolitical imperative to make life live is operationalized govern-
mentally. And, then, these themes disappear from his lectures; which 
does not mean to say, however, that they need also disappear from our 
view. They are out there, and we are able to pick them up again; hence 
the purpose of this book.

Must we therefore measure the significance of the problematisations 
Foucault broaches by the amount of text he expended on them here 
and elsewhere? With politics, security and war, especially, we think not. 
Here our authors also attempt to bridge gaps and make connections left 
unexplored by Foucault. As Didier Bigo observes (Chapter 4), for exam-
ple, having newly demarcated the field of ‘security’ Foucault leaves it 
fallow for others to cultivate further. And in the last chapter in the 
 volume, Dillon speculates that politics becomes the extension of war 
through the very operation of dispositifs de sécurité. The logos of war is 
inscribed into the logos of peace, he says, via discourses of security.

Foucault is nonetheless, we think, unsurpassed in his feel for the way 
modern power relations operate, in particular for how they take subjec-
tification as their point of application and for the manifold ways in 
which they do so. He radically extends that project here, in these lec-
tures; even if he does not much pursue that extension after the lectures 
are done. Paul Patton is therefore not alone in wondering just how 
important biopower is given the relatively scant attention Foucault paid 
to it after having first broached the idea (Patton, 2007). We have already 
signalled our rejoinder, which is that the significance of Foucault’s 
move lies less with the attention Foucault gave to it than with the 
extraordinary power of the questions which he poses, in particular that 
concerning life and politics which we paraphrase here as: ‘What happens 
to power relations, what mechanisms of power emerge when species 
life – être biologique – becomes the referent object of power?’

In this respect, our suggestion is that Foucault’s legacy lies not with 
the text he expended on the problematisation of biopower, but with its 
astonishing prescience and enormous heuristic potential. Liberal power 
relations have, for example, witnessed an astonishing biologisation of 
political rationalities and governmental technologies since Foucault 
first broached the problematic of biopolitics. If, in the first instance, 
Foucault speaks about population as the early empirical referent object 
of biopower, that does not confine the biopolitical question he poses to 
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that of population either. Population is only one site, one example, of 
how early formations of biopower operated. Foucault is clear here, and 
elsewhere in allied reflections in The History of Sexuality for example, 
that while population was an early important instance of the  emergence 
of biopower, population is ultimately not the point of the question.

In this respect, at least, Giorgio Agamben is correct (Agamben, 1998). 
The issue is the issue of life itself, as life becomes the referent object of 
power relations. As a philosopher, Agamben conjugates this dual, mutu-
ally informing, problematisation of both life and politics very differ-
ently from Foucault the ‘historian’. The problematisation is, however, 
they agree, a dual one. It includes both life and its government. The rule 
of life is nonetheless different, however, from the rule of the sovereign. 
While related to both sovereignty and subjectivity, biology is nonethe-
less also different from both. If Foucault’s greatest contribution to the 
analytic of power and politics in the modern period has been the many 
ways in which he has alerted us to the diverse, heterogeneous and 
dynamic character of the power relations to which we are subject as 
moderns, we have to remind ourselves constantly that in doing so he 
was equally alert to the ways in which different orders of power co- 
exist, that different generative principles of formation of power form 
the weft and warp of contemporary life. Sovereignty was not replaced 
by discipline. Discipline was not replaced by biopower. Power is also 
 palimpsestuous. It is inscribed on us; we also inscribe it on ourselves, 
through many institutionalised writing practices. The outcome is a 
mobile, mutable and complex manifold in which different formations 
of power are continuously at play in different ways throughout differ-
ent aspects and different formulations of life.

Since the rule of life is different from the rule of both territory and 
subjectivity, taking life as the referent object of power relations 
 introduces a whole new set of political rationalities and governmental 
technologies into the domain of rule than those which Foucault was 
hitherto famed for analysing; in particular, for example, disciplinary 
power/knowledge. This is now a major area of debate and some of its 
issues are raised in the following chapters but their purpose is not to 
pose or resolve such differences. The chapters all focus instead on how 
Foucault poses what the issue is. That issue is the dynamic manifold of 
power relations which began to form around the triangulation of secu-
rity, politics and war, especially as these increasingly came to revolve 
around the sciences of life.

While including economy, we therefore extend the discussion beyond 
economy to the complex ways in which Foucault teaches how liberal 
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forms of rule arose out of the co-implication of politics, security and 
war. That triangulation is as fresh and vital today as it ever was. Even 
more so, given the technical means available to both rule-forming and 
war-making globally, and given also the stake at issue – the politics of 
life itself. Punning the title of Nikolas Rose’s book (Rose, 2007), we seek 
to emphasise that, as a referent object of newly burgeoning mechanisms 
of governmental power/knowledge at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, the politics of life has become a struggle over what is to be 
counted as a ‘living’ thing. That in turn now dramatises, it does not 
resolve, the radical undecidability of life which, in its turn, subverts the 
governmental ensemble of global biopower because there is always a 
continuous excess of life over its governance. The politics of life itself 
only re-poses what we take life to mean, and what we think is at stake 
in life itself. Biopolitics do not resolve these issues. It newly poses 
them to us.

That said, and in ways typical for these lectures, Foucault has little 
more, directly, to say about biopower and biopolitics after Security, 
Territory, Population. The oddity of the third lecture course in particular – 
The Birth of Biopolitics – is that it seems, at least superficially, to have 
little if anything to do with biopolitics and biopower. It is largely 
 concerned instead with what Foucault calls the crises of governance 
which certain liberal regimes of power suffered and overcame during 
the course of the twentieth century as they continued to address the 
changing character of political economy and translate it into new orders 
of governance. Here, again, he leaves it to the audience to determine 
whether or not, and if so to what degree and how, liberal governmentality 
is essentially a biopoliticised form of rule while its political economy 
remains the bedfellow of war and war preparation.

If there is a logic, however understated, to these lectures, however, 
then it can be tracked. We have already observed that political economy 
shares a necessary relation with biopower. Governmentality becomes 
the orders of self-governance through which these are operationalised. 
What, then, of the claim made but not elaborated in the early lectures 
of Security, Territory, Population that biopolitics is simply a dispositif of 
sécurité? Well, if you take life as the referent object of security and 
power, such that the mechanisms of security and power must be gov-
erned by the properties of life, then attention turns to those properties. 
What properties distinguish life? Here we suggest is a way also of 
tying-in Foucault’s preoccupation with circulation. Biologically, as well 
as economically, speaking, life is a process of circulation and exchange. 
It is also a transformative process. Through circulation life changes. 
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Biologists and ecologists today say that it co-evolves with its environ-
ment. If you want to secure life you must therefore address yourself to 
how it circulates and how it changes, for these are the critical properties 
and processes of species life – être biologique. Securing life thus becomes 
a matter of cultivating the processes by which biological life reproduces 
itself. Already here it is evident that the logic of Foucault’s thinking car-
ries you a long way from traditional geopolitical concerns with securing 
sovereignty and territory, and from traditional prophylactic under-
standings of security. Making live cannot be secured by locking-up 
life processes. Securing life poses a quite different game. It demands a 
quite different set of security mechanisms: a complex assembly of self- 
governing measures revolving, especially, around the circulations of 
life; in other words, a dispositif de sécurité.

In pursuit of these and other themes Stuart Elden (Chapter 1) opens 
our collection with an archival account of the research that Foucault 
was undertaking as he wrote and delivered these lectures. It is an 
account also of how Foucault functioned collaboratively as a researcher 
as well as a teacher and joined in close conversation with many other 
thinkers at that time including Deleuze and Guattari, Peter Brown, Pierre 
Hardot and many others. Elden then summarises the lecture courses as 
a whole emphasising their preoccupation with the co-implication of 
biology and politics, the equipmentality of mechanisms of power, 
 normalisation, habitat and other issues which run throughout the 
 discussion of political economy, circulation security and war.

Andrew Neal (Chapter 2) reviews the relationship between war and 
politics that Foucault problematises. He does so in contemporary 
 context, allying his reflections, in particular, to those of Judith Butler 
on the war on terror, endorsing her account of exceptionalism as a 
tactic which operates through the repetition of standard political 
tropes of exceptionalisation, such as those of unlimited detention, 
extraordinary rendition, suspension of the law and the invoking of 
emergency powers. Through readings of Butler’s critique of exception-
alism and Foucault’s “Society Must Be Defended” lectures, Neal contrasts 
different ‘Foucaults’ that are now in circulation in critical political 
 discourse; the first concerned primarily with dispersed and plural 
forms of  governmentality and performativity, and the second, drawn 
from the lectures, more concerned with genealogies of marginal and 
mobile  discourses of war, identity and history. Neal then brings Butler 
and the Foucault of the lectures together to develop a critique of excep-
tionalism that takes account of the historicity of claims about politics 
and law as forms of war, and considers the relationship between those 
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claims and the  constitution of partisan forms of subjectivity in the 
present day.

Julian Reid (Chapter 3) extends and intensifies the discussion of war, 
debating what Foucault had to say in the context also of the reflections 
by Deleuze and Guattari and Paul Virilio. Pursuing the logic of Foucault’s 
reflections Reid notes that since politics is the extension of war any 
countervailing political or other truth claim will be construed as an 
act of war. Once war functions as a condition of possibility for truth, 
once knowledge becomes a matter always of tactical deployments, so we 
become soldiers of the truth in endless and serial fields of political 
struggle. He takes Foucault to task for not pursuing this analytical logic 
far enough and hard enough. Having indicted the Nazi state and, albeit 
much more cryptically, the Stalinist state for taking the play between 
the sovereign right to kill and the mechanisms of biopower to the 
 ‘paroxysmal point’ of the race and world wars which characterised the 
twentieth century Foucault asks himself if, ‘this play is in fact inscribed 
in the workings of all States. In all modern States, in all capitalist States? 
Perhaps not’ (Foucault, 2003b: pp. 260–1). Reid is dissatisfied with that 
vacillating perhaps.

Didier Bigo (Chapter 4) recalls how marginalised these lectures were 
in the Foucault corpus and how shifting and unclear their focus remains. 
And yet, as Bigo proceeds to profile the lectures they nonetheless grow 
in stature and interest. The confusions, contradictions and truncated 
projects remain but you cannot escape the thought that despite his 
 frustrations Bigo, too, is rightly captured by what Foucault manifestly 
failed to capture adequately for us; what Bigo calls ‘the orphans’ of the 
lectures, in particular the problematic of securitisation and the alliance 
of security to the aleatory, especially in the huge attention now given to 
risk. However fallow the field of security, Bigo’s chapter also demon-
strates just how many researchers are now also tilling the field as he 
relates the problematic of security to spaces and boundaries as well as to 
abnormalisation, criminology and freedom.

Making life live does not efface or elide death. It re-figures death. 
Death assumes a different position, a different function, in the politics 
of life. So also in Foucault’s biopolitical figuration of death do new 
realms of indistinction between life and death, and not those of the 
camp alone, announce their presence – the life of the not quite dead, 
the living death of the not quite living. It is the life sciences as well as 
the historical operations of biopolitics, according to Paolo Palladino’s 
account, and not just the Aristotelian distinction between zoe and bios, 
which drives these developments. Reviewing Foucault’s account of both 
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anatamo as well as biopolitics, Palladino (Chapter 5) explores this 
 difficult and newly charged domain of the between-the-living-and- the-
dead. Taking the example, offered by Foucault, of Franco’s final illness 
as his provocation Palladino conducts a wide ranging discussion of the 
ways in which Foucault’s account of the relationship between life, death 
and governmental techniques is nonetheless also captive to an under-
standing of life and death that was forged in the nineteenth century. 
The chapter also advances the argument that, while Agamben’s account 
of the contemporary relationship between life, death and governmental 
techniques is descriptively more adequate to the present, the relevance 
of the accompanying ontological claims against Foucault’s own juxta-
position of life, death and governmental techniques are equally limited. 
For Agamben is just as beholden to that same account of life and death. 
What is required instead, Palladino argues, is a re-articulation of the 
onto-historical argument that Foucault famously advanced in The Order 
of Things (1994c), one in which the understanding of death inherited 
from the modern episteme is now being erased ‘like a face drawn in 
sand at the edge of the sea’ (p. 387).

Mariana Valverde (Chapter 6) returns us to the ‘ur’ Foucault, the 
struggle with the sovereign model of power, the debate about the status 
of the law. She recalls how the genealogy of law, especially English and 
French law, was always situated in an account of race. Her chapter shows 
that it is possible to use Foucaultian tools not only to study socio-legal 
technologies, but, more surprisingly, to study the philosophical founda-
tions of liberal legal systems. If Palladino calls into question how 
Foucault’s lectures pose the refiguration rather than the expulsion of 
death, Valverde’s chapter similarly also poses the refiguration rather 
than expulsion of law from Foucaultian inspired accounts of modern 
power. She concludes that the publication of Foucault’s lectures on race 
struggles especially – reflections that invite us to reflect on the histori-
cal emergence of the split between law and justice, between universal 
abstractions and history – could become an occasion to remind our-
selves that legal and political theory have never managed to success-
fully contain and suppress the concrete ethical demands of peoples 
suffering from quite specific, non-universalisable historic injustices. In 
the times in which we now live, she says, these lectures are much more 
timely than they were when originally given.

Didier Fassin in many ways echoes that theme in Chapter 7. Here he 
says, but for a moment, Foucault directly engages the darkest side of the 
modern project. Once more debating the conflicted relation between 
Agamben and Foucault’s account of biopolitics, as all the chapters do to 
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one degree or another, Fassin too also doubts that it was merely death 
which prevented Foucault from developing the themes broached in 
these chapters and draws more extensively on Agamben to reflect on 
the applicability of biopolitics to the political context of post-apartheid 
South Africa after the characterisation of the armed struggle against the 
apartheid as a class rather than a race war. But in a strange paradox, it 
was precisely when the former racist regime gave way to the new 
 democratic power that Foucault’s analytic of biopolitics and in particu-
lar that of race war entered into the analysis of South African politics. 
Moreover, the emergence of this biopolitical representation of South 
Africa’s destiny took its strength from a phenomenon which was 
 precisely biological in its nature, but in which some recognised a socio-
logical determinism – the AIDS epidemic. Fassin then interrogates how 
these themes of race war and biopolitics have been debated through 
and around the politics of AIDS.

Michael Dillon (Chapter 8) brings the collection to a close, explaining 
how race necessarily comes to figure as a mechanism of biopolitics and 
showing how biopolitics necessarily results in a different kind of  security 
regime. Securing life does not function in the same way that securing 
sovereign territoriality functions. He tracks race’s operation from 
 eighteenth-century polizeiwissenschaft, where population and the 
 political arithmetic of statistics made their appearance as mechanisms 
of sovereign rule, through the rise of liberal governmentality and the 
democratisation of statistics as a device capable of restraining sovereign 
power, documenting the political significance of newly propertied 
classes and the promotion of socially progressive causes. From political 
arithmetic to demographics and finally biometrics Dillon pursues the 
application and operation of racial classification and categorisation less 
as a grand narrative of biopolitics than as an integral part of its 
 micropolitical practices.
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Situating Foucault
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Foucault is unhappy at the outset of “Society Must Be Defended”.1 It is 
clear that the lecture as performance, with the assumed role as expert, 
was not to his liking, and that the preparation was getting in the way of 
the research itself. He speculates about the possibilities if

thirty or forty of us could get together in a room. I could tell you 
roughly what I’ve been doing, and at the same time have some con-
tact with you, talk to you, answer your questions and so on, and try 
to rediscover the possibility of the exchange and contact that are 
part of the normal practice of research or teaching

(Foucault, 1997: p. 4; 2003b: p. 3)

As Ewald and Fontana note, ‘he dreamed of holding a seminar in 
which truly collective work could be done. He made various attempts 
to hold such a seminar’ (Foucault, 1997: p. viii; 2003b: p. x; see Foucault, 
1994a: p. 49). The two most famous results are the publication of the 
dossier on the case of Pierre Rivière, which occupied Foucault’s sem-
inar at the Collège de France for a number of years (Foucault, 1973); 
and The Foucault Effect, a collection which appeared after his death, but 
which collects a number of papers from colleagues in his seminars 
(Burchell et al., 1991).

What this chapter seeks to do is to discuss several other projects in 
which Foucault operated as a collaborateur, a colleague, a research team-
leader, a facilitator. In this we see that his Collège de France courses not 
only contain numerous developments of material familiar from his 
books, as well as themes that he never worked up for publication, but 
also material that finds its most explicit expression in his work with 
others. Almost none of this material is available in English; much is not 
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even published in France. This chapter therefore draws extensively on 
materials archived at the Institut Mémoires de l’Édition Contemporaine 
(IMEC) in Paris.2 These projects provide valuable background and a 
more general contextualisation of “Society Must Be Defended” than can 
be gained simply from the course itself or the better-known writings in 
Foucault’s career. For while “Society Must Be Defended” is explicitly orien-
tated around questions of war, it is implicitly about the tactics that must 
operate in peacetime.

This goes beyond merely an acknowledgement of Foucault’s return 
to, and reversal of, Clausewitz. According to a paper in the Foucault 
archive, shortly before his death Foucault planned a collaborative 
project with students at Berkeley. Keith Gandel’s project outline on 
‘New Arts of Government in the Great War and Post-War Period’ seeks 
to continue that work, studying how mechanisms of wartime govern-
ance continued into peacetime. The proposal puts forward the idea of 
‘waging’ peace, suggesting that ‘peace became a new object for govern-
ment’, having become recognised as a problem during the Great War.3 
Reversing a formulation Foucault makes in Le pouvoir psychiatrique, we 
can claim that the verso of violence, of war, is sovereignty (Foucault, 
2003a: p. 45). In the “Society Must Be Defended” course itself Foucault 
notes how war itself can change, from a concentration on the battle to 
‘a war that begins before the battle and continues after it is over’ 
(Foucault, 1997: p. 141; 2003b: p. 159), which he suggests derives from 
Boulainvillers (see also Foucault, 1997: pp. 146–7; 2003b: p. 165). This 
chapter takes these formulations as its guide, looking at how Foucault’s 
collaborative projects discuss the strategies for waging peace, both as 
compliment and context to “Society Must Be Defended”.

Reading “Society Must Be Defended”

Obviously, as this volume attests, there are several different things 
going on in “Society Must Be Defended”. One of these is a question that 
Foucault has been concerned with for some time. The preceding courses 
Le pouvoir psychiatrique and Les Anormaux had provided much detailed 
analysis, and Discipline and Punish had further polished these theses. 
This is the question of normalisation.

In our day, it is the fact that power is exercised through both right 
and techniques, that the techniques of discipline and discourses 
born of discipline are invading right, and that normalising proce-
dures are increasingly colonising the procedures of the law, that 
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might explain the overall workings of what I would call a ‘society of 
normalisation’.

(Foucault, 1997: pp. 34–5; 2003b: pp. 38–9).

We can find this particularly in the discussion of state racism in 
both its Nazi and Stalinist forms: ‘a racism that society will direct 
against itself, against its own elements and its own products. This is an 
 internal racism, a permanent purification, one of the fundamental 
dimensions of social normalisation’ (Foucault, 1997: pp. 53, 71; 2003b: 
pp. 62, 81). What we find here is the replacing of the historical war 
with the  biological struggle for life: ‘differentiation of species, selec-
tion of the strongest, survival of the fittest races’ (Foucault, 1997: p. 70; 
2003b: p. 80).

It is also found in the discussion of ‘the existence, foundation, or 
development of grandes écoles such as the École des Mines and the École 
Ponts et Chaussées’. In sum we see a ‘huge effort being made to homog-
enise, normalise, classify and centralise medical knowledge’. Foucault 
relates all of this to public hygiene campaigns, and other health 
 campaigns in society as a whole (Foucault, 1997: p. 161; 2003b: p. 181); 
something which had been discussed at length in Le pouvoir psychi-
atrique. Technical knowledge allows the state to intervene in areas it had 
not previously had the ability to do so, including notably the medical 
sciences and in particular their implementation in society as a whole. 
The key is of course, public health or hygiene, rather than just hospitals 
and clinical practice. In public health, the same sorts of mechanisms 
Foucault traces in Discipline and Punish can be found: selection, nor-
malisation, hierarchisation and centralisation (Foucault, 1997: p. 161; 
2003b: p. 181). Power takes control of life in both general and specific 
terms, of the human as a living being and as part of a population: what 
might be called a sort of extension of state power [étatisation] over the 
biological (Foucault, 1997: p. 213; 2003b: p. 240).

This is a twofold relation. Not only does politics infiltrate biology, but 
biology also infiltrates politics. Politics becomes increasingly mathemat-
ical as it becomes medical. Foucault is well known for discussing the 
way that sexuality and medicine are important for both disciplining 
the individual body and regulating the collective or social body – 
 anatomo-politics and biopolitics (Foucault, 1976: p. 183; 1978: p. 139; 1997: 
p. 216; 2003b: p. 242), see also (Foucault, 1976: pp. 191–2; 1978: p. 145; 
1994a: vol. III, p. 152; vol. IV, p. 93). This notion of calculation is both a 
particular case of and the foundation of the more general science of 
ordering. What is important is the reformulation of old ideas of  mathesis 
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into a general calculative, ordered, mode of thinking. This mode of 
thinking, a savoir which functions as a general domain or field, organ-
ises the particular sciences. Problems of classification, hierarchisation, 
vicinity or proximity are important: a politicising of the argument of 
The Order of Things (Foucault, 1997: pp. 162, 170; 2003b: pp. 182, 190).

“Society Must Be Defended” equally discusses issues such as geography, 
climate and water. One of the key concerns of this period was about 
water flow – the dangers of swamps and marshes for epidemics, and the 
need for circulation. The organisation of the town becomes a central 
problem (Foucault, 1997: p. 218; 2003b: p. 245). We find some discus-
sion in “Society Must Be Defended” of these issues, in particular of the 
layout of rational towns, of working-class housing estates with their 
grid patterns and organisational design (Foucault, 1997: pp. 223–4; 
2003b: pp. 250–1). This was similarly discussed in Discipline and Punish 
where the model of the military camp was adopted for domestic and 
civilian usage.

Anticipating later concerns with what he would come to call govern-
mentality Foucault argues that governments are not simply concerned 
with their territory and the individuals within it – as might be dated to 
around the seventeenth century – but with the problem of the collect-
ive, the problem of population. Population is a political, economic, 
 scientific, biological problem, it is a problem of power (Foucault, 1997: 
pp. 218–9; 2003b: p. 245; see also Foucault, 1976: pp. 35–6; 1978: p. 25). 
Population can be usefully conceived as bodies in plural, and while 
 discipline works on the individual body, a multiplicity dissolved, the 
new technology of power works on the bodies accumulated, as a multi-
plicity, a species (see Foucault, 1994a: vol. IV, p. 194; 1997: p. 216; 2003b: 
pp. 242–3). This might be said to be the transition that takes place 
between Discipline and Punish on the one hand and “Society Must Be 
Defended” and The Will to Knowledge on the other, continuing into the 
work on governmentality. Foucault suggests this can be understood as 
two series:

The series body – organism – discipline – institutions; and the series 
population – biological processes – regulatory mechanisms – State. 
An organic institutional ensemble: an organic-discipline of the insti-
tution, if you will, and on the other side, a biological and statist 
ensemble: bio-regulation by the State.

(Foucault, 1997: p. 223; 2003b: p. 250)

Foucault is keen to stress that there is not a clear separation of 
 institution and state here: the disciplines tend to overflow their 
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 institutional context; the state is involved in the disciplines (Foucault, 
1997: p. 223; 2003b: p. 250). Equally, as the editors of the course 
 underline, there is not a separation of these two understandings of 
power – as discipline and normalising biopower – in Foucault’s work. 
They are not independent of each other, or successive to each other, 
but rather are two conjoined modes of the functioning of knowledge/
power (Fontana and Bertrani, 1997; Fontana in Foucault, 2003b).4 We 
have moved from,

a symbolics of blood to an analytics of sexuality. Clearly, nothing 
was more on the side of the law, death, transgression, the symbolic, 
and sovereignty than blood; just as sexuality was on the side of the 
norm, knowledge, life, meaning, the disciplines and regulations.

(Foucault, 1976: p. 195; 1978: p. 148; 
see also Foucault, 1994a: vol. III)

Biopower had been a concern since at least 1974, but it is particu-
larly in “Society Must Be Defended” that the concept is developed at 
some length. Biopower involves the building up of profiles, statistical 
measures and so on, increasing knowledge through monitoring and 
surveillance, ‘extremely meticulous orderings of space’, and control 
through discipline. Birth and death rates and measures of longevity 
become important; fertility, illness, diet and habitation become meas-
ured; statistics and demographics come together with economics and 
politics (Foucault, 1997: pp. 215–16; 2003b: pp. 241–2; see also Foucault, 
1976: p. 36; 1978: p. 25). This use of figures was pronounced in  medical 
 campaigns at the time. Foucault suggests that the end of the eight-
eenth century saw a shift from a concern with epidemics to endemics 
‘the form, nature, extension, duration, and intensity of the illnesses 
prevalent in a population’ (Foucault, 1997: p. 217; 2003b: p. 243). As 
Foucault notes, ‘the body is a bio-political reality; medicine is a bio-
political strategy’ (Foucault, 1994a: vol. III). The campaigns against 
masturbation and incest, which allow power to infiltrate the heart 
of the family are examples here (see Elden, 2001: pp. 99–100; and 
Foucault, 1999: pp. 219–56). The creation of norms, by which the indi-
vidual body can be measured and disciplined, and the social body can 
be measured and regulated, is central (Foucault, 1997: p. 225; 2003b: 
pp. 252–3).5 The use of medical language is important. Because certain 
groups in society are conceived of in medical terms society is no longer 
in need of being defended from the outsider but from the insider: the 
abnormal in behaviour, species or race. What is novel is not the men-
tality of power, but the technology of power (Foucault, 1997: p. 230; 
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2003b: p. 258). The recoding of old problems is made possible through 
new  techniques.6

The Constitutions written throughout the world since the French 
Revolution, the Codes drafted and revised, all this continual and 
noisy legislative activity should not deceive us: these are the forms 
which make acceptable this essentially normalising power.

(Foucault, 1976: p. 190; 1978: p. 144)

We should not forget that, despite the common assumption, Foucault’s 
work here can be usefully related to Marx, if not Marxism. He suggests 
that the control of childhood masturbation or the exclusion of the mad 
is not important to the bourgeoisie in itself, but that the ‘techniques and 
procedures of their exclusion ... the mechanisms of exclusion, the sur-
veillance apparatus, the medicalisation of sexuality, madness and delin-
quency’ could prove to be useful (Foucault, 1997: p. 29; 2003b: p. 32). ‘At 
a given moment, and for reasons that have to be studied, they generated 
a certain economic profit, a certain political utility, and they were there-
fore colonised and supported by global mechanisms and, finally, by the 
entire system of the State’ (Foucault, 1997: p. 29; 2003b: p. 33).

Foucault’s collaborative projects

In order to broaden the analysis of this course, explicitly around these 
themes of normalisation and the mechanisms of peace, I want to pro-
vide a reading of three of Foucault’s collaborative projects. The first 
dates from the early 1970s, and was a series of projects undertaken with 
Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari and François Fourquet into urban infra-
structure and related themes, which led to the book Les équipements du 
pouvoir. This was a collaborative work by Lion Murard and François 
Fourquet to which Foucault contributed only briefly, but which makes 
use of many of his ideas and doubtless inspired others. Developing from 
this project, Foucault’s own research and another research project under 
the leadership of Bruno Fortier, the second is the collective work Les 
machines à guérir (aux origines de l’hôpital moderne) published in 1976 and 
then reissued in 1979. The third is a study Foucault edited entitled 
Politiques de l’habitat (1800–1850) from 1977.

These are the key collaborative projects of this period, which are in 
various ways related to his work at the Collège de France, but were not the 
only ones he was involved in. Others include one where although he was 
the titular head, Robert Castel actually led the research team. This was 
research in ‘resistance to medicine and the reduction  [démultiplication] of 
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the concept of health’. Conducted in the late 1970s, Castel and his 
research team – which initially comprised Jean Carpentier, Jean-Marie 
Alliaumé and Jacques Donzelot – analysed the way in which medicine 
exceeded a narrow definition as concerned with sickness and began to 
engage with a much wider set of concerns, including mental health, well-
being and public health.7 The working hypothesis was that resistance to 
medicine was more than ‘a simple refusal’ but was targeted against pre-
cisely this ‘proliferation of new means of intervention’.8 Psychiatry and 
psychoanalysis accordingly were a major part of their concern, as they 
traced the way that health became more than the simple ‘reverse [envers]’ 
of illness.9 While the final report did not exactly say what they originally 
intended, it comprises a series of papers on the outlined themes.10

Equally there was a potentially fascinating project which appears to 
have only got to proposal stage, which aimed to analyse the ‘green 
spaces’ of Paris.11 Foucault was also involved in research projects in his 
role as visiting professor at other universities. The best known output 
from these is probably the Technologies of the Self volume from the 
University of Vermont (Martin et al., 1988), but there is also at least one 
other volume where he acted as an inspiration but did not contribute a 
text himself, from his time at the Catholic University of Louvain 
(Tulkens, 1988). And there was the Berkeley project of which Gandel’s 
project outline on waging peace was drawn.

The equipment of power

Chronologically the first, I will begin with the project that led to the 
book Les équipements du pouvoir. In its published form this deals with 
towns, territory and other collective means of social organisation, and 
though Fourquet and Murard wrote the bulk of the material, Foucault, 
Deleuze and Guattari contributed in discussion sections. However the 
archives of IMEC show that this was originally five interlinked analy-
ses, led by Fourquet, Deleuze, Guattari and Foucault. Funded by the 
Ministere de l’ámenagement du territoire, de l’équipment, du logement 
et du tourisme, this was a project undertaken under the auspices of the 
Centre d’Études, de Recherche et de Formation Institutionnelle (CERFI), 
a group founded in 1967 by Guattari, as a formalisation of the 1965 
Féderation des Groupes d’Études de Recherches Institutionnelles 
(FGERI). The five projects were as follows:

1 Collective equipments and their social uses, looking especially at 
new towns such as Evry and Marne la vallée (Fourquet).

2 Two studies – mining towns and green spaces (Guattari).
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3 The emergence of ‘collective equipments’ (Deleuze).
4 Urban ‘equipments’ in urban planning (Foucault).
5 A genealogy of ‘equipments of normalisation’ – health and schools 

(Foucault).12

In sum, over a million francs was projected for this work, worth about 
773,000 euros today,13 enough to support a fairly large team for a few 
years.14 Various outputs came from this work, culminating in the book 
Les équipements du pouvoir which was originally published as a special 
issue of the journal Recherches in 1973, and then reissued in 1976.15 
Recherches was the house journal of CERFI, and although all the projects 
clearly influenced the work, this is very much based on Fourquet’s 
research project.16 The equipments of power analysed in this book are 
the three items in the subtitle: towns, territories and ‘collective equip-
ments’ – équipements collectifs. By these Fourquet and Murard mean 
something akin to public amenities or the infrastructure of society. 
These are tools or utensils that are utilised collectively – roads, transpor-
tation and communication networks, and the more static apparatus of 
towns. Circulation necessarily plays a crucial role, with the flux and 
flow of people, goods and capital as money (Fourquet and Murard, 1976: 
p. 35). For Fourquet and Murard, these elements of infrastructure are 
means of production, or perhaps more accurately the means by which 
production can be achieved (Fourquet and Murard, 1976: p. 32). The 
town is in their terms a ‘collective equipment’, ‘and the network [réseau] 
of towns distribute capital across the whole of the national territory’ 
(Fourquet and Murard, 1976: p. 35). Foucault himself takes place in two 
dialogues in the book, after the outlining of various ideas by Fourquet 
and Murard.17 In the English translation of the dialogues the order is 
reversed, and the accompanying material left aside. This makes for a 
peculiarly decontextualised discussion.

Fourquet and Murard note that the three key terms that they are 
interested in thinking through are power, territory and production, 
particularly in their interrelation (Fourquet and Murard, 1976: p. 7). 
The stress on power and territory within a broadly Marxist analysis 
allows for a ‘displacement’ rather than a revision or critique (Fourquet 
and Murard, 1976: p. 8). This context is supplemented by an interest in 
Deleuze and Guattari’s work Anti-Oedipus, and earlier texts which the 
authors received while working on this, and an interest in Foucault’s 
work on madness and the clinic (Fourquet and Murard, 1976: p. 10). The 
original title of the work, Généalogie des équipements collectives (Fourquet 
and Murard, 1976: p. 9) perhaps betrays this Foucaultian influence – a 
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Foucault then engaging with Nietzsche’s ideas in detail. Indeed in the 
extended introduction, Fourquet and Murard acknowledge Deleuze and 
Foucault’s readings of Nietzsche, as well as the pioneering work of 
Bataille and Klossowski (Fourquet and Murard, 1976: p. 17). All sorts of 
Foucaultian themes are found in this work – the use of the panopticon, 
relations of power and knowledge, surveillance, control of population 
and normalisation of individuals and so on. The dating of the material 
to the early 1970s shows that this relation was not solely a one-way 
influence. Murard and Fourquet utilise Foucault’s research on madness, 
medicine and other issues, but the bulk of the material predates Discipline 
and Punish, although there is some editing between the 1973 journal 
article and the 1976 book. Some of Foucault’s ideas about the division of 
space in schools and the control of children’s bodies and medical plans 
for towns are discussed in this work (see Fourquet and Murard, 1976: 
pp. 197–8, 210). A range of other contemporary thinkers are utilised, 
including those of a more obviously Marxist perspective such as Lefebvre 
(Fourquet and Murard, 1976: pp. 55–6) and Castells. The ideas of nor-
malisation are explicitly related to Canguilhem, just as Foucault does in 
his Les Anormaux lectures (Fourquet and Murard, 1976: p. 155, see 7). 
But the other key role is played by Fernand Braudel, who is mentioned 
in a number of places (Fourquet and Murard, 1976: pp. 7, 10).

The book is organised on the following plan:

• La ville-ordinateur – the town-machine
• La ville-métaphore – the town-metaphor
• Les territoires – territories
• Formation des équipements collectives – formation of collective 

 equipments or facilities
• Le discours du plan – the discourse of the plan
• Économie politique sans famille – political economy without the 

 family.

In the second dialogue Foucault takes the example of a road, and sug-
gests that it plays three strategic functions: to produce production, to 
produce demand, and to normalise. While the first two are unsurpris-
ing from a Marxist perspective, the third is perhaps most interesting. 
Production requires transport, the movement of goods and labour, and 
the levies or tithes of state power and tax collector. The bandit is an 
‘antithetical person’ in these relations. Demand requires ‘the market, 
merchandise, buyers and sellers’, it creates a whole system of coded 
places of business, regulates prices and goods sold. The inspector, 
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 controller or customs agent face-to-face with the smuggler of contra-
band, the peddler (Foucault, 1996: p. 106; Fourquet and Murard, 1976: 
pp. 215–16). Both production and demand are the subject of the proce-
dure of normalisation, in the adjusting and regulation of these two 
domains. Foucault talks about the aménagement du territoire, the control 
and planning of the land or territory of the state that the road allows. 
The role of engineers is important both as a product of normalising 
power – their education and authentic knowledge – and as its privileged 
agent. In opposition to them are those who do not fit the allowed 
 circuits – the vagabond or the sedentary: ‘in both cases, abnormal’ 
(Foucault, 1996: p. 216; Fourquet and Murard, 1976: p. 107).

Foucault stresses that this is merely one example of the kind of collec-
tive equipment that Fourquet and Murard are analysing. He suggests 
that the chronology of the industrial and the disciplinary state – we 
should note that it is of the state, not society, that he is speaking – do 
not match up, although they are correlatives. ‘Education produces 
 producers, it produces those who demand and at the same time, it 
 normalises, classes, divides, imposes rules and indicates the limit of 
the pathological’ (Foucault, 1996: p. 107; Fourquet and Murard, 1976: 
pp. 217–18). Deleuze responds to this, suggesting that the three aspects 
are rather investment, treating someone as a producer in potential or 
actuality; control, treating someone as a consumer; the public service 
aspect, the citizen as a user. Utilising concepts that he and Guattari 
would develop in their collaborative work, Deleuze suggests that ‘the 
highway today is channelled nomadism, a partitioning into a grid, 
while public service implies a general nomadism’ (Foucault, 1996: p. 107; 
Fourquet and Murard, 1976: pp. 217–18).

Foucault’s point in response is that the state is tasked with the bal-
ancing of production of production (i.e. supply) with the production 
of demand. The state’s role in other areas, such as the normalisation 
undertaken by the police, hospitals, treatment of the insane, is ambig-
uous: on the one hand the state’s role expands, but on the other  private 
corporations are part of a process of de-statisation. Foucault’s telling 
point is that the difference between socialist and capitalist  utopias is 
that the latter worked. But now, instead of private ventures of this 
kind, there are ‘housing projects’ that the state must control, that 
‘depend on the State apparatus. The deck has been reshuffled’ 
(Foucault, 1996: p. 108; Fourquet and Murard, 1976: pp. 218–20). 
Murard and Fourquet give their own examples, of hospitals that act as 
means of production in terms of producing the healthy workforce 
required by capital.
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Foucault’s examples of the road and the windmill demonstrate that 
he is both willing to consider issues outside his usual scope and that in 
1973 his thinking is still rather inchoate. Three points emerge from 
this. First, that despite the standard reading that Foucault ignores the 
state, is anti-Marxist and does not take into account the question of 
production, his analysis always recognises these as the background, the 
indispensable foundation of the types of analysis he is making. But 
rather than replicate the work done elsewhere, Foucault is interested in 
changing the angle, tightening the focus and concentrating on the 
small, the detail, the workings on the level of the everyday, the micro-
physics, here stressed as the third question of normalisation.18 Second, 
Foucault is in a questioning mode here. His comments in the first dia-
logue are questions: what property relations are involved in collective 
equipment; how do they function; what type of production is involved; 
what relationship of power is at play; how do effects follow from this: 
‘the genealogical implication’? (Foucault, 1996: pp. 111–12; Fourquet 
and Murard, 1976: pp. 45–7). Although power and genealogy are well-
known Foucaultian issues, again there is a stress on production, prop-
erty and function. Third, in both Foucault’s comments and those of his 
interlocutors, perhaps especially here Guattari, the question of territory 
or more broadly the question of issues of spatiality is important. Guattari 
discusses the way in which the city as a collective equipment radically 
alters the territorial issues of more primitive communities: ‘the territo-
riality of the city becomes deterritorialisation of fluxes’. But, and 
 simplistic readings of Deleuze and Guattari on deterritorialisation often 
miss this, ‘Equipments as machines are reterritorialised at the same 
time. Deterritorialised fluxes constitute the city, material fluxes support 
deterritorialised fluxes, and the city reterritorialises the most deterrito-
rialised fluxes of any given period’ (Foucault, 1996: p. 109; Fourquet 
and Murard, 1976: pp. 40–1).19 On this point we can also look at his 
brief comments on the city as a spatial projection, ‘a form of reterritori-
alisation, of blockage’, where the ‘original despotic city is a military 
camp where soldiers are enclosed to prevent the flux of soldiers from 
spreading out’ (Foucault, 1996: p. 110; Fourquet and Murard, 1976: 
p. 44), which anticipates the analysis in Discipline and Punish.

Hospitals and normalisation

Foucault’s project on ‘equipments of normalisation’, in its CERFI plan, 
looked beyond the institutions of hospitals and schools to wider 
 concerns with sanitary norms and ‘the power of the state in the 
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 determination of sanitary mechanisms’.20 This was a crucial element in 
the research that led to the collective book, Les machines à guérir, whose 
original title was Généalogie des équipements de normalisation. This 
 volume contains Foucault’s own essay ‘The Politics of Health in the 
Eighteenth Century’, but also brief contributions by four colleagues 
from his research seminar at the Collège de France, and an extensive 
dossier on the architecture, equipment, chronology and organisation of 
the hospital. The 1979 re-edition, with a commercial publisher rather 
than the CERFI edition, has some changes, notably to Foucault’s own 
essay. As well as the project led by Foucault, the volume is also informed 
by research conducted on the politics of space in Paris at the end of 
the ancien régime, led by Bruno Fortier, with CORDA and DGRST. 
(CORDA is Comité de la Recherché et du Développement en Architecture 
and DGRST is Délégation Générale à la Recherche Scientifique et 
Technologique). The research from the second contract, of which 
Foucault was not directly involved, was published as a separate volume 
in 1975 (Fortier, 1975).21

The background to this work is the three lectures on medicine given 
in Rio in October 1974. It took 20 years before they appeared in French, 
and a further decade before English translation.22 I have found them 
very valuable in thinking through some of Foucault’s ideas (see Elden 
2003). The dating is significant: they were delivered between Le pouvoir 
psychiatrique and Les Anormaux. These three lectures are important for a 
number of reasons. One of the issues that is relevant here is how 
Foucault’s introduction to Les machines à guerir is closely related to these 
lectures; another that the Rio lectures relate to, rather than duplicate, 
material presented in Paris; and more concretely that they outline a 
number of themes that emerge in Foucault’s later work. Biopolitics is 
first mentioned here, for example, as is the juxtaposition of the models 
of the plague town and the treatment of lepers. Themes from Discipline 
and Punish and The Will to Knowledge are outlined, and are further 
explored in “Society Must Be Defended”.

When Foucault discusses the different models of medicine in 
Germany, France and England, it is notable that the French model is of 
‘urban medicine’ (compared to state medicine and medicine of the 
labour force). Foucault underlines three things that this particular ver-
sion of medicine means. Urban medicine brings medical expertise close 
to sciences such as chemistry, which allows it to trade on a whole range 
of established scientific practices. Foucault also makes the point that

urban medicine is not really a medicine of man, the body, and the 
organism, but a medicine of things – air, water, decompositions, 
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 fermentations. It is a medicine of the living conditions of the milieu 
of existence.

(Foucault, 1994a: vol. III, p. 22)

But in a sense it is the third idea that is most important: the emergence 
of a concept of salubrity. Salubrity is not a synonym for health, but 
rather its condition of possibility, at least its material and social basis. 
Public hygiene emerges at the same time. Foucault mentions a source he 
would refer to in the Abnormals course: the Annales d’hygiène publique et 
de medicine légale, which first appeared in 1829 and which was, as 
Foucault notes, ‘the organ of French social medicine’ (Foucault, 1994a: 
vol. III, pp. 222–3).

In the second lecture Foucault refers to the collective work at the 
Collège de France:

some of us are studying the growth of hospitalisation and its 
 mechanisms from the 18th century to the beginning of the 19th, 
while others are concentrating on hospitals and are moving toward 
a study of habitat and what surrounds it: the roads system, trans-
port routes, and the collective equipments [or infrastructure] 
which assure the functioning of everyday life, particularly in urban 
 environments.

(Foucault, 1994a: vol. III, p. 208)

Les machines à guerir is therefore the product of the research contract 
Foucault headed, the one on Parisian space by the team apart from him, 
and his own interests from lectures.

This is a productive set of concerns. Blandine Barret Kriegel 
 demonstrates how the hospital functions as a tool of cure, through its 
architectural design and organisation. Similar issues emerge in the 
public health concerns of the time, along with the emergence of the 
notion of population. Observation and quantification are the two 
privileged methods – the politics of calculation (Foucault et al., 1979: 
p. 22): mortality rates, birth and baptism figures, and the other mech-
anisms of modern demography; water, air seasons, climate, dietary 
regimes and their influence on mortality, and other medical concerns 
(Foucault et al., 1979: pp. 24–5). The population emerges as a site of 
medical knowledge – distinct and yet dependent on the individual 
bodies that make it up (Foucault et al., 1979: p. 23).

To calculate is to establish a statistical quantity to the detriment of 
aesthetic composition, the estimation [le chiffre] of the physician, the 
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chemist and even the demographer, to the place of architectural pro-
portion. Power is to command and realise the operation.

(Foucault et al., 1979: p. 26)

Dispersion and circulation become the keys to the hospital – the 
 placing of objects, bodies and equipment within the space of the hos-
pital itself and its situation in the town and surrounding area (Foucault 
et al., 1979: p. 26).

Anne Thalamy’s work also contributes to this general approach, 
 noting the military model behind the hospital, with the traditional 
 discipline, unified command and absolute hierarchy, but also more 
concretely to issues of circulation, the keeping of detailed notes and 
records, and the cataloguing of resources (Foucault et al., 1979: pp. 32–3). 
Thalamy finds in medical writing of the time

the sign of a functional space and of a perpetually updated knowl-
edge, which analyses the illness in the continuity of observation [le 
regard], and positions it in the duration of medical practice ... It is the 
essential support of an illness, which becomes an object of treat-
ment, of a hospital conceived as a space of recovery.

(Foucault et al., 1979: p. 36)

François Beguin offers some further analysis, particularly around the 
object of the bed, with objectives of separation, rest and recovery. Again 
the idea of the physical design of the hospital comes through, with a 
particular stress here on architecture (Foucault et al., 1979: p. 39). Bruno 
Fortier’s chapter again treats similar themes, arguing that the hospital 
is a ‘political tool’, a step in a wider political project of the control and 
organisation the population, particularly in the urban setting. Similar 
concerns are found in the prison and school, and ‘spaces of work and 
exchange’ (Foucault et al., 1979: p. 45).

This importance is for a number of reasons, principally both for the 
creation of a disciplined society, but also as is often neglected in studies 
of Foucault (as opposed to Foucault’s studies, but not perhaps for 
Foucaultian studies) for capitalism. In the second Rio lecture he makes 
this linkage clear: ‘capitalism ... started by socialising a first object, the 
body, as a factor of productive force, of labour power’ (Foucault, 1994a: 
vol. III, pp. 209–10).

The control of society over individuals was accomplished not only 
through consciousness or ideology but also in the body and with the 
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body. For capitalist society, it was biopolitics which is above all 
important, the biological, the somatic, the corporal.

(Foucault, 1994a: vol. III, p. 210)

This is why he contends that ‘the body is a bio-political reality;  medicine 
is a bio-political strategy’ (Foucault, 1994a: vol. III, p. 210).

Habitat

Politiques de l’habitat (1800–1850) contains little Foucault, in fact only a 
brief introduction, but does include detailed analyses of cholera epi-
demics, public health initiatives, housing projects and the emergence of 
the notion of habitat. What we find in this book, as well as other pieces 
of Foucault’s own work of the same time is an attempt to broaden the 
institutional analysis of prisons, hospitals and asylums to society as a 
whole. In his ‘Avant-Propos’ Foucault lists the topics which make the 
determining factors of the urban environment or habitat: ‘medicine 
and hygiene, architecture, civil engineering, the social sciences and 
jurisdiction’ (Foucault, 1977b: p. 3). Again this was the product of a 
research project, this time on ‘the history the appearance of the notion 
of habitat in the architectural thought and practice of the 18th and 19th 
century’.23

The initial themes of this research included the notion of habitat- 
salubrity and the establishment of health norms, procedures of nor-
malisation that followed from that, and administrative practices and 
social habitat.24 Originally planned in the summer of 1975, this project 
included many of the same colleagues as the previous projects, along 
with the architect Bernard Mazeret, who did not contribute to the pub-
lished volume. The CVs of the team show it to be interdisciplinary in 
design, and the research proposal itself makes much of the inclusion of 
historians and architects, because of the importance of the analysis of 
architectural techniques and plans.25 The CVs also offer some interest-
ing anecdotal information, including that, in 1975 Foucault intended to 
publish the work of a seminar entitled L’architecture du surveillance. This 
is unlikely to refer to Discipline and Punish, which appeared earlier that 
year, but is more likely to be an early description of the Les machines à 
guerir project.26 A later reference to this project supports this, using the 
earlier work as an indication of the team’s suitability for this project.27 
It clearly indicates the continuity of concerns, stressing the relation 
between these earlier architectural analyses of hospitals, work on 
 prisons and the work to come.
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The work included in this volume on the notion of habitat includes 
studies of medical epidemics, statistical measures used to combat dis-
ease, the production of urban space and the mechanics of the transition 
to public spaces within towns and the organisation and control of these 
spaces. Foucault’s colleagues provide rich empirical work to supplement 
and enhance the work that Foucault himself had done, both in Birth of 
the Clinic and the Rio lectures. It is notable that the volume has a much 
less obviously negative tone to it than some of Foucault’s own work on 
these subjects, recognising the means through which environments 
are developed and controlled. There is an identification of the ways in 
which these tools of government are utilised to work on and with the 
urban population, to provide satisfactory environments or milieus for 
their habitation, in order to constitute security. One of the key themes 
is the spatial distribution of individuals, and the theme of public goods 
or collective infrastructure is continued from the earlier projects. The 
spectre of capitalism is of course never far behind.

The project proposal is equally revealing, showing an interest in the 
organisation of space in the urban environment, and the key theme is 
the tracing of the evolution of public space to a more concentrated con-
cern with habitation. The proposal sets the dates as between 1750 and 
1830, while the published work limits the study to 1800–50. Concerns 
with surveillance and circulation reoccur here, especially as the spaces 
(particularly of Paris) are opened up, destroyed and renovated. 28 Themes 
from the Rio lectures and Les machines à guerir are also found in the 
interest in the relation between the police and hygiene, in particular in 
the police – in its Hegelian sense – as a means of intervention of the 
public in the private, especially in terms of the control of the circulation 
of elements. The point of intersection of public and private spaces – for 
instance pavements, roads and crossroads – are crucial here.29 Issues 
outlined in detail in Discipline and Punish and elsewhere are found here, 
in terms of the spatial distribution of individuals, particularly as a 
means of social control. There is also a recognition that the develop-
ment of notions of salubrity was related to that of the pathological char-
acter of the city, analysed in detail in the published work through the 
cholera epidemics.30

This re-organisation of urban space is found in these hygiene projects, 
but not simply for the physical life and health of its occupants, but also 
because of a concern with their moral existence.31 In particular devel-
opments relating to earlier changes in hospitals with the emergence of 
‘pavillionaire’ architecture and the removal of communal beds are found 
in the new partitioning of domestic space.32 These were concerns in 
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Les Anormaux with the campaigns both against masturbation and 
incest. Increasingly private space contains a reserved element for 
state observation [regard].33 To study these kinds of projects around 
 habitation requires a look at the disciplines that surround medicine 
 naturally – hygiene, pathology, biology – but also areas such as sociology, 
economics and architecture. Laws and regulations, as well as practices 
all need to be examined. Making use of previous techniques of analysis 
developed in the work on public utilities, they propose to carefully 
study architectural plans and commentary on those plans.34 While 
Foucault and his team think they can date the emergence of the term 
‘habitat’ relatively precisely, they are concerned with the notion which 
is later named, rather than simply its discursive constitution.35

The same folder at IMEC contains an untitled article by Bruno 
Fortier.36 Although not formally part of this research team, this article 
touches on a number of related themes, including concerns about 
 cemeteries in an urban environment, the washing of the laundry of the 
sick in the Seine, and what he calls a ‘logic of spatialisation’ about the 
circulation of water, air and light.37 One of the most interesting parts is 
the suggestion that dating is possible for the medicalisation of spatial 
categories, as follows:

• Prisons 1765–70
• Hospitals 1770–85
• Industry 1770–1810
• Houses 1830–38

Clearly related to the Parisian context, this is interesting in terms of 
Foucault’s own researches on the first two categories, and the more 
 general research I am outlining here for the other two. Fortier also raises 
issues about the class relations at the heart of urban development – 
 crucial of course in a slightly later period of Haussmann’s reforms – the 
legal reforms and legal codings of space.39 His study includes the follow-
ing summary paragraph which brings together much of the work he 
and Foucault had been leading:

The question, at the end of the 18th century was thus not the  presence 
of the working classes in the town, but the screen which it represents 
in the control, knowledge and production of space. It is a power 
which is concerned with confiscating, not a presence that is con-
cerned with spatialising. The dream at the end of the 18th century, 
and the reality of the 19th, is therefore that of a generalised coding of 
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space, as transparent to the State as it would be foreign to working 
class knowledge.40

Governmentality and historiography

All of these projects demonstrate the way in which Foucault was con-
cerned with numerous techniques of normalisation, categorisation and 
control, with truth as a political force, and modalities of government. 
Such issues are obviously concerns in the two courses Foucault gave in 
1977–8 and 1978–9, after the sabbatical year which followed “Society 
Must Be Defended”; Sécurité, Territoire, Population and Naissance de la 
 biopolitique. The first begins with three lectures on town-planning, fam-
ines and smallpox, before the well-known lecture on ‘Governmentality’, 
and follows this with a historical analysis of the roots of modern 
 government, through the pastoral, police and political economy. The 
second analyses various issues around liberal thought and modern pol-
itical rationalities. These courses, now available in English, develop 
many of the themes discussed here, though specific treatment of them 
is a topic for elsewhere (see Elden 2007b).

I would add one final issue here. The work in “Society Must Be Defended” 
on the use of history as a political tool is one of the most remarkable 
things about the course. History can be used as means not only of 
reporting struggle, but as a weapon itself in the ongoing struggle, and 
this not merely during the war, but in the ensuing peace. How do mod-
els of war move from being the means of the constitution of society to 
the conserver of society, when struggle gets turned inward as a defence 
from within rather than against what is without? This is a society that 
uses war in peacetime, internally rather than externally, as a defence of 
society against the dangers which are born in its own body. For Foucault, 
this is ‘the great reversal from history to biology, from the constituent 
to the medical’ (Foucault, 1997: p. 194; 2003b: p. 216). This too was a 
concern of some of Foucault’s colleagues. Notable here is the work of 
Blandine Kriegel, who wrote a thesis under Foucault’s supervision on 
the question of historiography in France, particularly legal and political 
history. It was published in four volumes in 1988 (Kriegel, 1978).41 Its 
title is not a history of the classical age, but history in the classical age. 
Kriegel’s earlier L’état et les esclaves: Réflexions pour l’histoire des états, 
 originally published in 1979 and revised in 1989, then translated into 
English in 1995 as The State and the Rule of Law, makes use of some 
similar ideas (Kriegel, 1989, 1995). This and the other discussion of col-
laboration is not to diminish Foucault’s work, but to suggest that seeing 
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him as a sui generis figure can be misleading. He is both inspired by 
 others of his generation – Deleuze and Guattari, Peter Brown, Pierre 
Hadot, and others – and inspirational.

Viewing “Society Must Be Defended” in relation to the collaborative 
projects thus demonstrates the way in which mechanisms of security 
extend through the social fabric.

And the hoarse songs of the races that clashed in battles over the lies 
of laws and kings, and which were after all the earliest form of 
 revolutionary discourse, become the administrative prose of a State 
that defends itself in the name of a social heritage that has to be 
kept poor.

(Foucault, 1997: p. 73; 2003b: p. 83)

Foucault’s work, and that of his collaborators, demonstrates that the 
formation of a knowledge and power of normalisation is a crucial part 
of the way in which society is defended and security attained. The 
struggles that characterise war are those of the politics of a society 
 constituted through strategies of waging peace.



Part II

Politics, Sovereignty, Violence
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In “Society Must Be Defended” Foucault argues that a discourse of war has 
existed alongside and in relation to modern accounts of history and 
politics. It is a discourse that understands the very fabric of both history 
and politics to be war. This is not the discourse of the wars that princes, 
kings and states have intermittently waged against each other, inter-
rupting the peaceable aspirations of modern political thought. Rather, 
it is a historically marginal discourse that, explained by Foucault 
through a reversal of Clausewitz, understands politics to be the continu-
ation of war by other means (Foucault, 2003b: p. 48). It is a discourse of 
politics as war.

For Foucault, the discourse of ‘politics as war’ is something highly 
transposable that has been historically claimed, excluded, co-opted, 
colonised and decolonised by different political groups. The key move 
is that subjective identification with the idea that ‘politics is in fact 
nothing but the continuation of war by other means’ has played a role 
in the constitution of collective political subjectivities such as dissident, 
revisionist and minority groups. This is a very significant way of think-
ing about the socio-political relationship between discourses of war and 
the constitution of political subjectivities, for it raises the question of 
what is at stake in the ways in which counter-terrorism is both repre-
sented and understood. What difference does it make if counter-terrorism 
is represented and understood as either a war or a political struggle? 
What are the political implications?

Foucault’s analytics of war offer a dramatic take on the problem of 
limits and exceptionalism. This is a recent critical debate about the ‘war 
on terror’ that engages with the ways in which the systems of limits 
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represented by institutions, principles and practices such as law, state 
sovereignty and human rights have been breached, transformed, 
ignored or even suspended by ‘exceptional’ security practices. If 
modern political theory in various guises, particularly from Hobbes to 
Clausewitz, depends on excluding war from the political life of the 
state, banishing it to a necessary limit or boundary, then Foucault’s 
“Society Must Be Defended” raises the spectre of marginal political sub-
jectivities, constituted through a discourse of war, who inhabit that 
boundary and bring it back inside. Their existence subverts the modern 
politics/war dialectic, not only by conceiving of politics as the continu-
ation of war by other means, but through their constitution as subjects 
of the very intra-societal war that modern politics must expel. Foucault 
posits a form of subject constitution that works not simply through the 
institutional practices of the modern disciplinary and governmental 
state (1978, 1991b), but through historical discourses of ‘politics as war’ 
which both precede and exceed those practices.

The implications of Foucault’s work on this ‘politics as war’ discourse 
are amplified when interrogated alongside Judith Butler’s sophisticated 
intervention into the exceptionalism debate. Her book Precarious Life, 
particularly the chapter of the same name, refers to Foucault to try to 
make sense of the practices of the ‘war on terror’, such as the indefinite 
detention of ‘terrorist suspects’ in Guantanamo Bay and elsewhere. In 
her analysis, Butler supplements Foucault’s concept of governmentality 
with her own concept of performativity in order to make sense of the 
micro-practices of the ‘war on terror’, specifically the institutional tac-
tics that work to performatively legitimate extra-legal practices through 
the repetition of pseudo-legal categories such as ‘enemy combatant’. In 
the first part of this chapter I will explain the problematic implications 
of the focus on ‘limits’ in the critical exceptionalism debate, and then 
demonstrate how Butler’s approach addresses many of those problems.

Butler’s Foucault is quite different from the Foucault of “Society Must 
Be Defended”. While Butler explores the detailed institutional and 
 discursive strategies of the ‘war on terror’ largely through the concepts 
of governmentality and performativity, “Society Must Be Defended” and 
its study of a ‘politics as war’ discourse opens up new analytical terrain. 
The Foucault lectures posit a historical dimension to the contestation 
of discourses of politics and war that is absent from Butler’s work, and 
which is of great value for the critique of the ‘war on terror’ and the 
problem of exceptionalism. This essay thus interrogates exceptional-
ism through the problematisation of performativity, historicity, war 
and law.
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While it has been widely argued, including by Butler, that discourses 
of security, fear, enmity and war foster the marginalisation of ‘suspect’ 
groups (Aradau, 2004a; Huysmans, 2005), might those discourses also 
have other consequences? “Society Must Be Defended” raises the question 
of how subjectivities might be constituted through identification with 
those very discourses of war. It raises questions about the unforeseen 
consequences of political discourses for political subjectivities. With 
these questions in mind, and by way of supplement to Butler’s work on 
the role of governmentality and performativity in constituting dis-
courses, practices and subjectivities of exceptionalism, I will argue that 
“Society Must Be Defended” raises the problem of constitutive historico- 
political discourses of war.

The first half of this chapter will elaborate the terms of the exception-
alism debate and explore the importance of Butler’s intervention. The 
second will unpack the implications of “Society Must Be Defended” before 
applying them to some of the recent transformations in the politics of 
exceptionalism, counter-terrorism and security, specifically focusing on 
the example of the British government openly disavowing the language 
of the ‘war on terror’ in 2007. This represents a decolonisation of a 
 discourse of war, the stated reasons for which are a case in point of the 
insights of Foucault’s lectures.

The exceptionalism debate and problems of limit

The critical debate on exceptionalism has largely focused on problems 
of limit. For example, how are governmental practices exceeding the 
limits of law? Are there events, such as 9/11, that are ‘exceptional’? Do 
these events force responses to exceed the limits of ‘normal’ law and 
politics? Do they justify and necessitate practices of ‘exceptionalism’ 
that exceed the limits of the ‘norm’?

These ways of thinking about the present have been fostered by the 
recent popularisation of the some-time Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt and his 
contemporary commentator Giorgio Agamben. Widespread engage-
ment with these two thinkers has fostered the idea that exceptions and 
practices of exceptionalism reside at or beyond the formal and struc-
tural limits of ‘normal’ liberal democratic politics.

These Schmittian readings of the problem of exceptionalism have 
 disturbing political implications. They reify, naturalise and transcen-
dentalise exceptions and exceptionalism as latent structural inevitabili-
ties: exceptions will arise because of the structural limits of liberal 
democracy, and the structural limits of liberal democracy will produce 
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exceptions and practices of exceptionalism. The Schmittian reading of 
the problem of exceptionalism, particularly prevalent in the discipline 
of international relations, should even be considered as complicit in the 
normalisation of practices of exceptionalism themselves. This is 
expressed in a recent article by Rob Walker and Karena Shaw, who warn 
against the ‘danger of seriously underestimating the capacities of this 
discipline to turn the outrageous into the normal and to justify the 
suspension of established norms under supposedly exceptional condi-
tions’ (Shaw and Walker, 2006: p. 160).

This is not to deny that the problem of ‘limits’ is a real philosophical 
question, for countless thinkers have engaged with what may be read as 
their own versions of this problem. Perhaps for Derrida it is the problem 
of différance (e.g. Derrida, 1982), perhaps for Lacan and Žižek it is the 
problem of the Real (e.g. Žižek et al., 2005), and perhaps for Badiou it is 
the problem of the event (Badiou, 2005). And to take a closer example, 
Foucault’s work is littered with all manner of ‘limit problems’ in history, 
knowledge, politics and economy, such as the problem of madness in 
relation to civilisation, reason and the classical age (Foucault, 2001). For 
any of these thinkers, the encounter with ‘the limit’ may be transforma-
tional, constitutive, productive, transgressive, deconstructive or quasi-
transcendental, but it need not necessarily be violent, produce enemies 
or invoke security.

In contrast, the disciplines of security studies and international 
 relations risk considering the problem of ‘the limit’ as always already 
securitised. That is, if some kind of limit problem has apparently emerged 
in discourses of liberty, democracy, rights or law, then the danger is to 
assume that the encounter with the limit will produce relations of 
 violence, security, enmity, exceptionalism or war. In the exceptionalism 
debate specifically, the discourse of limit both reifies exceptionalism as 
a structural inevitability and overdetermines the philosophical prob-
lem of limits by assuming it is always already securitised. For example, 
Andreas Behnke recently argued that ‘The normality of any order is 
always a product of dramatic decisions about its limits and borders, 
defined by a sovereign decision on the enemy’ (Behnke, 2007: p. 110). 
The ‘always’ and ‘enemy’ clauses of this formulation betray precisely 
this Schmittian overdetermination of the problem.

Scholarly discourses of exceptionalism have a public function, and 
for this reason they cannot be considered as merely philosophical but 
are in fact highly political. At the very least, reading the present in par-
ticular ways provides resources for political representations of the 
present, which are in turn central to the legitimation of the political 
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practices brought to bear on the present. The prevalence of the 
Schmittian reading of the present, and an always-already-securitised 
reading of the problem of limits, are not innocent in this regard. The 
problem of limits and exceptions can be read in ways that problematise 
practices of exceptionalism but do not feed into their philosophical 
legitimation. More responsible scholarship is needed.

Butler on exceptionalism

Inspired by Foucault, Judith Butler’s Precarious Life makes a brilliant 
intervention into the exceptionalism debate which deliberately avoids 
precisely these problems. Instead of considering sovereign exceptional-
ism as a product of the always-already-securitised ‘limit’, Butler theo-
rises exceptionalism as the instrumental manipulation of law as a 
‘tactic’ (Butler, 2004: p. 52). Unlike Schmitt’s grand sovereign decision 
on the exception, Butler argues that this instrumentalisation of law 
occurs within practices of governmentality. In the contemporary 
transformations in political practice under analysis here, sovereign 
authority and judgment are devolved to low level operatives who ‘deem’ 
individuals to be ‘suspect’ and act accordingly (Butler, 2004: pp. 58–9). 
In place of Schmitt’s grand sovereign, ‘Petty sovereigns abound’ (Butler, 
2004: p. 56). Thus Butler takes us from the reified ‘limit’ to the banality 
and anonymity of bureaucratic process.

Butler’s Foucaultian approach enables a relocation of the problem of 
exceptionalism away from transcendental formalism to instead situate 
it within a field of discourse and practice. This is a well-rehearsed 
Foucaultian move that uses the notion of governmentality to shift 
political analysis away from the ‘King’s head’ of sovereignty towards 
more plural and dispersed techniques of power (e.g. Bigo, 2002a; 
Huysmans, 2005). Governmentality is the technology, knowledge and 
practice of governing rather than simply ruling. As Butler explains, 
‘Marked by a diffuse set of strategies and tactics, governmentality gains 
its meaning and purpose from no single source, no unified sovereign 
subject’ (Butler, 2004: p. 52).

The question is one of where we locate the necessity of practices of 
exceptionalism. Schmittian and Agambenian readings locate the neces-
sity of exceptionalism at the inevitable limits of law, liberal democracy 
or politics, or in some kind of special realm of exceptional contingency 
beyond those limits. They hold that the existence of these formal limits 
necessarily produces exceptions and exceptionalism. For Butler, however, 
the necessity of exceptionalism is only a claim, a discourse, a tactic, a 
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performance, a governmental technology, a series of knowledgeable 
political practices. It neither emanates from the limit nor from a 
 dramatic decision on the limit by a ‘unified sovereign subject’ (Butler, 
2004: p. 52). In this way necessity is not a transcendental or quasi- 
transcendental phenomenon, but rather a dispersed political discourse 
and practice. By relocating the necessity of exceptionalism, this critical 
move relocates the responsibility for exceptionalism from ‘the limit’ to 
politics. Exceptionalism is therefore never determined by ‘necessity’ or 
the ‘threat’ of the ‘exceptional’ circumstance itself, but is always the 
product of a particular kind of politics.

Butler’s conceptual move is deeply Foucaultian in spirit, and indeed 
comes out of a long critical engagement with Foucault (e.g. Butler and 
Salih, 2004). Butler’s move is markedly similar to Foucault’s treatment 
of discourse in The Archaeology of Knowledge, in which he denies the 
idea of unified identities or a ‘sovereign signified’ behind the surface 
effects of discourses. ‘The enunciative domain is identical with its own 
surface’, writes Foucault, ‘There is no subtext’ (Foucault, 2002: p. 135). 
In this vein, discourses and practices of politics can neither be reduced 
to singular sovereign decisions nor to structurally determined outcomes, 
at least not without reifying those very reductions.

Unlike prevalent Schmittian readings of exceptionalism, Butler does 
not identify the problem of limits as the source of necessity for practices 
of exceptionalism. Nor does she attribute practices of exceptionalism to 
an exceptional sovereign decision that is necessitated, justified, legiti-
mated and constituted by those limits, as Schmitt would have it. For 
Butler, exceptionalism is not a structural inevitability produced by the 
formal limit problem of the exception and the exceptional sovereign, 
but rather a series of innovations and tactics in the knowledges, tech-
nologies, practices and professions of, for example, law, incarceration, 
politics and intelligence.

Butler shows us that exceptionalism is not the manifestation of a 
deeper set of philosophical limit problems, but an innovative modal-
ity of government that is being constituted and normalised through 
its very repetition. She theorises this repetition through her concept 
of performativity, a process of constitution through a ‘stylized repeti-
tion of acts’ (Butler, 1999: p. 179). Whereas Schmitt and Agamben 
reify exceptional sovereign power as an inescapable product and 
essence of the structural limits of politics, Butler uses her concept of 
performativity to argue that exceptionalism has no structural ontol-
ogy ‘apart from the various acts which constitute its reality’ (Butler, 
1999: p. 173).
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Butler argues that the practice of indefinite detention is not an excep-
tion in itself, but rather a repeated act which serves to performatively 
constitute exceptionalism as a legitimate and normalised form of 
 government: ‘ “Indefinite detention” does not signify an exceptional 
circumstance, but, rather, the means by which the exceptional becomes 
established as a naturalized norm’ (Butler, 2004: p. 67).

This quite profound performative move addresses many of the dualis-
tic problems of the exceptionalism debate. In effect, it dispenses with 
the formal norm/exception distinction, and releases the scholar from 
aping the Schmittian sovereign role of deciding what is and is not 
exceptional. It challenges how we should think about the dialectic of 
exceptionalism, and rather intuitively describes the way counter-terrorist 
discourse and practice has evolved over the last few years. The norm/
exception binary is becoming blurred. This represents an important 
shift of emphasis. Butler moves away from formal dualistic or dialectical 
problems of norm and exception and instead refocuses on constitutive 
practices of normalisation.

The idea of a performative process of normalisation offers critical 
 purchase on the way the politics of exceptionalism have developed in 
recent years. Laws and policies justified by claims of exceptional emer-
gency and threat have not been repealed or allowed to lapse to the 
prior norm. Where they have lapsed though ‘sunset clauses’, they have 
been reauthorised or replaced by equally if not more draconian meas-
ures.1 Where they have been struck down by the courts, they have 
been replaced by innovative alternatives.2 Where political resistance 
to controversial measures has resulted in compromise, once the 
 controversy has died down those compromises are revisited in favour 
of the original proposals.3 Thus it seems that the dialectic of norm/
exception has been superseded by ongoing processes of normalisa-
tion. These do not revert to a prior, ideal norm, or even constitute a 
new norm as such, but work to constitute ‘exceptionalism’ as normal 
over time.

For Butler, the exception is not a category that borders all orders at 
their limits, nor a temporal hiatus that leads either back or forward to 
normality. Rather it is the constitution of a modality of power that blurs 
such distinctions:

state power restructures temporality itself, since the problem of 
 terrorism is no longer a historically or geographically limited prob-
lem: it is limitless and without end, and this means that the state of 
emergency is potentially limitless and without end, and that the 
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prospect of an exercise of state power in its lawlessness structures the 
future indefinitely.

(Butler, 2004: p. 65)

It is a form of sovereign authority that emerges not in a dramatic 
moment of exceptional contingency nor from a liminal zone of indeter-
minacy, but within a field of governmentality ripe with possibilities for 
tactical and instrumental innovation. This form of ‘exceptionalism’ is 
only tangentially connected with the limit problems of the formal 
norm/exception binary, and is certainly not determined or necessitated 
by them.

Although Butler displaces the binaries of norm/exception that have 
permeated the exceptionalism debate thus far, this is not to dispense 
with relationality altogether. This is made most clear in the relationship 
between government and law. While Schmitt talks of exceptionalism in 
terms of exceeding the formal limits of law, and Agamben discusses the 
aporetic ways in which the sovereign is both inside and outside the rule 
of law, Butler problematises the government/law relationship by plural-
ising it. The discourse of ‘law’ can be innovatively manipulated in 
 multiple ways which include suspension, but also many other moves:

The law is not that to which the state is subject nor that which dis-
tinguishes between lawful state action and unlawful, but is now 
expressly understood as an instrument, an instrumentality of power, 
one that can be applied and suspended at will. Sovereignty consists 
now in the variable application, contortion, and suspension of the 
law; it is, in its current form, a relation to law: exploitative, instru-
mental, disdainful, preemptory, arbitrary.

(Butler, 2004: p. 83)

Law may be suspended, but it may also be handled in innovative ways 
that blur the possibility of recognising clear instances of legal transgres-
sion. For example, governmental practices that defy the law in formal 
terms nonetheless invoke the general notion of law to claim a form of 
alternative official legitimacy. As Butler explains,

We can see that the speech acts [of US government officials] sound 
official at the same time as they defy the law; the speech acts make use 
of the law only to twist and suspend the law in the end, even make 
use of the law arbitrarily to elaborate the exercise of sovereignty.

(Butler, 2004: p. 82)
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It is the performative constitution of ‘a rival form of political legiti-
macy’ to the rule of law, ‘one with no structures of accountability built 
in’ (Butler, 2004: p. 66). The suspension of law is not the exception in 
itself, but rather part of the performative constitution of ‘exceptionalism’ 
as a normalised and legitimate mode of government that blurs the 
norm/exception distinction: ‘It becomes the occasion and the means by 
which the extra-legal exercise of state power justifies itself indefinitely, 
installing itself as a potentially permanent feature of political life in the 
US’ (Butler, 2004: p. 67).

Butler has taken her concept of performativity and applied it to the 
constitution of a form of governmentality that operates through the 
repetition of innovative forms of extra- and quasi-legality. Butler first 
developed the concept of performativity to work through the critical 
possibilities of subjectivity and identity politics, specifically as a means 
of both questioning and disrupting established norms of gender intel-
ligibility (Butler, 1999).4 Here this earlier critical strand continues as a 
secondary theme, for Butler synthesises performativity with an analyt-
ics of governmentality to explore not only how transformed modalities 
of power are constituted, but also how those modalities produce forms 
of relational subjectivity.

Butler argues that ‘the Arab population in the US becomes visually 
rounded up, stared down, watched, hounded and monitored by a group 
of citizens who understand themselves as foot soldiers in the war 
against terrorism’ (Butler, 2004: p. 77). This combines performativity 
and  subject production with the technical and managerial operations 
of governmentality: ‘ “Managing” a population is thus not only a proc-
ess through which regulatory power produces a set of subjects. It is also 
the process of their de-subjectivation, one with enormous political and 
legal consequences’ (Butler, 2004: p. 98). While one group of subjects is 
produced and empowered – those citizens who understand themselves 
as footsoldiers in the war against terrorism – another – the Arab popu-
lation in the US – suffers de-subjectivation, becoming an object of 
 suspicion.

Butler also extends her analysis of exceptionalism and subjectivity to 
the categorisation of ‘terrorists’, ‘humanity’ and ‘illegal combatants’. I 
want to argue, however, that there are important dimensions in the 
relationship between law, exceptionalism and subjectivity that she has 
not explored. Although Butler has gone beyond the formalism of the 
law/exception distinction with the idea of performative exceptionalism, 
and theorised the ways in which governmental modalities of power 
both produce subjects and strip individuals and groups of political 
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 subjectivity, the two analyses of law and subjectivity have not been 
 sufficiently considered together.

Butler’s analysis focuses on the politics of the present and the projec-
tion of that present into the future, but she does not consider the 
 historicity of law and subjectivity. Butler has shown that law is much 
more than a problem of form and limit, and has argued that law is 
being subjected to governmental instrumentalisation in order to per-
formatively normalise exceptionalism. However, law also has a histori-
cal and discursive dimension that is tied up with the constitution and 
contestation of ‘national’ and ‘racial’ forms of subjectivity. From the 
perspective of critical jurisprudence, Costas Douzinas argues that, ‘Law 
represents a totality of shared habits, conventions and traditions; law 
and its institutions are seen as embodying the spirit of the nation or at 
least representing a nation’s historical and cultural achievements’ 
(Douzinas and Gearey, 2005: pp. 267–8, citing Fitzpatrick, 1992). The 
problem of law is more complex than one of legality, extra-legality, 
quasi-legality and governmentality; it is also a historico-discursive 
problem that is central to the constitution and contestation of political 
subjectivities.

In the next section I will argue that Foucault’s “Society Must Be 
Defended” allows us to engage with this problem. What is missing from 
Butler’s analysis is constitutive historicity, particularly of the discourses of 
law and war. Foucault’s lectures offer a way to problematise law and war 
as the object and product of intense historico-political contestation, 
resistance and colonisation. The historical contestation of these dis-
courses is central to the constitution of collective identities such as 
‘nation’, ‘class’ and ‘race’, and this is key to understanding the contem-
porary politics of exceptionalism.

“Society Must Be Defended”

Foucault’s “Society Must Be Defended” is concerned with a series of 
 marginal historical discourses that are linked through the theme of 
‘politics as the continuation of war by other means’ (Foucault, 2003b: 
p. 48). This discourse is a resistant understanding of the principles of 
modern politics and the modern sovereign state. Foucault argues that 
the idea of ‘politics as war’ was claimed by partisan groups in opposi-
tion to the rationalisations of sovereign state power offered by early 
modern political theory. He explains that in the ideal terms of modern 
political philosophy, ‘The State acquired a monopoly on war’ (2003b: 
p. 48) and ‘war was expelled to the limits of the State’ (2003b: p. 49). 
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The innovation of the lectures is to argue that at the same time, a 
 counter-discourse existed which held the opposite to be true; war was ‘a 
permanent social relationship, the ineradicable basis of all relations and 
institutions of power’ (2003b: p. 49).

Foucault argues that this discourse of ‘politics as war’ works as a direct 
attack on the institutions and rationalisations of the modern sovereign 
state, including modern understandings of law. It holds that there is no 
neutral, equal, liberal subject, because all subjects are partisan through 
their ties to blood, soil and history. It also holds that there is no univer-
sal, rational truth, because all truths are inherently partisan (Foucault, 
2003b: p. 53). There can be no rationally derived law or universal right, 
because all assertions of right ‘are strongly marked by a relationship of 
property, conquest, victory, or nature’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 52). And 
there can be no progress through history, because the very substance of 
history is war. According to this counter-discourse, modern politics 
and law are nothing but a front to an ongoing war between partisan 
groups.

Foucault argues that these resistant understandings of modern 
 politics were central to the very identity of certain marginalised 
groups. In  particular historical periods, such as civil war England and 
pre- revolutionary France, the politics as war discourse existed amongst 
subjugated groups who held that the prevailing structures of politics, 
society and law were in fact the sedimented outcomes of historical 
battles which they had lost. This is how the Levellers and Diggers con-
sidered the legacy of ‘the Norman yoke’ in early modern England 
(Foucault, 2003b: pp. 107–9). ‘Politics as war’ is a discourse of radical-
ised difference that becomes central to the identity of those groups, 
and as such works to constitute them as different. This not only sets 
resistant identities apart from the purportedly inclusive and univer-
salistic discourses of modern politics, but holds those discourses 
 themselves to be partisan.

Foucault’s investigations into the historical discourse of ‘politics as 
war’ are prompted by his troubled reflections on the implications of 
his own work. He observes that his genealogical method, which is 
outlined most provocatively in the essay Nietzsche, Genealogy, History 
(Foucault, 1991a), does not simply describe power relations scientifi-
cally, but actually fights them through an ‘insurrection of knowl-
edges’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 9). Genealogy wages a kind of war against 
sedimented forms of repression and scientific discourses of power. 
Foucault begins “Society Must Be Defended” with the reflection that his 
own research has so far belonged to a modality of war, and he no 
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longer wishes to leave this assumption of war unchallenged. As he 
explains:

I would like to try to see the extent to which the binary schema of 
war and struggle, of the clash between forces, can really be identified 
as the basis of civil society, as both the principle and motor of the 
exercise of political power.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 18)

Whereas Discipline and Punish studied the way modern technologies 
of war permeated and reshaped social and corporeal life in the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries, the “Society Must Be Defended” lectures 
of the following year more reflexively explore the political implications 
of adopting war as the basis for understanding power relations gener-
ally. Yet from the beginning it is important to note that Foucault does 
not put forward the idea of ‘politics as the continuation of war by other 
means’ as a form of alternative contemporary politics or a rewriting of 
history (the basis of Beatrice Hanssen’s exploration of the lectures in her 
Critique of Violence (2000)). Rather, the lecture series is an investigation 
into the historical consequences and political implications of such 
an idea.

Moreover, Foucault answers his own question. In his investigations 
Foucault argues that although ‘the binary scheme of war and struggle’ 
has certainly been understood as ‘the basis of civil society’ at particular 
historical moments, the historical fate of the discourse of ‘politics as 
war’ is one of co-optation and re-incorporation. While Foucault 
describes this recurring revolutionary counter-discourse as it appeared 
against the prevailing juridico-philosophical discourses of politics and 
law throughout modern Western history, it was all the while dispersed, 
discontinuous and ‘tactically reversible’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 208). 
Where it emerged, the ‘politics as war’ discourse did not remain as a 
discourse of transgression. Its binary schema of war and struggle was 
reincorporated into universalistic discourses of politics.

Foucault discusses the discourses of pre-revolutionary France as being 
divided between the competing political claims of various sub-state 
groups Foucault calls ‘nations’ (although this is an embryonic form of 
‘nation’ that precedes the birth of the nation). These included the revo-
lutionary discourse of the rising bourgeoisie or ‘Third Estate’ on the one 
hand, and the ancien régime’s discourse of lineage, myth and heraldry 
on the other (Foucault, 2003b: p. 209). While Foucault portrays this 
pre-revolutionary contest as a binary schema of war and struggle, he 
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argues that in the revolution itself the anti-monarchical claims of the 
Third Estate were synthesised into a nation-statist discourse. As such 
the partisan discourse of multiple warring ‘nations’ within one terri-
tory, which had been a series of claims to historico-political particular-
ity by competing collective subjectivities, was transformed into the 
singular discourse of the nation-state; a claim to national universality 
through the vehicle of the state. As Foucault explains:

having become a nation and then having become the nation by 
absorbing all the functions of the State, the Third Estate will effec-
tively take sole control of both nation and State. The fact that it alone 
is the nation and that the State is under its sole control allows it to 
assume the functions of universality which will automatically do 
away with both the old duality and all the relations of domination 
that have hitherto been at work.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 236)

Foucault argues that this synthesis of particularity into universality 
represents the end of the discourse of ‘politics as war’, at least in this 
instance. It is a ‘self-dialecticalisation of historical discourse’ that 
marks ‘the elimination of war’s function as an analyser of historico-
political processes, or at least its strict curtailment’ (Foucault, 2003b: 
p. 236).

The themes of reversal, synthesis and discursive colonisation are 
 central to understanding the ambiguous political implications of the 
discourse of politics as war. Foucault argues that what ‘was essentially 
an instrument used in the struggles waged by decentred camps ... will be 
recentered and will become the discourse of power itself’ (Foucault, 
2003b: p. 61). What begins as resistance can become hegemony. What 
emerges as historical marginality can become incorporated into the 
administrative prose of the nation-state. What is particularistic can 
become universalistic, and what is universalistic can be attacked as 
 particularistic.

Foucault goes on to describe the ways in which the discourse of poli-
tics as war was transcribed into forms of statism that expressed or sought 
to constitute a co-presence of state and collective political subjectivity 
such as nation, society, race or class. In particular, the incorporation 
of the war element into discourses of statist universality facilitates 
 discourses of societal defence. The discourse of war can be mobilised 
not simply in defence of the monarch or the state, but in defence of an 
 idealised, unified social whole. It is a discourse which claims that 
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 ‘society must be defended’. These kinds of discourse work to constitute 
the societies they claim need defending. They work to idealise society 
as unified along particular lines. They can thus be turned against devi-
ant threats born within the social body, against enemies of race, class or 
religion. They are not liberal discourses of purported universality, but 
discourses of the left and right that come to permeate discourses of 
 universality.5 Nevertheless, they work as a critique of the universalistic 
pretensions of liberal discourses because they reveal their historicity. 
And let us not pretend that liberal democracy does not posit enemies of 
liberal democratic society.

The implications of Foucault’s work in “Society Must Be Defended” are 
not unambiguous. The lessons of the lectures are complex and numer-
ous, and the examples Foucault unearths from the archives to demon-
strate this historical counter-discourse of ‘politics as war’ are often 
obscure and highly marginal. The point of the lectures is less what they 
tell us about history and more what they do politically. “Society Must 
Be Defended” is a critique of the sovereign rationalisations of political 
 theory. The lectures work to unsettle rationalistic political–theoretical 
narratives about the origins of modern political forms, but also produc-
tively increase the mobility of the dispersed terrain of historical and 
political discourses.

The key insight I want to emphasise is this very scope for reversal and 
transposition in discourses of politics and war, but especially war. 
Foucault makes it clear that ‘politics as war by other means’ is not a 
 singular discourse, but a ‘grid of intelligibility’ upon which multiple 
positions are possible, ‘a discourse that has a great ability to circulate, a 
great aptitude for metamorphosis, or a sort of strategic polyvalence’ 
(Foucault, 2003b: p. 76). It can be deployed in nationalist myths of 
 historical defeat or victory, or inverted into discourses of class war, race 
war, religious war or indeed liberal democratic war. This subverts formal 
dualisms of politics/war, inside/outside and norm/exception.

While Butler argued that the governmentality of law is open to tacti-
cal innovation, Foucault reminds us that law is also a discourse. It is a 
discourse that has historicity, and that historicity is inseparable from 
contested discourses of politics, war and the constitution and defence of 
collective political subjectivities. Moreover, those discourses are highly 
transposable and open to profound tactical innovation themselves. The 
discourse of law has a constitutive historicity that is open to tactical 
innovation. This critique is highly applicable to the shifting sands of 
counter-terrorist discourse and the contestation of the so-called ‘war on 
terror’.
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Five implications for exceptionalism

The implications of “Society Must Be Defended” unpack in ways that are 
highly relevant for the exceptionalism debate. The lectures take us 
beyond philosophical theorisations of sovereign power and limit 
 problems in law, and instead immerse us in a landscape of constitutive 
myths, mobile and partisan understandings of power relations, and col-
lective, historical subjectivities for which radicalised difference is the 
very condition of possibility. Foucault reminds us that society is not 
liberal political theory. There are at least five key implications of “Society 
Must Be Defended” for the exceptionalism debate.

First, discourses are always open to reversal, transposition and coloni-
sation. For example, discourses of exceptionalism may be deployed to 
both justify and critique illiberal political practices; the language of 
rights may be seized upon by both minority groups and those acting in 
the name of the majority; or the discourse of societal defence against 
‘waves’ of migration may be colonised by the state to head off the chal-
lenges of the far right. These reversals and colonisations are central to 
recent transformations in discourses of liberty, security and exception-
alism. As such, we cannot say that there is a single or clearly delimited 
discourse of exceptionalism or security, unlike securitisation theory 
which effectively holds that there is a special category of language and 
discourse that has securitizing qualities that move issues beyond the 
limits of ‘normal’ politics (see Wæver, 1995). In The Archaeology of 
Knowledge Foucault eschews the term ‘discourse’ in favour of ‘discursive 
formations’ precisely to problematise the delimitation of the thresholds 
and elements of particular ‘discourses’. “Society Must Be Defended” adopts 
the same ‘dispersing’ approach, but adds that discourses are open to 
co-optation, reversal and synthesis.

Second, purportedly liberal systems of law may be perceived very 
 differently by different social groups. As Foucault’s exploration of the 
‘politics as war’ discourse suggests, from some socio-political perspec-
tives, law may not be considered a guarantor of justice, liberties, rights 
and legal equality, but rather as the institutionalisation of ongoing rela-
tions of hegemony or domination. Similarly the legal traditions that 
may be held up as a sign of national achievement or civilisation might 
alternatively be perceived as the sedimented outcome of historical 
injustices or differential power relations. There are obvious twentieth 
century examples of this, such as America’s deep south before the civil 
rights era, the specific legal inequities of which were so elegantly 
 captured by Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird. Are there more subtle 
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expressions of particularity at work in purportedly universalistic dis-
courses of law today? Whom or what is constituted or excluded when 
politicians invoke ‘law abiding citizens’ in their legitimation of illiberal 
policies? This second implication of “Society Must Be Defended” chal-
lenges the legal formalism that pervades the exceptionalism debate, and 
instead emphasises both the politics and historicity of law.

Third, the previous move recalls what Benjamin famously described as 
‘the tradition of the oppressed’, which ‘teaches us that the state of 
 emergency in which we live is not the exception but the rule’ (Benjamin, 
1968: p. 257). Benjamin’s ‘tradition of the oppressed’ is akin to Foucault’s 
historical groups who consider that ‘politics is nothing but the con-
tinuation of war by other means’. Invoking the idea of these marginal 
 subjectivities prompts us to imagine perspectives from which the ‘excep-
tional’ violence of liberal democratic states is not considered ‘exceptional’ 
at all. While political elites and commentators may  successfully justify 
policies and practices as ‘exceptional’ and not representative of the 
 ‘normal’ state of affairs, exceptionalism may be perceived as the norm by 
some, particularly those on the receiving end. This is not to raise again 
the problem of deciding what is and is not ‘exceptional’, which our 
 analysis of Butler has already dispensed with, but to stress that excep-
tionalism is a highly contested discourse that depends on much more 
than legalistic or philosophical limit puzzles.

Fourth, Foucault’s characterisation of the discourses of subjugated 
groups suggests that a perceived experience of injustice and oppression 
may be constitutively central to the very identity of some collective 
subjectivities. As Paul Roe has argued, a perception of insecurity may be 
part of the ongoing self-representation of minority groups (Roe, 2004). 
Roe argues that this raises ethical questions for normative academic 
discourses that argue for the emancipation of such groups from insecu-
rity, for in a sense that perception of insecurity ‘belongs’ to them in 
socially and politically important ways. Foucault’s work goes further in 
that it explores the radicalisation of self-representations of persecution 
and oppression and a constitutive identification not simply with 
 insecurity but with ‘war’. For example, does the following formulation 
find expression amongst marginalised subjectivities today?

We have to defend ourselves against our enemies because the State 
apparatuses, the law, and the power structures not only do not defend 
us against our enemies; they are the instruments our enemies are 
using to pursue and subjugate us.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 61)
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From this perspective, recalling the debate about the influence of the 
Iraq war on terrorism, for example, the question of whether injustices 
are real or not is irrelevant, since it is precisely the perception of injustice 
that is central to the self-constitution of radicalised subjectivities.6

Fifth, “Society Must Be Defended” questions the racial, cultural and 
national historicity and particularity of purportedly ahistorical and 
universalistic discourses of rights, law and liberal democracy. Of course, 
these discourses are not quite ahistorical, and Foucault reminds us that 
in the imaginations of philosophers, the modern sovereign state emerges 
from ideal origins, ‘when the clash of arms ceases’ (Foucault, 2003b: 
p. 50) and when society steps out of its pre-modern past. The lectures 
argue that the effect of these modern political discourses is to erase a 
contested historicity of partisan struggles and replace it with a story of 
ideal origins and universalistic normative aspirations. High ideals the 
latter may be, but Foucault prompts us to ask after their erasures and 
silences. ‘Ever since Greek philosophy’, Foucault writes, ‘philosophico-
juridical discourse has always worked with the assumption of a pacified 
universality’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 53). “Society Must Be Defended” works 
against all this to unsettle the assumption of ideal origins and the uni-
versal, neutral, equal subject. For example, Foucault argues that Hobbes 
had the deeply political aim of eliminating the spectre of the Conquest 
and replacing it with the contract or covenant (Foucault, 2003b: p. 98). 
The Norman conquest represented a ‘long-standing division’ in English 
society, and Hobbes wanted to hide the history of real battles and 
replace it with ideal origins (Foucault, 2003b: p. 99). This prompts the 
question, does a modern assumption of ‘pacified universality’ serve to 
hide or silence the history of social divisions such as ethnic and racial 
exclusion? In terms of exceptionalism, this fifth implication takes us 
away from the problem of formalistic limits in liberal democracy and 
instead reawakens the racial, cultural and national historicity of Western 
political systems. Is the problem of liberal exceptionalism therefore less 
a problem of limits and more a product of historically-situated social 
and racial divisions?

Goodbye war on terror?

With the insights of Foucault’s research on the discourse of politics as 
war by other means in mind, we will now turn to the contemporary 
example I mentioned at the beginning, the so-called ‘war on terror’. 
The discourse of ‘war on terror’ is highly contested, and I cannot pos-
sibly do justice here to the volumes of commentary it has occupied. 
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Instead I will focus on the recent disappearance of the phrase ‘war on 
terror’ from the official governmental discourse of the UK.

At the time of writing, the political implications of the transition 
from Prime Minister Blair to Prime Minister Brown are still playing out, 
but what is clear is that the Brown administration will continue the 
eschewal of the ‘war on terror’ discourse that began publicly in late 
2006. In December 2006 the Foreign Office asked cabinet ministers to 
stop using the term ‘war on terror’ to ‘avoid reinforcing and giving 
 succour to the terrorists’ narrative by using language that, taken out of 
context, could be counter-productive’ (Burke, 2006). This was followed 
in 2007 by a mildly controversial speech given in New York by Hilary 
Benn, Blair’s last international development secretary:

In the UK, we do not use the phrase ‘war on terror’ because we can’t 
win by military means alone, and because this isn’t us against one 
organised enemy with a clear identity and a coherent set of objec-
tives. It is the vast majority of the people in the world – of all nation-
alities and all faiths – against a small number of loose, shifting and 
disparate groups who have relatively little in common apart from 
their identification with others who share their distorted view of the 
world and their idea of being part of something bigger. What these 
groups want is to force their individual and narrow values on others, 
without dialogue, without debate, through violence. And by letting 
them feel part of something bigger, we give them strength.

(Benn, 16 April 2007)

This social, political and legal counter-terrorism strategy increasingly 
recognises that the danger of the ‘war on terror’ discourse is that it both 
undermines the inclusive moral, legal and political high ground of pur-
portedly liberal states, and works to constitute collective subjectivities 
that identify with that ‘war’. This undermines the political legitimacy 
of the purportedly liberal democratic state. Without the assumption of 
pacified universality, indeed without the attempted (re)constitution of 
pacified universality, ‘liberal democracy’ becomes nothing more than a 
partisan position in a ‘war’.

The discourse of ‘war on terror’ not only risks constituting ‘one 
 organised enemy with a clear identity’ around the ‘idea of being part of 
something bigger’, but also constitutes liberal democracy as a partisan 
position of war rather than a politics that is legitimate over and above 
the material strength of the state or war machine. A liberal democratic 
state cannot legitimately be a machtstaat but must purport to be a 
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 rechtsstaat. It must effectively have an answer to the ancient story of 
Alexander and the pirate, recounted by Augustine in The City of God 
against the Pagans and more recently by the outspoken MP George 
Galloway, which tells that kingdoms differ from piracy only in virtue 
of their size and their ability to act with impunity (Augustine, 1998: 
pp. 147–8).

In the two or three years subsequent to 9/11, liberal democratic gov-
ernments were vulnerable to the charge of sacrificing the liberties that 
are central to liberal democracy itself, paradoxically destroying liberty 
in order to save it. It has become commonplace to argue that the real 
threat to liberty is not terrorism but the state. In response to this criti-
cism, the UK government has attempted to decolonise the discourse of 
‘war on terror’ and to recolonise the principles of liberal legitimacy. Its 
ministers talk no longer of the need to sacrifice liberties for security. 
Instead of allowing the debate to remain one of the state seemingly 
against liberty, law and rights, it has sought to oppose the liberties and 
rights of the ‘vast majority’ of ‘law abiding citizens’ to the liberties and 
rights of a ‘tiny minority’ of ‘terrorist suspects’. As Tony Blair argued in 
February 2005, ‘there is no greater civil liberty than to live free from 
terrorist attack’ (Blair, 2005).

“Society Must Be Defended” explores how the language of ‘war’ is 
 divisive when it relates to social and political relations, and how the 
facets of modern politics such as law and rights can be denounced as 
instruments of an ongoing war by other means. For these reasons, as 
Foucault explains, the modern political ideal dictates that war must be 
‘expelled to the limits of the State’ (2003b: p. 49). At home there can be 
policy, law and struggle, but not war. If social and political relations are 
relations of war by other means, then a modern polity does not exist. So 
while the UK may be involved in forms of war abroad in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, there is officially and in everyday terms no war at home. 
As Foucault writes regarding the universalistic rationalisations of the 
French Third Estate, ‘This will therefore be an essentially civil struggle 
to the extent that domination is neither its goal nor its expression’ 
(Foucault, 2003b: p. 225). Modern political legitimacy must be based 
not on the strength of one group over another, but on ‘pacified univer-
sality’. The policies and practices of the liberal democratic state must 
purport to be based on universality and equality, not difference and 
hegemony.

If the aim of these recent transformations in political discourse has 
been to placate the liberal left, then they appear to be having at least at 
a little success, but the implications for the increasingly vaunted ‘battle 
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for hearts and minds’ are less clear.7 Despite the attempted shift in 
counter-terrorist discourse, the implications of the discursive formation 
of ‘politics as war’ go far beyond the speech acts of government minis-
ters. Foucault’s research highlights this, but the insights of his lectures 
are echoed in less radical quarters too.

Hilary Benn’s attempted disavowal of the discourse of ‘war on terror’ 
was pre-empted six years earlier, in the immediate months after 9/11, 
in a powerful speech by Sir Michael Howard, eminent historian and, 
 somewhat appropriately, scholar of Clausewitz. The speech opened:

When in the immediate aftermath of the attack on the World Trade 
Centre the American Secretary of State Colin Powell declared that 
America was ‘at war’, he made a very natural but a terrible and irrev-
ocable error ... To ‘declare war’ on terrorists, or even more illiterately, 
on ‘terrorism’ is at once to accord them a status and dignity that 
they seek and which they do not deserve. It confers on them a kind 
of legitimacy. Do they qualify as ‘belligerents’? If so, should they 
not receive the protection of the laws of war? This was something 
that Irish terrorists always demanded, and was quite properly 
refused.

(Howard, 31 October 2001)

Howard would take no pleasure in having been proved right. It is also 
no coincidence that this scholar of Clausewitz should echo Foucault’s 
research on the birth of the Clausewitzian ideal, according to which 
war must be subjugated to the policy of the rational nation-state, with 
all other actors and ends deemed illegitimate. Howard also describes 
the use of the language of ‘war’ as an ‘irrevocable error’. Why ‘irrevo-
cable’? Here the lessons of “Society Must Be Defended” offer themselves 
again.

The discourse of ‘war’ is already ‘out there’, it is beyond the control of 
the Western leaders who uttered its words. The language of the ‘war on 
terror’ is more than a securitising speech act. It is now part of a discur-
sive formation, not a singular discourse, but a ‘grid of intelligibility’ 
upon which multiple positions are possible (Foucault, 2003b: p. 76). The 
discursive formation of ‘war’ is now in circulation beyond the control 
of those governmental elites who promulgated it.

This has been borne out in empirical terms. The attempted decoloni-
sation of the ‘war on terror’ discourse by the UK government was 
 preceded with perfect asymmetry by the colonisation of that discourse 
by that rare thing, an actual terrorist, in 2005. Some of the most  chilling 
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words from the widely broadcast ‘martyrdom video’ of 7 July suicide 
bomber Mohammad Sidique Khan were: ‘We are at war and I am a 
 soldier. Now you too will taste the reality of this situation.’ A discourse 
is more than its speaker, and once it is in circulation it defies ownership 
and fixity. The discourse of ‘war’ has already been colonised and 
inverted by Mohammed Sidique Khan, and we are frequently told that 
he is representative of many others like him.

We should question whether the UK government can really now 
extricate itself from the partisan, divisive and violent implications of 
the ‘war on terror’ discourse, and whether it is really goodbye to the war 
on terror. The question is not simply one of how liberally the state can 
speak, but rather a question of the persistence of resistant interpreta-
tions of liberal democratic politics itself; resistant interpretations which 
hold that politics is nothing but the continuation of war by other 
means. Despite the attempted evacuation of the discourse of war by the 
UK government, Foucault’s question, ‘is politics an ongoing, coded form 
of war?’ will remain at large.

Exceptionalism is more than a single, clearly delimited discourse that 
can be moved into and out of according to the tactical whims of 
 sovereign elites. The problem of exceptionalism is not reducible to the 
securitising speech acts of elites or their conditions of possibility how-
soever they are defined. The discursive formation of exceptionalism 
exceeds its signifiers and their enunciation. As Foucault exclaims in The 
Archaeology of Knowledge:

Of course, discourses are composed of signs; but what they do is more 
than use these signs to designate things. It is this more that renders 
them irreducible to the language and to speech. It is this ‘more’ that 
we must reveal and describe.

(Foucault, 2002: p. 54)

The lesson of “Society Must Be Defended” is that discourses are consti-
tutive, mobile and highly reversible. Discourses of war constitute sub-
jectivities of war, and those discourses are reducible to neither language 
nor speaker. The attempted decolonisation of the discourse ‘war’ is an 
attempt to erase what Foucault might call ‘the history of real struggles’. 
Not only does this attempt have to contend with both the counter-
memory of those who will not allow the practices of the ‘war on terror’ 
to be forgotten and the colonisation and inversion of that discourse 
elsewhere, but it also has to contend with the ongoing performative 
practices of the British state, its agents and its allies.
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The discourse of the ‘war on terror’ has helped governmental elites to 
justify practices of exceptionalism, but it has been realised, many years 
after intuitive warnings, that the constitutive effects of that discourse 
exceed the intentions of its speakers. While British ministers now 
eschew the language of the ‘war on terror’, the practices of the British 
state and its agencies remain highly contentious and illiberal, and its 
liberal legitimacy remains open to question.
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For Michel Foucault the problem of war is the problem of political 
 modernity par excellence. He broached the problem of war while grad-
ually extending his analysis of power from disciplinary to biopolitical 
regimes and the phenomenon of governmentality. Discipline and Punish, 
published in 1975, was significant for its early examination of the role and 
development of the military sciences in the disciplining of individual 
bodies (1991b: pp. 135–61). The History of Sexuality attempted a more ambi-
tious theory of the relations between war and biopower (1990: pp. 92–159). 
Facing death, Foucault declared that ‘if God grants me life, after madness, 
illness, crime, sexuality, the last thing that I would like to study would be 
the problem of war and the institution of war in what one could call the 
military dimension of society’ (Foucault, 1996: p. 145). The depth of these 
intentions is clear from lectures given at the Collège de France in 1976, 
recently published for the first time in English as “Society Must Be Defended”. 
There we discover Foucault posing fundamental questions.

How, when and why was it noticed or imagined that what is going on 
beneath and in power relations is a war? When, how and why did 
someone come up with the idea that it is a sort of uninterrupted bat-
tle that shapes peace, and that the civil order – its basis, its essence, 
its essential mechanisms – is basically an order of battle? Who came 
up with the idea that the civil order is an order of battle? Who saw 
war just beneath the surface of peace; who sought in the noise and 
confusion of war, in the mud of battles, the principle that allows us 
to understand order, the State, its institutions, and its history?

(2003b: p. 47)
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This chapter traces the development of Foucault’s articulation of the 
problem of war from its beginnings in Discipline and Punish where he 
locates the emergence of the military sciences, and especially eighteenth-
century thought on military tactics, as among the original sources for 
the expression of disciplinary power. It is in the eighteenth-century 
military sciences that Foucault discovers the object of disciplinary 
power most clearly constituted. That object was the ‘natural body’ 
(Foucault, 1991b: p. 155). Foucault’s thought on war, while originating 
as an interest mainly in military organisation as a specific source for the 
emergence of disciplinary power within modern societies, develops into 
a deeper and wider ranging concern for the new forms that war assumes 
between and within societies as a result of the development of biopoliti-
cal regimes of power concerned with the regulation of populations. 
Moving from Discipline and Punish through The History of Sexuality to 
“Society Must Be Defended”, I explain how the development of Foucault’s 
conceptualisation of the problem of war establishes the great paradox 
and crisis of political modernity. From demonstrating in Discipline and 
Punish the role of discourses and practices deriving from the military 
sciences in the strategies of pacification that modern regimes pursue 
against their societies through the development of disciplinary power 
over life, Foucault shifts to focus on how the development of biopower 
mobilises populations to wage war in the name of life necessity. In 
 writing the first volume of The History of Sexuality Foucault argued that 
modern power’s engagement with life pacifies societies while exacerbat-
ing the problem of war inter-socially to the point where it is the life of 
the species itself that is at stake in practices of modern warfare. In 
“Society Must Be Defended” Foucault’s primary concern is with war 
understood not as a source of modern institutions, discourses or prac-
tices, but with war conceived as constitutive of specific types of modern 
power relations. In examining how war is constitutive of modern power 
relations he likewise lays down a challenge to the major traditions of 
political theory and their allied conceptualisations of war, specifically 
those of Hobbes and Machiavelli (2003b: pp. 87–111). War figures 
 ultimately for Foucault not as a primitive state of being against which 
modern societies and their power relations can be differentiated, nor 
simply as a utile instrument for the pursuit of the grand strategies of 
states in paradoxical compromise of the civil condition of modern soci-
eties, but, rather, as ‘a condition of possibility’ for the constitution of 
modern power relations in which the aleatory condition of species life 
is variably recruited, set free, manipulated, and put to work in the 
 development of modern social arrangements (p. 165). War for Foucault 
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in “Society Must Be Defended” is the cipher of the forms of peace that 
modern societies realise.

This argument, in turn, thrusts Foucault’s own thought into crisis. 
Recognising the roles of historico-political discourses of war in the 
 constitution of the power arrangements of modern societies makes 
him question the efficacy of his own thought in promoting the desub-
jugation and liberation of disqualified peoples and their knowledges 
(p. 8). This auto-critique develops alongside his increasing concerns 
with the racialised techniques of biopolitical regimes of power. How 
can we escape thinking of politics as the continuation of war, in spite 
of the desubjugatory potential for doing so, when it is that very prin-
ciple for the practicing of politics which accounts for the racial tech-
niques with which power strategises and utilises life? This is the 
question that haunts Foucault throughout “Society Must Be Defended” 
and which, given his untimely death and failure to complete an answer 
to the question, must ultimately be addressed in order to do justice to 
his thought.

Disciplinary power, natural bodies 
and techniques of pacification

As is argued throughout Foucault’s later works, what distinguishes 
 modern forms of power are their propensities to ‘make’ life as opposed 
to the ‘taking’ of life and the ‘letting’ live that characterised pre- modern 
forms of power. Concerned with exploring how modern regimes devel-
oped techniques for making life, Foucault’s Discipline and Punish is a 
paradigmatic text. This study is, of course, best known in this context 
for its account of the disciplinary power of the panopticon. Less known 
is that in narrating the development of panoptical techniques Foucault 
insisted upon the emergence of modern military institutions and the 
broad domain of modern military science as a particularly important 
realm of enquiry. As he describes:

by the late eighteenth century, the soldier has become something 
that can be made: out of a formless clay, an inapt body, the machine 
required can be constructed; posture is gradually corrected; a calcu-
lated constraint runs slowly through each part of the body, mastering 
it, making it pliable, ready at all times, turning silently into the 
automatism of habit; in short, one has ‘got rid of the peasant’ and 
given him ‘the air of the soldier’.

(1991b: p. 135)
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The militarisation of men, the making of soldiers, via ‘the supervision 
of the smallest fragments’ of their life and bodies, functions for Foucault 
as a disciplinary model that describes in essence the mechanisms of a 
then burgeoning social machine to which all become subjected ‘in the 
context of the school, the barracks, the hospital or the workshop, a 
 laicised content, an economic or technical rationality for this mystical 
calculus of the infinitesimal and the infinite’ (p. 140).

Traditionally we are taught to think about issues of military organisa-
tion, strategy and tactics as discrete enterprises that concern, specifi-
cally, the interests of the sovereign power of states in extracting efficient 
force from bodies of men for the deployment of organised violence 
toward rationally grounded and objectified political ends.1 Foucault’s 
Discipline and Punish is important for its radically challenging account 
of the rationalities that underlie modern military science. For Foucault 
the rationality of military science resides not only, or even centrally, in 
the violent ends toward which military force might ultimately be 
deployed, but more integrally in the nature of the forms of order that 
are mapped out in the theorisation and implementation of military 
organisation itself. The strategic stakes of the military endeavours of 
modern states reside not simply in the clash of forces that distinguishes 
combat, but in the process of preparing for conflict, in the disciplining 
of the life of bodies that comprise organised military forces. In a war 
that is being fought for political order, not among states, or on the 
 territorial battlefields where military forces clash, but on the terrain of 
the human body. It is the order that life assumes within the human 
body that is at stake, Foucault argues, in the struggles to discipline the 
body that define the remits of modern military sciences.

In Discipline and Punish Foucault documents the emergence of a range 
of different disciplinary techniques that distinguished modern sciences 
of military organisation: enclosure, partitioning, ranking and serialisa-
tion. While these techniques originated in the military domain for the 
spatial control of recruited troops, they would gradually be adjusted 
and become applied, he argued, to societies as a whole. Sciences of 
 military organisation provided not only the means by which to control 
mass armies, but a model framework for a new form of thinking about 
social organisation that shaped the broad development of techniques 
by which modern regimes learnt to govern societies.

The chapter of Discipline and Punish titled ‘Docile Bodies’ carefully 
records the emergence of these techniques with attention to their 
 specifically military remit. It was through the technique of enclosure 
that men came to be assembled under one roof in the form of the 
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 barracks. This technique of enclosure allowed for new forms of control 
and security: the prevention of theft and violence; the dissipation 
of fears of local populations at the incursions of marauding bands of 
troops; the prevention of conflict with civil authorities; the stopping of 
mass desertion, and the management of expenditure (1991b: p. 142). 
Through the technique of partitioning, militarised groups of men were 
individualised. Knowing where and how to locate individuals, to con-
trol communication between individuals, to supervise the conduct not 
only of the mass body but the life of bodies individually, comprised an 
essential technique in the development of modern military organisa-
tion. The innovation of new systems of rank represented a further tech-
nique by which bodies were not only individualised but cast within a 
network of relations of exchange, allowing for their better distribution 
and circulation. The organisation of serial spaces providing fixed posi-
tions for individuals but permitting their circulation and interchange 
allowed for new forms of tactical arrangements in the composition of 
military forces. Foucault demonstrates with ample reference to the work 
of the French military tactician, Comte de Guibert, how the modern 
military science of tactics encapsulated this newfound understanding 
of the potentialities of techniques of ranking and partitioning in the 
production of recombinant forms of order. ‘Blinded by the immensity, 
dazed by the multitude ... the innumerable combinations that result 
from the multiplicity of objects’ Guibert mused at the end of the 
 eighteenth century (1991b: p. 148).

The advent of these new disciplinary techniques in the military 
 sciences was, as Discipline and Punish shows, much concerned with 
the re-ordering of relations between bodies and space. Yet they were 
also as interested in the disciplining of relations between time and 
bodily activity, or what Foucault called ‘the temporal elaboration of 
the act’ (p. 151). He documents how modern military organisation 
was predicated upon the creation of meticulously detailed ‘programmes’ 
according to which the ‘correct use of the body’ would be specified in 
order to allow for ‘a correct use of time’ (p. 152). For example, between 
the mid-seventeenth and mid-eighteenth century, ordinances devel-
oped to refine the movements across space and time of marching 
 soldiers. While in the seventeenth century marching was only vaguely 
regulated to assure conformity, by the eighteenth century ordinances 
 specified distinctions between four different sorts of marching 
step; the short step, the ordinary step, the double step and the march-
ing step, each differentiated according to duration, extension and 
comportment (p. 151).
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As disciplinary power was concerned with the correct use of time so 
it was also concerned with what Foucault called ‘the instrumental 
 coding of the body’ through the creation of a ‘body-machine complex’ 
(p. 153). Foucault considered that traditional forms of subjection 
involved only the extraction of the product of labour, the exploitation 
of bodies for their surpluses. Disciplinary power, on the other hand, is 
about more than that. Its aim is to assure and regulate the correct pro-
cedure by which the body carries out its labour as an end in itself. In 
this vein, Foucault focused again on innovations occurring in the 
domain of military organisation – centrally on the specifications made 
in the same late eighteenth-century military ordinances as to how to 
fire a weapon, which were meticulous in their detailing of how body 
and weapon interact (p. 153).

All of these new innovations, reflecting what Foucault identified as a 
new ‘positive economy’ of time through which modern societies 
attempted to intensify their use of time with increased speeds and 
increased efficiencies, resulted he argued from changes that were occur-
ring in the domain of war. The mid-eighteenth century successes of 
Prussia enabled by the military systems of Frederick II were the harbin-
ger of most of these developments (p. 154). Through the development of 
these techniques with which to organise for and conduct war emerged 
a new object for the organisation of power relations. That new object 
was as Foucault described, ‘the natural body, the bearer of forces and 
the seat of duration; it is the body susceptible to specified operations, 
which have their order, their stages, their internal conditions, their 
 constituent elements’ (p. 155).

The ‘natural body’ is the object of power constituted through the 
emergence of techniques of discipline deriving from the changing 
forms of warfare. Not simply a docile body subjected in absolute terms 
to the manipulations of discipline, but rather a body which in being 
natural is defined by its own specific requirements, spontaneous needs 
and demands which, in turn, offer a set of constraints and resistances to 
disciplinary power. It is the body that disciplinary power must adjust 
itself to, grasp the feel of, develop intimate knowledge of, and learn to 
adapt from. It is the nature of a body that disciplinary power itself 
 idealises and aims at the realisation of. This idealisation of the ‘natural 
body’, this recognition of the ways in which discipline aims not simply 
at the correction of natural life in the pursuit of some mechanised ideal, 
but rather, the pursuit of natural and organic life at the expense of a 
rational mechanics, becomes especially clear for Foucault in the domain 
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of military organisation. Quoting from Guibert’s remarkably homo-
erotic works on tactics,

If we studied the intention of nature and the construction of the 
human body, we would find the position and the bearing that nature 
clearly prescribes for the soldier ... since the hip-bone, which the 
ordinance indicates as the point against which the butt end should 
rest, is not situated the same in all men, the rifle must be placed more 
to the right for some, and more to the left for others. For the same 
reason of inequality of structure, the trigger-guard is more or less 
pressed against the body, depending on whether the outer parts of a 
man’s shoulder are more or less fleshy.

(p. 155)

Disciplinary power seeks, then, to establish a subjection of the body 
which is first premised primarily on knowing the nature of the body. It 
seeks to develop techniques of subjection which will give recognition to 
the differences that pertain between individual bodies. Foucault saw 
these developments of disciplinary power occurring most forcefully in 
the field of military organisation. For example, in the gradual drawing 
of distinctions between periods of training and periods of practice, the 
separation of the instruction of military recruits from the exercise of 
veterans, the creation of separate military schools for the armed  services, 
Foucault identified emergent processes of the segmentation of discipli-
nary time aimed at an increasing differentiation of the particular skills 
and requirements of individuals. This segmentation and serialisation of 
disciplinary activity also worked importantly, Foucault argues, to create 
a newly ‘evolutive time’ (p. 160). Discipline subjects the individual to an 
evolution understood in terms of genesis. It programmes the individual 
for a series of graduated tasks and exercises geared toward the produc-
tion of some terminal state of being. In this sense the forms of discipli-
nary power that emerged through the military sciences are revealed for 
their promotion of the ‘growth’ and ‘genetic development’ of both 
 communal and individual bodies. The military sciences, in their forging 
of techniques of disciplinary power, were from their outset, intersecting 
with, and themselves contributing to, practices expressly concerned 
with asserting control over life processes.

Individuation, this essential premise of disciplinary power, owed 
more, according to Foucault, to developments within the military sci-
ences than to any other domain of innovation. In drawing the frequent 
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comparisons he does between the new forms of military organisation 
and techniques in other domains of social organisation (particularly in 
criminology, production and pedagogy), Foucault accounts for how the 
development of modern military science was enabling a new evolution-
ary account of the order of life. In doing so Foucault supplemented his 
well known account of the epistemological shift that underwrites 
 modern social and political orders, the shift according to which human 
life becomes for the first time an object of knowledge and power, with 
reference to war. It is within the order of war, Foucault asserts in 
Discipline and Punish, that we moderns first began to fantasise of a soci-
ety that would function as a machine. Not a mechanical machine, but 
a machine that functions as a natural body. A socio-military machine 
‘that would cover the whole territory of the nation and in which each 
individual would be occupied without interruption but in a different 
way according to the evolutive segment, the genetic sequence in which 
he finds himself’ (p. 165). In constituting the natural body as the object 
of disciplinary power, the military sciences also begin to conceive of 
populations themselves as species bodies defined by a common genesis, 
evolutionary patterns and survival rates. Foucault’s major assertion, 
attested to originally in Discipline and Punish, is that it is in the domain 
of war that these two intrinsic features of what he would subsequently 
address in terms of biopolitics and biopower originally appeared.

Yet, the constitution of the species life of populations has very differ-
ent implications for how modern regimes of power over life respond to, 
or at least affect, problems of war and peace. Disciplinary power is based 
on the development of tactical mechanisms for the pacification of the 
natural life of individual bodies. Biopower, concerned with the regula-
tion of the species life of populations, provides new substance for the 
strategies of modern regimes at war with each other. Toward the end of 
the ‘Docile Bodies’ chapter Foucault fleshes out his distinctions between 
discipline/biopower, individual/population, tactics/strategy more fully:

In the great eighteenth-century states, the army guaranteed civil 
peace no doubt because it was a real force, an ever threatening sword, 
but also because it was a technique and a body of knowledge that 
could project their schema over the social body. If there is a politics-
war series that passes through strategy, there is an army-politics 
series that passes through tactics. It is strategy that makes it possible 
to understand warfare as a way of conducting politics between states; 
it is tactics that makes it possible to understand the army as a  principle 
for maintaining the absence of warfare in civil society. The classical 
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age saw the birth of the great political and military strategy by which 
nations confronted each other’s economic and demographic forces; 
but it also saw the birth of meticulous military and political tactics 
by which the control of bodies and individual forces was exercised 
within states.

(p. 168)

Here Foucault distinguishes between how power over life functions 
via discipline to induce peace within its boundaries by subduing the 
natural life of the individual body, while at the same time constituting 
the species life of populations in exacerbation of war inter-socially. 
Discipline and Punish, in its account of disciplinary power, was con-
cerned with demonstrating the alacrity with which modern regimes 
have sought to establish peace by fostering a uniform docility of indi-
vidualised bodies. Through the inculcation of docility within bodies, 
modern regimes establish the absence of war within the civil societies 
they govern. Foucault’s subsequent major work, The History of Sexuality, 
was concerned in contrast with the question of how and why it is, in 
spite of the development of these newly refined techniques for producing 
peace within their own societies, modern regimes have simultaneously 
intensified the phenomenon of war inter-socially. It is in Foucault’s 
account of biopower as opposed to disciplinary power that this chapter 
locates the paradoxical logic through which modern regimes induce 
peace simultaneous with war.

Biopower, species life and the mobilisation of war

It is in the final chapter of the first volume of The History of Sexuality, 
first published in 1976, titled ‘Right of Death and Power over Life’, that 
Foucault reconceptualises the relation of war to society. Discipline and 
Punish shows how the development of military sciences had functioned 
to establish an ‘absence of war’ in societies through the creation of 
 ‘docile bodies’. In The History of Sexuality the focus shifts to address how 
the emergence of a form of power concerned with exerting control over 
life leads to a proliferation and intensification of the problem of war 
between societies. As he himself observed, ‘wars were never as bloody as 
they have been since the nineteenth century, and all things being equal, 
never before did regimes visit such holocausts on their own popula-
tions’ (Foucault, 1990: pp. 136–7).

Here, then, Foucault outlines for us in theoretical terms the paradox 
that haunts political modernity in ever more forceful terms. How do we 
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explain the fact that regimes of power expressly concerned with the 
promotion of life, the establishment of peaceful civil societies, in turn 
create forms of warfare between and within societies involving unprec-
edented forms of slaughter? For Foucault it is the very shift in the 
 orientation of power to the exertion of control over life rather than the 
more traditional assertion of the right of death that explains the expan-
sive tendencies of modern societies toward increasingly barbarous forms 
of war among and within themselves. Under modern conditions he 
argues,

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 purpose of wholesale slaugh-
ter in the name of life necessity: massacres have become vital. It is as 
managers of life and survival, of bodies and the race, that so many 
regimes have been able to wage so many wars.

(p. 137)

Contrary to influential readings of Foucault, he does not argue that 
the traditional orientation of sovereign power to the right to kill was 
displaced altogether by this new form of life-administering power.2 
Rather, he contends that a parallel shift occurs in the role of the right to 
kill in the operations of power to allow its alignment with the exigen-
cies of these new life-administering forces. ‘The power to expose a 
whole population to death is the underside of the power to guarantee 
an individual’s continued existence’ he argues (1990: p. 137).

Through this formula Foucault makes an adjustment to, and creates a 
new categorical distinction within, the theory of disciplinary power 
developed in Discipline and Punish. The overwhelming emphasis in 
Foucault’s theory of disciplinary power is on the implications of the 
entry of life into the order of power for the control of the natural life of 
the individual body. The chapter on ‘Docile Bodies’ is to a great extent 
concerned with the new ‘tactics’ of power. Its abilities to arrange, con-
trol and dispose of the life of the individual body. In The History of 
Sexuality Foucault shifts focus from the relations between power and 
the individual to those of power and the population as well as from 
tactics to ‘strategy’. No longer homogeneous in character,

power over life evolved in two basic forms; these forms were not anti-
thetical, however; they constituted rather two poles of development 
linked together by a whole intermediary cluster of relations. One of 
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these poles – the first to be formed, it seems – centered on the body 
as a machine; its disciplining, the optimisation of its capabilities, the 
extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and 
its docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic 
 controls, all this was ensured by the procedures of power that 
 characterized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the human 
body. The second, formed somewhat later, focused on the species 
body, the body imbued with the mechanics of life and serving as the 
basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and mortality, 
the level of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all the condi-
tions that can cause these to vary. Their supervision was effected 
through an entire series of interventions and regulatory controls: a 
biopolitics of the population. The disciplines of the body and the 
regulations of the population constituted the two poles around 
which the organisation of power over life was deployed.

(p. 139)

In theorising the relations between modern regimes and war this dis-
tinction first drawn in The History of Sexuality is of crucial importance. 
In developing power over life, a bifurcation occurs within modern 
regimes with radically differing consequences for the problem of war. 
In their development of disciplinary techniques modern regimes afford 
themselves new degrees of control over the individualised human body. 
That new-found docility of the individual provides modern regimes the 
ability to secure an absence of war within the civil societies they  govern. 
Yet in their development of biopolitical techniques, focused on the col-
lective bodies of populations, modern regimes afford themselves a new 
substance for the mobilisation of war. Given the biopolitical context in 
which power is now authorised,

the existence in question is no longer the juridical existence of 
 sovereignty; at stake is the biological existence of a population. If 
genocide is indeed the dream of modern powers, this is not because 
of a recent return of the ancient right to kill; it is because power is 
situated and exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and 
the large-scale phenomena of population.

(p. 137)

Traditionally war functioned as a means of resolving disputes between 
sovereigns whose power was based on a fundamental disjuncture 
between themselves and their subjects. Where subjects were called 
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upon to participate in the defence of the sovereign such participation 
occurred through an exercise of the negative right of seizure by the 
sovereign upon the subject’s body. In a biopolitical context where power 
is exercised at the level of the life of populations, war occurs in the form 
of a struggle between populations whose particular existence as the 
expressions of species life which they are is at stake. The participation 
of populations in war is therefore reconceived not as the product of a 
right of seizure, but as a positive, life-affirming act. The entry of life 
into the order of power, while allowing for the production of a docile 
peace within civil societies, affords simultaneously new forms of biopo-
litical war in which entire populations are mobilised for the defence of 
the selfsame civil societies.

Techniques of discipline assure modern regimes the peace of the civil 
societies they govern while biopolitical techniques provide them with 
new-found powers to wage war inter-socially. Simultaneously, the 
 military sciences provide new knowledge for the control of civil socie-
ties while the life sciences provide the demographic knowledge for the 
mobilisation of populations in war. In advancing his account of disci-
plinary power thus, Foucault overturns the received ways of under-
standing the distinctions between civil and military domains of society 
and their correlate purposes in relation to power. The military–strategic 
domain, ordinarily understood in terms of its utilities for the waging 
of war is recontextualised as a resource for the internal ordering of 
societies. The civil domain, customarily understood in terms of its 
 distinction from that of the military, is recontextualised as a resource 
for the mobilisation of populations for war.

Power over life affords, then, according to Foucault at this point, 
new forms of peace simultaneous with new forms of war. Yet there is a 
 further, crucial, twist to Foucault’s advance of the problem of war in 
relation to modern regimes and their wielding of power over life. In 
an earlier chapter of The History of Sexuality, the chapter entitled 
‘Method’, Foucault revisits an observation first made in Discipline and 
Punish. At the end of ‘Docile Bodies’, Foucault made a characteristi-
cally tentative suggestion. ‘It may be’ he argued in inversion of von 
Clausewitz,

that war as strategy is a continuation of politics. But it must not be 
forgotten that ‘politics’ has been conceived as a continuation, if not 
exactly and directly of war, at least of the military model as a funda-
mental means of preventing civil disorder.

(Foucault, 1991b: p. 168)
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Arguing so, Foucault insisted that the tactical models of military 
organisation were of utmost importance for an understanding of how 
war invests the order of power. Here the strategic discourses of states in 
which war is understood as a form of activity that determines the 
 balance of power internationally is of marginal importance for Foucault 
when compared with the effects of the models of tactical organisation 
for the ordering of societies as a whole. Yet in the chapter on ‘Method’ 
Foucault returns to this debate, revisiting the relations between strat-
egy, war, tactics and power over life. Following an account of power 
understood in terms of the immanence of force relations rather than 
institutional state power, he reformulates the claim of Discipline and 
Punish in the style of a question,

should we turn the expression around, then, and say that politics is 
war pursued by other means? If we still wish to maintain a separa-
tion between war and politics, perhaps we should postulate rather 
that this multiplicity of force relations can be coded – in part but 
never totally – either in the form of ‘war,’ or in the form of ‘politics’; 
this would imply two different strategies (but the one always liable to 
switch into the other) for integrating these unbalanced, heterogene-
ous, unstable, and tense force relations.

(Foucault, 1990: p. 93)

In the chapter on ‘Method’ Foucault advances the formulation of 
the problem of the relations between war, power and life in novel 
terms. He writes especially of the precedence of the ‘strategic model’ 
as an  explanation for how and why it is ‘one of the essential traits of 
Western societies that the force relationships which for a long time 
had found expression in war, in every form of warfare, gradually 
became invested in the order of political power’ (p. 102). But in refer-
ence to the role of a ‘strategic model’ Foucault is making a distinctly 
different argument about how war invests political order compared 
with Discipline and Punish. In the latter Foucault examines war’s indi-
rect influence via the role of tactical models of military organisation 
as a kind of transferable projected social schema for peace and order 
over an otherwise disordered multitude. In The History of Sexuality, 
alternatively, Foucault develops an argument about how war invests 
the order of political power immanently. The influence of war upon 
society does not refer simply to the discrete influence of an institu-
tionalised military and its bodies of tactical knowledge, but to the 
‘multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they 
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operate and which constitute their own organisation’ (p. 92). Here 
Foucault is developing a conception of war as the source of specific 
forms of force relations that are constitutive of power relations. War 
becomes the source that accounts for the forms of life that generate 
power relations, rather than being the source of influence by proxy 
through military institutions and  discourses which wield power over 
the life of individuated bodies.

There is, then, we can say, a relational force to the ways in which war 
intersects with power and life under modern conditions as much as 
there is an individuating force. Whereas, for Foucault, war is the source 
of the individuating techniques of discipline, it is also the source of the 
forces that constitute power relations within modern societies. It is the 
source of the forces that comprise populations biopolitically as well as 
the source for techniques of discipline that subjectify individuated 
 bodies. It is in this context that we can understand how Foucault begins 
to employ the concept of strategy in The History of Sexuality. Disciplinary 
power evolves through the development of tactical measures with 
which to render the natural life of the individuated body the object of 
power over life. Biopower, in contrast, evolves through the development 
of strategies with which to constitute bodies in relation as populations. 
Tactics divide, segment and serialise, while strategies combine, integrate 
and coordinate. Yet these are not antithetical features of power over life 
(p. 139). There is no discontinuity, he argues, between the functioning 
of tactics in the individuation of bodies via discipline and the opera-
tions of strategies in the constitution of populations biopolitically. 
‘Rather, one must conceive of the double conditioning of a strategy by 
the specificity of possible tactics, and of tactics by the strategic envelope 
that makes them work’ (p. 100). The strategies through which the social 
body is mobilised as a population are inconceivable in isolation from 
those tactical mechanisms that determine how the natural life of 
bodies comes to be individualised. Affording peace via the development 
of tactical schemas that become deployed over societies as a whole, 
modern regimes employ the very same principles of power over life to 
initiate strategies for the mass mobilisations of societies in warfare. 
Knowledge and control of life affords modern peace at the same time as 
it affords modern war.

Strategy in this context, for Foucault, describes the processes by which 
the natural life of individuated bodies is rendered into the species life of 
populations. In terms of explaining how modern regimes overcome 
their commitment to the promotion of life and articulate forms of war 
that are waged in the name of life necessity this is an absolutely key 
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manoeuvre. I choose in this work to apply the term strategisation to 
describe those processes by which natural life is rendered biopolitical. 
This addresses several urgent questions. How is it that in enabling the 
expression of natural life, modern regimes simultaneously shape popu-
lations biopolitically, the conditions of which are established on the 
basis of the threats posed by natural life at the biopolitical constitution 
of society? How is it that the aleatory fixation of the natural body 
becomes the enemy against which the norm of a population is defined? 
How is it that those norms which constitute society, aided by the demo-
graphic sciences of population become the foundation for a security 
project through which the populations involved become mobilised? 
Never was such an account of the processes of strategisation by which 
modern regimes utilise their commitments to the promotion of life and 
assert their right to death in the form of war more necessary. How else 
might we explain the tendencies of regimes of power over life to insist 
consistently on their right of death? How else might we explain the 
paradoxical contrast between network societies of such complex 
 segmentations and cleavages on the one hand and such coordinated 
mobilisations on the other?

But more pressingly, how might we escape or refuse the ways in which 
our bodies and subjectivities come to be deployed biopolitically in the 
wars of modern regimes of power? How might we engage otherwise 
with the seemingly inexorable role of war in the organisation of mod-
ern societies as well as the now decidedly ‘permanent’ commitment of 
even the most liberal of modern regimes to the waging of war? In an 
important sense these are precisely the questions that Foucault himself 
posed in his lectures in 1976 at the Collège de France under the title 
“Society Must Be Defended”. Only very recently translated into English, 
these lectures clearly informed elements of the argument that Foucault 
deployed in The History of Sexuality but they also extended to, and in 
ways departed from, the framework for interrogating the relationship 
between war and modern regimes developed there. The lectures allow 
us to push this question of Foucault’s understanding of the relations 
between war, power and societies in yet more urgent directions.

War, race and life struggles

In the first lecture of the series “Society Must Be Defended”, delivered on 
7 January 1976, Foucault calls for reflection on the substantial and 
 proliferating efficacies of what he termed ‘dispersed and discontinuous 
offensives’ within Western societies during the previous decade. 
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Referring to the increasingly autonomous, decentralised and anarchistic 
character of contemporary forms of political struggle, a feature that was 
still enduringly new enough at the time to be referred to with surprise, 
Foucault demanded his audience to think how and why it was that 
the emergence of these new forms of struggle, struggles such as the 
 anti-psychiatry movement that helped in opening up the space of the 
asylum for social and political critique, were conditioned by the appear-
ance of ‘disqualified knowledges’ (2003b: pp. 7–8). Disqualified knowl-
edges that ‘contained the memory of combats’ involving a ‘meticulous 
rediscovery of struggles and the raw memory of fights’ (p. 8). With a 
nod in acknowledgement of the influence of Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari, Foucault reinscribes his own genealogical method of approach 
to historical knowledges as an attempt to enable the opposition and 
struggle of disqualified knowledges against their various forms of coer-
cion and domination (p. 10). Opening thus, “Society Must Be Defended” 
is not only an analysis of the various ways in which war has infiltrated 
modern power relations and constituted modern societies, but situates 
Foucault’s own genealogical method within the development of a 
 counter-state strategic discourse. In this context Foucault articulates the 
ways his work until then dovetailed with the various reconceptualisa-
tions of war, politics and resistance at large within French political and 
social thought at the time, most especially that pursued by Deleuze 
and Guattari, as is also attested to in his preface to their celebrated 
Anti-Oedipus.3

War can be understood to anchor the power relations that pervade 
modern societies, Foucault argues, in the most elementary of ways. The 
concept of war is deployed throughout the lectures to describe a certain 
type of force relation ‘that was established in and through war at a given 
historical moment that can be historically specified’ (2003b: p. 15). 
Political power does not establish and reproduce peace in the uncompli-
cated manner that social contract theorists argue, but rather, sanctions 
and reproduces the disequilibrium of forces established in historically 
specifiable wars out of which modern power relations were born (p. 16). 
Against the ‘contract-oppression schema’ Foucault poses the ‘war- 
repression schema’ (p. 17). The proliferation of dispersed and discon-
tinuous offensives that characterise contemporary societies are to be 
understood as outcomes of the generative power that war invests in 
modern political relations.

Yet Foucault does not come simply to enjoin, once more, in this mode 
of conceiving politics as the continuation of war. While situating his 
own genealogical method within this ‘war-repression schema’ he less 
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than tentatively suggests that we need to think our way beyond or 
 outside of it. As he states,

It is obvious that everything I have said to you in previous years is 
inscribed within the struggle-repression schema. That is indeed the 
schema I was trying to apply. Now, as I tried to apply it, I was eventu-
ally forced to reconsider it; both because, in many respects, it is still 
insufficiently elaborated – I would even go so far as to say that it is 
not elaborated at all – and also because I think that the twin notions 
of ‘repression’ and ‘war’ have to be considerably modified and ulti-
mately, perhaps, abandoned. At all events, we have to look very 
closely at these two notions of ‘repression’ and ‘war’; if you like, we 
have to look a little more closely at the hypothesis that the mecha-
nisms of power are essentially mechanisms of repression, and at the 
alternative hypothesis that what is rumbling away and what is at 
work beneath political power is essentially and above all a warlike 
relation.

(p. 17)

Here, then, we find Foucault posing the problem of war as a genera-
tive principle of force relations that account for modern political orders 
not in the form of an ontological claim as defines the works on war of 
Deleuze and Guattari, as well as the early work of Paul Virilio, and to 
some extent the contemporary works of Michael Hardt and Antonio 
Negri.4 In response to modern regimes’ attempts to pacify the life of 
societies biopolitically, these thinkers have each sought an answer in 
the return to and an insistence upon war as a condition of possibility 
for the expression of resistance against the state and its allied regimes of 
power. Faced with the grand paradox of a modernity in which the 
promise of peace has always meant the targeting of rogue societies and 
subjectivities with the means of war and state terror, these thinkers 
have insisted on responding with their own wars of resistance. The 
 fundamental question that each of their politics turns on is that of how 
to assume war as a condition of possibility for the constitution and gen-
eration of resistance to a given regime of power. What form does life 
take when peace is no longer its foundation but its enemy?

Against such polemologies, we find the Foucault of “Society Must Be 
Defended” posing the problem of war and its relation to modern polit-
ical power in starkly different terms of a problematisation. The relevant 
question for Foucault is not that of how war can be waged in generation 
of political change but when it was that war first came to be conceived 



82 J. Reid

as the source of political relations. When it was that war first came to be 
used as a ‘grid of intelligibility’ for the analysis of social relations 
(2003b: p. 163).

How, when and why it was first noticed or imagined that what is 
going on beneath and in power relations is a war? When, how and 
why did someone come up with the idea that it is a sort of uninter-
rupted battle that shapes peace, and that the civil order – its basis, its 
essence, its essential mechanisms – is basically an order of battle? 
Who came up with the idea that the civil order is an order of  battle?

(p. 47)

In answer to these rhetorically posed questions Foucault focuses on 
what he describes as the emergence of ‘historico-political discourse’ in 
which war, as he demonstrates, is first understood as a ‘permanent 
social relationship, the ineradicable basis of all relations and institu-
tions of power’ (p. 49). Representatives of popular movements in 
 seventeenth-century England, such as Edward Coke and John Lilburne, 
and French authors such as Boulainvilliers, Sièyes and Thierry, are cited 
as the main instigators of this discourse by which politics is conceptu-
alised, in prefigurative inversion of Clausewitz’s dictum, as the continu-
ation of war. Within this historico-political discourse Foucault finds an 
essential counterpoint to the more traditional philosophico-juridical 
discourses in which political power is understood as antithetical to war. 
Stressing the continuations between war and politics, historico-political 
discourse allows for the re-evaluation of peace as a form of ‘coded war’ 
(p. 51). Conceiving political order as such enables the analysis of social 
relations as orders of battle in which ‘there is no such thing as a neutral 
subject’ and in which ‘we are all inevitably someone’s adversary’ (p. 51). 
The social body is no longer conceived in Hobbesian terms of an organic 
homogeneity but rather as a series of proliferating binary divisions 
allowing for the exploration of new antagonisms, new lines of division, 
and the decentring of new forms of subjectivity that lay claim to their 
own particular conditions of possibility. The subject that inhabits these 
force relations, that is subjectified in accordance with the generative 
force of their power, is a subject that is literally fighting to survive, 
 waging war in pursuit of the truth that he or she is. The seeking of 
the truths of subjectivity is a decentring task.

It is the fact of being on one side – the decentered position – that 
makes it possible to interpret the truth, to denounce the illusions 
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and errors that are being used – by your adversaries – to make you 
believe we are living in a world in which order and peace have been 
restored. The more I decenter myself, the better I can see the truth; 
the more I accentuate the relationship of force, and the harder I fight, 
the more effectively I can deploy the truth ahead of me and use it to 
fight, survive and win.

(p. 53)

In the eighth lecture of the series, therefore, we find Foucault arguing 
as to the broader state strategies that these forms of desubjugated 
 knowledges contribute towards. What happens, he asks, to conceptions 
and roles of knowledge and truth when politics is understood as the 
 continuation of war? The emergence of historico-political discourses 
allow for the elaboration of forms of knowledge and claims to truth that 
challenge the state’s insistences that knowledge and truth are necessar-
ily aligned to justice and peace and that the sovereignty of the state is a 
precondition of knowledge and truth (p. 173). Historico-political dis-
courses conceive knowledge, alternatively, as a weapon in a struggle 
over truth. That struggle is eternal. Because politics is conceived as the 
continuation of war so any political claim to the truth is an act of war. 
The struggle for knowledge is no longer that of a homogeneous body 
pursuing the victory of objective truth over error, of knowledge over 
ignorance, of reason over nature, of experience over superstition. 
Instead it leads to a construal of the struggle for truth as that of

an immense and multiple battle between knowledges in the plural – 
knowledges that are in conflict because of their very morphology, 
because they are in the possession of enemies, and because they have 
intrinsic power-effects.

(p. 179)

This construal of knowledge as a weapon in a war over the terrain of 
truth, has no doubt for Foucault, certain emancipatory implications. It 
allows for the reproblematisation of the universality with which the 
state attempts to stamp its seal upon truth as well as discipline know-
ledge in the service of state interests. Conceiving knowledge as a weapon 
in war, conceiving war itself as a condition of possibility for the act of 
laying claim to the truth, historico-political discourses make of truth a 
perpetual game of offensives, sieges and tactical deployments. Yet they 
also make for a new condition in which knowledge ‘cannot get away 
from war, or discover its basic laws or impose limits on it, quite simply 
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because war itself supports this knowledge, runs through this knowl-
edge, and determines this knowledge’ (p. 173). Once war functions as a 
condition of possibility for the truth, once knowledge becomes a matter 
always of tactical deployments, so we become soldiers of the truth in 
endless and serial fields of political struggle. The various, differentiated 
fields of political struggle that defined the development of modern 
 societies in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most especially 
and poignantly those of race, nation and class were each, Foucault 
argues, defined by their mutual deployments of historico-political 
 discourses as ‘a sort of discursive weapon’ (p. 183). The constitution of 
force relations between differing races, differing nations, differing 
classes, the various degrees of inequality between them, structures the 
organisation of modern societies, according to Foucault, in the most 
elementary sense.

Here, then, we find Foucault extending a thought that was central to 
his account of the problem of war in The History of Sexuality. There 
Foucault was concerned with explaining why with the birth of the 
modern era ‘the principle underlying the tactics of battle – that one has 
to be capable of killing in order to go on living’ – became the principle 
that defines the strategy of states internationally and how the existence 
of entire populations came to be wagered on the outcomes of wars 
between state powers (Foucault, 1990: p. 137). In “Society Must Be 
Defended” Foucault argues that the logic which explains the total wars 
between modern states is to be located in the origins of modern social 
struggles.

Of central concern in this respect is the theme of race. In The History 
of Sexuality Foucault claimed that it is as ‘managers of life and survival, 
of bodies and the race’ that modern political regimes have been able 
to wage wars biopolitically. In “Society Must Be Defended” we find 
Foucault incorporating these propensities of modern political regimes, 
their  biopolitical foundations, involving their racialised ideologies of 
 inclusion/exclusion, within a genealogy that involves the origins of 
modern social struggles.

At its origins, Foucault argues, the concept of race designated nothing 
beyond a certain form of historico-political divide. The simple matter of 
two peoples not sharing the same language or religion, but who are 
conjoined by a history of violences, wars, invasions (Foucault, 2003b: 
p. 77). Historico-political discourses of insurrection, revolution, resist-
ance and emancipation are inextricably tied to this elementary racial 
discourse of a war between two competing peoples distinguished on 
grounds of their differing ways of life. To an extent, as Foucault describes, 
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no understanding of the emergence and development of such counter-
state discourses is complete without examining how these discourses 
were, and continue to be, bound up with this essential capacity to draw 
reference to distinctions of race. The vast history of class struggles 
which defined the development of modern societies are unthinkable for 
Foucault without accounting for the role of race. Indeed to a certain 
extent this is precisely why Foucault tentatively offers a degree of ‘praise’ 
for the discourses of race (p. 65).

As such, it is only owing to the racialised foundations of counter-
state discourses of politics understood as a continuation of war that 
modern political regimes have been able to wage war, specify enemies 
and create modes of inclusion/exclusion in a biopolitical manner, 
Foucault argues. The modern state, he argues, colonises this originally 
counter-state discourse of ‘race war’ and inverts it to its own ends. In 
turn it becomes a ‘discourse of a battle that has to be waged not between 
races, but by a race that is portrayed as the one true race, the race that 
holds power and is entitled to define the norm, and against those who 
deviate from that norm, against those who pose a threat to the  biological 
heritage’ (p. 61). Foucault’s central point throughout “Society Must Be 
Defended” is that understanding the biopolitical foundations of mod-
ern warfare, the capacities of states to construe dangers in biological 
terms, and to wage war on enemies that are characterised variously as 
animal or inhuman, requires examining the complex genealogical 
relations between strategies of states and counter-state discourses and 
struggles. For it is in the latter, he argues, that we find the thematic of 
‘race war’ first appearing.

Yet, there are, needless to say, immense problems with the embodi-
ment of these historico-political discourses in discourses of race. 
Foucault’s argument is ultimately that the emergence of the modern 
state is founded upon the colonisation and conversion of this discourse. 
Simultaneously, he argues, this conversion involved a fundamental 
and all-important distortion. A distortion by which the theme of 
 historical wars and struggles between two peoples is displaced by ‘the 
postevolutionist theme of the struggle for existence’ (p. 80). No longer 
a war in the form of a bipolar confrontation, but ‘a struggle in the 
 biological sense: the differentiation of species, natural selection, and 
the survival of the fittest species’ (p. 80). Displacing race as a criterion 
of distinction allowing for the historicisation and politicisation of 
power relations from below emerges the idea of racial purity and state 
racism being pursued from above. Political sovereignty invests and 
takes over the decentring discourses of race struggle and turns it to its 
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own universalising ends. And so an era of biopolitical wars ensue in 
which populations are  constituted via their orientation around racial-
ised norms, enemies are distinguished by their racial differentiation 
from the norm, and wars are waged in which populations are mobi-
lised in defence of racial norms against rival populations defined by a 
perception of racial abnormality.

In these senses “Society Must Be Defended” adds substance to the 
 arguments made on the problems of biopolitical war in The History of 
Sexuality. It helps explain the complex entrails of state racisms, the 
 bio-logics by which enemies are defined by modern regimes, and their 
populations mobilised in defence of particular ways of life and biologi-
cal traits. Yet in constructing “Society Must Be Defended” it is clear 
Foucault had another enemy of his own in his sights, not simply that of 
the modern state. Foucault’s larger disagreement is with how war in the 
modern era functions as a condition of possibility for the political 
mobilisation of subjugated groups within Western societies. Not so 
much wars of the state as wars against the state. And here he is referring 
not only to celebrated histories of class struggles but the minor wars, 
those ‘dispersed and discontinuous offensives’ that he names in the 
very first lecture of the series.

This argument resonates strongly with Frantz Fanon’s remarkable 
phenomenological account of the experience of ‘the war’ which ‘the 
black man must wage’ against his subjugation within the ‘racial epider-
mal schema’ of colonial power relations (Fanon, 1986: pp. 13, 112). In 
his Black Skins, White Masks, first published in 1952, Fanon describes 
how, through a counter-genealogical analysis of his heritage, the ‘audit’ 
of his ‘ailments’, the colonised subject searches to reclaim his sense of 
negritude from the conditions that determine his subjugation within 
that schema (p. 132). And yet how, in the determination of those condi-
tions, in the secretion of the potentiality of a minor race that wages war 
against its subjugation, the colonised subject discovers a more funda-
mental subjugation, that of the subjugation to the ‘racial epidermal 
schema’ itself. A slave to comparison, preoccupied with self-evaluation, 
the grounding and pursuit of the possibility of a truth of himself that is 
always contingent on the presence of his white enemy within that 
schema, ‘the Negro’ discovers himself subject to the neurosis of a race 
war which cannot be won because the conditions of his own martial 
subjectivity forbids it (pp. 210–13).

The affinity between Fanon’s phenomenological lament of the 
 experience of race war and Foucault’s critique of the roles of concepts 
of race and war in constituting historico-political discourse is 
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 remarkable. It underlines the otherwise disputed importance of 
Foucault to broader issues of postcolonial theory in a way that under-
cuts recent critiques made by theorists such as Paul Gilroy. Foucault 
was by no means uninterested in, nor did he neglect, ‘the meaning of 
racial differences’ in the context of the development of species life as a 
unified object of knowledge and power (Gilroy, 1997: p. 194). As the 
publication of the 1976 lectures make clear, few statements could be 
further from the truth. What Foucault’s work reveals is that modern 
forms of racism are not, as Gilroy’s renewed investment in the poten-
tial of a Fanonesque humanism for the ‘unmaking of racialised bodies 
and their restoration to  properly human modes of being in the world’ 
would otherwise suggest, the result of a violation of species life (Gilroy, 
2004: p. 45). Modern forms of racism are, rather, the product of an 
epistemology of which the concept of species life is formative. It is 
because we moderns think of life in the terms that we do, replete with 
the attributes of origins, genesis and historicity that life succumbs to 
the regimes of differentiation, grading and scale within which all 
modern racisms emerge. No restitution of humanism, given that the 
concept of the species is intrinsically humanist, can overcome this. 
The concept of species life is in this  context an epistemological obs-
tacle to be  traversed in approaching the problem of racism rather than 
the source of its transcendence.

The problem, however, is not only the ways in which the tactical 
deployments of truth as a discursive weapon makes society possible, 
albeit in the form of a diffuse battleground, as a result of conceiving 
politics as a continuation of war. The larger problem is that of what 
 happens when the pursuit of sovereignty is achieved and legitimised 
upon the claim to superiority of a particular social group which holds 
its truth to be universal? What new forms of force relations come into 
being when it is no longer a case of different nations conceiving them-
selves in competitive interrelation, but instead, a discourse of one nation 
that pertains to universality? How might this understanding of how 
politics has been conceived as a continuation of war help in explaining 
the character of the societies of nation-states, in particular the genocidal 
tendencies of modern nation-states? To some extent, this was, of course, 
the question haunting Foucault in The History of Sexuality to which he 
provides some suggestive answers in the introduction. Yet here in 
the final two lectures of “Society Must Be Defended” we find a more 
 thoroughgoing engagement with this question. In the tenth and penul-
timate lecture Foucault argues that a marked shift occurs in the role of 
war upon the emergence of the nation-state. With the French  revolution 
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especially, and with the emergence of a fully formed nation-state, the 
role of war,

is no longer as a condition of existence for society and political 
 relations, but the precondition for its survival in its political rela-
tions. At this point, we see the emergence of the idea of an internal 
war that defends society against threats born of and in its own body. 
The idea of social war makes, if you like, a great retreat from the 
 historical to the biological, from the constituent to the medical.

(2003b: p. 216)

With the emergence of the nation-state the role of historico-political 
discourses is transformed or at least displaced and fractured. The dom-
inant discourse of war is no longer that of a subjugated group whose 
politics is an expression of a will to destroy the unity of the state, and 
subject it to its own particular ends. The newly dominant discourse is 
that of a society conceived in alliance with the state, that pertains to 
serve the state, and which duly assumes the position of the state itself; 
under threat the nation/population/society is constituted in danger, 
imperilled by enemies whose threat is defined by the degrees to which 
they differ from whatever biopolitical principles define the society of 
the state. Hence, the coming into being of the idea that ‘society must 
be defended’. The roots of modern statist discourses of security and 
insecurity reside in a complex genealogical relation with counter-state 
tropes. Indeed it is not so much a case of the nation-state itself allowing 
for this shift in historico-political discourses as of a shift in the nature 
of historico-political discourses in direction of the defence of the state. 
Only with the latter do the concepts of nation and state begin their 
convergence.

Originally conceived in terms of their exteriority to the state, certain 
of these historico-political discourses are reconceived in terms of inter-
nal capacities and potentials of service to the state. For Foucault, Sièyes’ 
famous text ‘What is the Third Estate?’ is a prime example (Foucault, 
2003b: pp. 214–24). In turn discourses of war and politics undergo a 
marked shift. No longer is the politics that war continues a war against 
the state in which state institutions are the sources of domination and 
subjugation but instead politics becomes a continuation of a war for 
the state. Simultaneously the form of this war changes so that it more 
closely resembles a struggle or striving toward an ideal of the universal-
ity of the state. In turn the institutions of the state, its economy and 
various administrative domains become reconceived as the terrains of 
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a struggle for universality rather than the sources of domination or 
exploitation (Foucault, 2003b: p. 225). The security of these institu-
tions becomes the guiding criterion for the pursuit of war. Security of 
the universality of forms of life, emerging from specific localities, 
defined by specific capacities for self-administration, and the ‘innova-
tory instincts’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 235). This struggle for the security 
of the state constitutes, then, biopolitical war. A war that is waged 
 continually against those aleatory forces, these ways of life, that do 
not, cannot, or will not contribute to the increasingly universalised 
ideal of a self- administrative, radically innovative, biopolitically con-
stituted society.

It is in turn in response to this reconceptualisation of war, a war in 
defence of the state rather than against the state, that we see the 
 emergence of the discourse of population and the development of the 
range of biopolitical techniques that guarantee the existence and 
 proliferation of what George Ensor described classically in 1818 as ‘pop-
ulousness’ (Ensor, 1967: p. 12). If state security is, according to Foucault, 
the object of war by the end of the eighteenth century, it is also more 
importantly the strategic object of war to secure the life of populations 
 themselves. The species life of populations becomes the battlefield on 
which these new forms of biopolitical war are to be waged. A war 
 conducted through the development of security mechanisms that act 
‘to establish an equilibrium, maintain an average, establish a sort 
of homeostasis, and compensate for variations within this general 
 population ... so as to optimise a state of life’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 246). 
The commitment to state security is always by necessity a commitment 
to the security of society which is also always a commitment to the 
security of a particular form of life. The development of the range of 
normalising techniques, the constitution of populations around  various 
discourses of the normal is in turn, Foucault insists, a kind of continual 
race war. ‘What in fact is racism?’ he asks.

It is primarily a way of introducing a break into the domain of life 
that is under power’s control, the break between what must live and 
what must die. The appearance within the biological continuum of 
the human race of races, the distinction among races, the hierarchy 
of races, the fact that certain races are described as good and that 
others, in contrast, are described as inferior: all this is a way of frag-
menting the field of the biological that power controls. It is a way of 
separating out the groups that exist within a population.

(Foucault, 2003b: pp. 254–5)
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The constitution of species life itself as the referent object of the secu-
rity practices of state power allows for the specification of any and every 
form of life that can be held to install degenerative effects within the 
field of population as the enemy upon which war must be waged. Not 
necessarily a war of the military type, but a war of quiet extermination, 
carried out with the continual deployment of regulatory and normalis-
ing techniques. A war that rages at the heart of modern societies. A war 
of the ‘biological type’ (Foucault, 2003b: p. 255).

At the same time, then, that we see wars of the military type addressed 
as a moral scandal and the major political problematic of modernity, so 
we see the legitimisation of new forms of warmaking as the right to kill 
becomes aligned in proximity to the new necessity to ‘make live’ 
(Foucault, 2003b: p. 256). In turn we see the emergence of new practices 
of colonisation justified on racial grounds. Subsequently we witness the 
emergence of fascist states and societies in which the power over life 
and death, adjudicated on explicitly racial criteria, is disseminated 
widely, to the point where everyone

has the power of life and death over his or her neighbours, if only 
because of the practice of informing, which effectively means doing 
away with the people next door, or having them done away with.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 259)

Likewise the emergence of socialisms based on the pursuit of the 
elimination of class enemies within capitalist society emit, for Foucault, 
an essential form of racism (Foucault, 2003b: pp. 261–2). These strate-
gies of states, as well as counter-state, counter-hegemonic struggles, are 
all fundamentally tied up with this problem of the relations between 
war, life and security. Once politics is construed as the continuation of 
war, once war becomes conceived as a condition of possibility for life, 
for the pursuit of its security and the increase of its being, however that 
conception may be grounded, the conditions are created whereby life 
itself becomes the object for variable forms of destruction, annihilation 
and quiet exterminations.

The clarity with which Foucault specifies the problem of biopolitics 
in connection to fascism is especially interesting given Giorgio 
Agamben’s criticisms of him for failing to do precisely that (Agamben, 
1998: p. 4). It is distinct too from Agamben’s more recent attempt to 
reduce the problem of the relation between biopolitics and war to that 
of a fictitious representation of a more fundamental threshold of law 
(Agamben, 2005: p. 4). In contrast, what is truly problematic is Foucault’s 
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failure to pursue the concept of biopolitical war to its limits. In the very 
last lecture of “Society Must Be Defended” he makes an observation and 
then poses a final question. ‘Of course’, he says, ‘Nazism alone took the 
play between the sovereign right to kill and the mechanisms of biopower 
to this paroxysmal point. But this play is in fact inscribed in the work-
ings of all States. In all modern States, in all capitalist States? Perhaps 
not’, he replies to himself (Foucault, 2003b: pp. 260–1). That vacillation, 
the doubt as to whether or not the problem of biopolitical war extends 
to liberal societies, the organisation of which exceeds the parameters of 
more statist models must no doubt be regarded as a failure on Foucault’s 
part. In the context of a war on terror in which liberal capitalist regimes 
assure us that the future development of the human species is at stake 
against an enemy regarded as nothing more than vermin, this failure of 
Foucault’s must be treated simply as a provocation to the pursuit of the 
analysis of the problem of biopolitics beyond epistemological obstacles 
that he himself was unable to overcome.5 Simultaneously we must 
 recognise that without Foucault no attempt to problematise the rela-
tionships of war to power, life and security in this manner would be 
possible.

Conclusion

As the modern ideal of the establishment of a civil society was founded 
upon the task of the ‘removal of war’ from society, so, for Foucault, the 
source of the problem of war was found to be located in the nature of 
the forms of life that inhabit society. Specified so, the problem of war 
was identified from the outset as a problem of how to attain and exert 
power over life. How best to shape and make life to render it conducive 
to peace not war. Paradoxically, it was in the development of modern 
forms of military organisation, as Foucault shows us in Discipline and 
Punish, that the tactical mechanisms with which to wield power over 
life’s aleatory indeterminacy found their most pronounced expressions. 
In turn, organisation for war provided regimes with model templates 
through which to subdue and shape life in the name of civil peace. The 
uniform docility of bodies afforded by disciplinary power over life in 
the name of peace in turn provided new resources of population for the 
mobilisation of societies in warfare with other rival forms. This is the 
great paradox and crisis of political modernity that Foucault identifies 
in The History of Sexuality. Modernity is characterised by a type of society 
that has sought refuge from the indeterminacy of life, its radical 
undecidability, in techniques of discipline, regulation and normalisation, 
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which in turn have exacerbated unprecedented forms of warfare inter-
socially. The problem of modernity was never that of the problem of 
war as such, but in the still prevalent forms of solution to war. That is to 
say in the ways modern societies construe peace. Understood thus, the 
imperative question of politics, which he specifies more clearly in 
“Society Must Be Defended”, and which reiterates Fanon’s original postco-
lonial critique, is that of how to disengage from the processes of subjec-
tification by which life comes to be variably pacified and mobilised. 
What form does life take when it is no longer suborned to a modern 
teleology of peace achieved through the means of war? Yet, in detailing 
this imperative and posing this question, Foucault abandons us upon 
a word of prohibitive caution. Those many and long traditions of 
 counter-opposing the imposition of peace by declaring it war, which 
find their culmination now in a multitude of ‘dispersed and discontinu-
ous’ offensives, and among which he contextualises the thrust of his 
own earlier work, provide no substantial ground, he argues, from which 
to escape the peace/war schemata. If we desire a resolution of this 
 fundamental paradox of political modernity we must establish other 
ways of construing the life of political being, ones which compromise 
its  seemingly endless polemologies.
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The publication in French in 2004 of the course of lectures delivered at 
the Collège de France in 1977–8 under the title Security, Territory, 
Population re-launched the discussion of the way in which Michel 
Foucault analysed security in relationship with the police, discipline 
and punishment on the one side, and with liberalism, risk and biopoli-
tics on the other (Foucault, 2004b: p. 50). In addition, it took on a new 
dimension in the context of the discussion of the politics of counter-
terrorism after 9/11 and the interpretation of the ‘dispositifs of security’ 
as exceptional dispositifs which suspended the rule of law and gave 
authority to the widening of police powers of surveillance.1 Is it 
 possible, starting from this series of lectures, now nearly 30 years old, to 
interpret differently the issues which surround security? How can we 
avoid the fetishism surrounding Foucault and make the text ‘work’? 
What does this body of material have to say to us?

‘Dispositifs of security’ in the work 
of Michel Foucault

The 1977–8 course has, like its subject, a history with something of a 
whiff of sulphur about it. Often quoted by Foucault’s biographers 
(Eribon, 1989; Florence, 1984; Gros, 2004; Zoungrana, 1998), as the 
moment of Michel Foucault’s public hesitations, crisis of confidence, 
and need for a sabbatical year in order to rethink his project, the read-
ing of this course was nevertheless for a long time the preserve of those 
brave enough to go and listen to the cassettes made at the time and 
deposited in the Saulchoir Library.2 There were not many of them: a 
 little circle of specialists in the study of political violence and of the 
police debating the thematic of security, territory and population which 
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were on the margin, compared with the discussions on knowledge–
power relationships, psychiatric power, ‘the abnormal’ and on subjec-
tivation which were considered to be central by the group surrounding 
Foucault and listening to the other courses. For a large majority of ‘these 
initiates’, the 1977 course appeared as a ‘weak’ one. It was analysed as a 
parenthesis between two central theses, one deriving from the punitive 
society, extending through the treatment of the Abnormal, through the 
ideas expressed in “Society Must Be Defended” and culminating in the 
polemics between Foucault and the Marxist authors on the concept of 
power after the publication of Discipline and Punish, the other emanat-
ing from The Birth Of Biopolitics and coming to completion with the 
Hermeneutics of the Subject and The Government of the Self and the Others 
(1977a, 1997, 1999, 2004a, 2005, 2008a). In the view of this narrow 
group of followers, still 30 years later, this course is marginal and embar-
rassing (Deleule and Adorno, 2000; Foucault and Gros, 2002).3 It is not 
surprising that those who had the task of (re)editing the courses have 
preferred to publish first those of 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976 and 1978 before 
publishing the course of 1977. They said in order to justify this original 
order of publication that there was no necessity to argue with the critics 
about the weaknesses in the articulation of Foucaultian analysis between 
discipline and governmentality, before demonstrating the coherence of 
the work, better explained later on in 1980. The 1977 lecture had to be 
hidden, the more so, since the laconic resumé of the course favoured an 
interpretation which Foucault was to refute in his lectures by insisting 
on the fact that he was changing his track and subject, no longer 
 working on security but on governmentality (Foucault, 1989).

However, it seems to me that these hesitations, distanced from 
Foucault’s magisterial speech and certainty of tone, constitute, 30 years 
on, the retrospective interest of the course, and its productivity for 
 analysing a present overwhelmed by the notion of security.

It is obvious from listening to and reading the 1977 course that Michel 
Foucault did not succeed in thinking out the logics of the functioning 
and transformation of security, and that this upset him. In contrast 
with the courses of other years, this course was not ready. The series of 
lectures of that university year was halting. The introduction of each 
session was aimed at plugging the gaps. But after four lectures Michel 
Foucault gave up. Security was not to be the object of his reflections for 
the whole year. That was to be governmentality, biopower, population 
and liberalism. It is this failure to analyse security as the concept articu-
lating the relationships of territory and population, and bringing to 
completion sovereignty as the micro-physics of power, and the line of 
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flight which Foucault discovered, beyond sovereignty and discipline, 
concerning governmentality and biopower, as well as the tenuous bond 
which is made between security and governmentality that I would now 
like to begin to discuss.

I understand that the tendency to make the text sacred, in this case, 
the lectures, aims at covering the hesitations and that to speak of 
 ‘setback’ or ‘failure’ will not be easily accepted by the followers. Some 
want a smooth narrative concerning the deployment of reason, and a 
good relationship between the books. They refuse to analyse the contra-
dictions between Discipline and Punish and Security, Territory, Population. 
They refuse to analyse the gap between modern security dispositifs 
and pastoral power as a form of government, and they just insist on a 
tenuous continuity. However, Foucault was not fooled at the time by his 
own assertions, and we have to recognise the difficulties instead of 
masking them. The original intention was to have a series of three terms: 
sovereignty, discipline and security, in order to organise a triptych of 
strategic configurations disrupting the so-called essence of the state 
as sovereign and its transhistorical constituency will work only for 
the distinction between sovereignty and discipline. But, on security, 
Foucault was not able to produce the explanation of the discourses 
(episteme) and practices (strategies) which are specific to this third con-
figuration. He will be obliged to abandon the idea of a modern move, 
after disciplinarisation reconfiguring discipline and sovereignty, called 
security. He cannot add this third ‘layer’.4 The more modern configura-
tion called security or freedom of circulation is tied with the more 
ancient form of configuration of pastoral power. The genealogy of the 
state is not sufficient; what is needed is a genealogy of the forms of 
 governmentality whose roots oblige a return to the Greeks and Romans, 
and not to begin with the ‘classical age’ of the sixteenth century. 
Security will be replaced by research on freedom of circulation and 
 pastoral power, ending up with the notion of biopolitics. Only there is 
the possibility to analyse the transformations of both sovereignty and 
disciplinarisation.

The lectures of 11 and 18 January 1978

In the first lecture of the course Michel Foucault is optimistic and 
 proposes hypotheses about the general features of security dispositif, 
and hopes to illustrate it through the treatment of leprosy, plague and 
smallpox.5 But, as he goes along with his reflection, he refutes the 
 difference he stated with sovereignty and discipline. The dispositif of 
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security is not sovereignty or the power to punish and to deliver death, 
but is nevertheless tied to it. It is, and it is not, about order, justice and 
punishment, which he has just studied. It is, and is not, about ‘the 
police state’ and its panopticon. It is, and is not, about discipline as it 
bears on the body of the individual. It is, and is not, about the regime 
of surveillance. It shares characteristics with these terms but, as with 
Lewis Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark, whenever one is about to grasp 
it, security turns out to be a ‘boojum’ (Carroll and Peake, 1941; Gardner 
and Carroll, 2006).

To try to grasp the difference between sovereignty and discipline, 
Foucault analyses security as a concept related to space and territory. He 
tries to link it to the basic biological features of the human species. But 
he insists that these statements of intent are not principles and that he 
does not want to do a ‘general theory of what power is’. The security 
dispositif is a set of procedures, of strategic configuration different from 
others. The security dispositif emerges from the police state and its inter-
ventionism as a different way to manage population by ‘laissez-faire’, as 
a ‘freedom of circulation’. Liberalism has a different relation to territory 
than the classical age of sovereignty and the disciplinary  techniques of 
drawing closed boundaries. Liberalism is free from exerting control 
through territory; as it is brought into effect controlling populations 
through the articulation of security and liberty, and more precisely as 
the articulation of security as freedom of circulation. The security dis-
positif is also related to temporality, to the institution of prevention and 
to the future, as the key procedure is to predict statistically the number 
of thefts or crimes at a given moment, in a given society, in a given 
town, but what phenomenon is not related to this prediction? Are sover-
eignty and discipline unaware of the future? So, finally, the security 
dispositif is related to limits, to standard deviation, to averages.

This is the first line of thought to be followed in the lecture. Security 
is related to an order of calculation of probability, of statistical regular-
ity (Foucault, 2004b: p. 8). Thus, the security dispositif cannot be 
 analysed as being derived from a logic of exception or an exceptional 
situation. Security is related to normality and liberty, not with war and 
survival, nor with coercion and surveillance. It differs from sovereignty 
and discipline as it is a cost calculation inside a series of probable events. 
But, is it as such a different dispositif at work or only a procedure? 
Foucault poses no fewer than 13 questions attempting to define the 
specificity of this ‘dispositif of security’. And one by one he abandons 
them. He does not himself think that an essence of a ‘dispositif of 
 security’ can be discovered through ‘a series of possible events referring 
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to the temporal and the aleatory which it will be necessary to inscribe 
within a given space’ (2004b: p. 22), or as ‘a political technique which 
would be addressed to the environment’ (p. 25). He believes that the 
given criteria differentiate between discipline and security, but are not 
capable of saying what precisely the latter is. Security is a form of con-
tingency grasping different contents. Security is more a name than a 
dispositif articulating discourses and practices of a certain kind. Security 
reduced to uncertainty, to the aleatory and the probability calculus 
articulating legal and disciplinary mechanisms is not sufficiently 
coherent and has not the consistency of law or discipline.

He then envisages a second line of thought. Security is a feature of 
freedom of circulation. The key concept is freedom of circulation or 
freedom of movement as we say now. If sovereignty capitalises a terri-
tory raising the major problem of the seat of the government ... if 
 discipline structures a space and addresses the essential problem of a 
hierarchical and functional distribution of elements, security will try to 
plan a milieu in terms of events or series of events or possible events. It 
refers to the temporal and uncertain within a given space, a milieu. But 
the milieu is destabilised by the dynamic of security which is centrifu-
gal and then it is always an open milieu. So, security is the product of a 
dynamic of openness and freedom. The appearance of security is a 
 correlate of liberal economy and society. It is not a question of ‘setting 
limits, frontiers ... but, above all, in essence, of permitting, guarantee-
ing, ensuring circulations: of people, of goods, of the air’ (Foucault, 
2004b: p. 31 [author’s translation]; 2007: p. 51 [in English]). It is not a 
matter of establishing frontiers, isolating a space, marking the bounda-
ries and closing it off as was done by sovereignty and discipline but 
of constituting an ‘environment of life’ for populations, by opening, 
 integrating and enlarging, all this implies a prior principle of liberty 
which must be  connected with the calculus of probability so that the 
government may manage events to bring that environment dynami-
cally into existence. Discipline is centripetal; the ‘dispositifs of security’ 
are  centrifugal. Discipline concentrates, focuses and encloses. The first 
action of  discipline is in fact to circumscribe a space in which its power 
and the dispositif of its power will function, and without limit. The 
dispositif of security in contrast is non-interventionist, it lets things 
happen and has a constant tendency to expand. It does not forbid. The 
law  forbids, discipline prescribes, security regulates ‘without prohibit-
ing or prescribing, but possibly making use of some instruments of 
 prescription and  prohibition, by responding to a reality in such a way 
that this response cancels out the reality to which it responds – nullifies 
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it, or limits, checks, or regulates it’ (Foucault, 2004b: p. 48; 2007: p. 72 
[in English]).

Therefore, security imagines, but in a different way than law and dis-
cipline, as it tries to work within reality by getting the components of 
reality to work in relation to each other. However, if security exists and 
substitutes itself for the order of reality by becoming the simulacrum of 
reality, that is nothing other than what it declares itself to be. It can call 
itself liberty, protection, safeguard, survival, love, in making use of 
 sovereignty and discipline. In that sense freedom is nothing else but 
the correlative of the deployment of dispositif of security and security 
is nothing else but the correlative of the deployment of freedom- 
capacity of circulation.

Foucault hesitates in front of the magnitude of the consequences of 
his thought that security nullifies freedom and can pretend to be free-
dom in an order of reality that Baudrillard calls simulacrum (Baudrillard, 
1994). The opposition between security and freedom is meaningless as 
security works both ways in the liberal discourse, and is everything 
which is not contingency and accident. Foucault is uneasy with the 
result of this line of thought which helps his adversary on the polemic 
about the status of reality and prefers to retreat to a more familiar 
 terrain: history (Baudrillard, 1977; Baudrillard and Lotringer, 1987). He 
stops speaking about the dispositif of security and speaks only of secu-
rity under the form of a dispositif of ‘liberal security’, introduced in the 
eighteenth century, in relation to the emergence of the physiocratic 
vision of economy as a new body of knowledge. So far as it is a special 
dispositif linked to a ‘capacity of circulation’ which permits regulation 
and which functions as a technology of power only if liberty is a dimen-
sion of it. No matter how much he insists, that freedom is not a matter 
of ideology, that ‘it is not properly, fundamentally, primarily an ideol-
ogy, it is first of all and above all, a technology of power’, he adds ‘it is 
at any rate, in this way, that it can be read’ (Foucault, 2004b: p. 50 
[author’s translation]; 2007: p. 75 [in English]). We are still in the repre-
sentation, not in the simulation and nullification of the reality by the 
reality. The dispositif of security, renamed dispositif of liberal security, 
or liberal freedom of circulation encapsulates certainly more specific 
practices, but far from the notion of security in the sense given at the 
beginning concerning a probability calculus.

The lecture of 25 January 1978

The lecture of 25 January 1978 is crucial as it presents an alternative in 
order to avoid the trap of the previous lectures, by playing with the 
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notions of risk, danger and crisis. A dispositif of liberal security regu-
lates freedom of circulation in a territory in expansion by centrifugal 
mechanisms dealing with event and population. But what is a popula-
tion? Population is not people. Population is a statistical category, 
 neither the individual as singularity, nor the people as a whole. So, 
when a dispositif of security deals with population, it establishes norms 
and categories, but does so statistically. As such, it leads again to an 
opposition with discipline (Foucault, 2004b: p. 57). Discipline classifies, 
establishes a division between the capable and the incapable. It breaks 
down norms and, from that, divides the normal from the abnormal. 
Disciplinary normalisation consists first of all in positing an optimal 
model that is constructed in terms of a certain result, and is thus fragile. 
It is more a normation than a normalisation. Security, on the other 
hand, normalises in a different way. It starts from cases, from their 
 statistical distribution, from the differential risks posed by each case, 
from the probabilities of their occurrence and it determines whether 
they are more or less dangerous, whether they have a greater or lesser 
chance of occurring in reality. It shows dramatically that in its contrary 
aspect insecurity, or more precisely (in)security, there is only one and 
the same process: the norm is sought from the starting point of the 
most pronounced curves of the statistical distribution of danger which 
are labelled as abnormal. ‘[T]he operation of normalisation consists in 
establishing an interplay between these different distributions of nor-
mality and [in] acting to bring the most unfavourable in line with the 
more favourable’ (Foucault, 2004b: p. 65; 2007: p. 93 [in English]) ‘The 
norm is an interplay of differential normalities.6 The normal comes first 
and the norm is deduced from it’ (Foucault, 2004b: p. 65; 2007: p. 93 [in 
English]) This is normalisation. This is the result, not of a principle of 
division or prohibition, but of the effect of a relationship. So normalisa-
tion, in contrast with normation, is not of a frontier drawn from first 
principles, but rather principles that emerge from statistical devices. 
Foucault stresses the articulation of the security–insecurity process 
grounded on the phenomenon, not attempting to hinder it, or stop it, 
but, on the contrary, ‘making other elements of reality function in rela-
tion to it, in such a way that the phenomenon is cancelled out’ (Foucault, 
2004b: p. 61; 2007: p. 88 [in English]), using as his example the relation-
ship between smallpox and vaccination. However, it seems that Foucault 
is bewitched here by the effect of reality which is created without any 
recourse to external principles, and by the morphogenesis of the norm 
from differential normalities. He does not discuss the emergence as 
truth of this statistical reality normalising the event through the 



100 D. Bigo

reversible polarity of freedom and security. He will do so later on, but in 
this lecture he still believes, or is fascinated by, statistics.7

There lies a third line of thought: that security is based on risk. 
Foucault posits security in relation to a category of differential risk 
based itself on statistical distributions. He originates the ‘dispositif of 
liberal security’ from the new notions allowing new forms of interven-
tions: case, risk, danger and crisis (Foucault, 2004b: p. 63; 2007: p. 91 [in 
English]). Brought together these notions set up the study of a ‘popula-
tion’ in the statistical sense of the term, that is to say that population is 
neither understood as an effective totality (as in sovereignty and law) 
nor as the treatment of subjects one by one (as in discipline and surveil-
lance). Security thus is not a form of war and is not a form of generalised 
surveillance. It is not a byproduct of the exception setting the norm, 
and even not a byproduct of the panopticon. It is not about the supervi-
sion of all by the sovereign’s glance. It is about the production of a 
 category, of a profile.

Doubt rises into hyperbole on this lecture. Foucault is now opposing 
the concomitant thesis of Foucault in Discipline and Punish where the 
organisation of modernity is put into effect through the rationality of the 
diagram of the panopticon. The audience is destabilised. Foucault sus-
pends the reasoning which contradicts his book and affirms the contrary 
of what he previously explained concerning Bentham’s innovation:

The idea of the panopticon is a modern idea in one sense, but we can 
also say that it is completely archaic, since the panoptic dispositif 
basically involves putting someone in the centre – an eye, a gaze, a 
principle of surveillance – who will be able to make its sovereignty 
function over all the individuals’ places within this mechanics of 
power. To that extent we can say that the panopticon is the oldest 
dream of the oldest sovereign ... on the other hand what appeared 
now, is not the idea of a power which would take the form of an 
exhaustive surveillance of individuals ... but the set of dispositifs 
which, for the government and those who governed, make relevant 
very specific phenomena which are not exactly individual phenom-
ena ... although individuals featured in them in a certain way, and 
there are specific processes of individualisation.

(Foucault, 2004b: p. 68 [author’s translation];
2007: p. 97 [in English])8

Processes of individualisation, that is to say, profiles drawn from 
 statistical categories and differential risk, normalising and putting 
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under the ban certain cases rather than others, and finalising the crite-
ria to discriminate between categories until each category is one unit 
only. But the uniqueness is not based on the person, but on the category 
he represents, and if it is not him, it may be his brother, its identity and 
subjectivity is not important for the process. Security is then not a dis-
ciplinary dispositif and is not surveillance or panopticon. Is security a 
different ‘dispositif’ based on risk and profiling of population, based on 
monitoring the future and the potential actualisation of the present? 
Have we escaped from the territory with the population as statistical 
category and not as people?

There was to be no reply. With some bad faith, Michel Foucault avoids 
the contradiction between its interpretations of security and of disci-
pline as panopticon. And he says ‘The government of populations is, I 
think, completely different from the exercise of sovereignty over the 
fine grain of individual behaviours. It seems to me that we have two 
completely different systems of power’ (Foucault, 2004b: p. 68; 2007: 
p. 97 [in English]). The triptych has disappeared. Michel Foucault does 
not want to criticise his notion of discipline and surveillance and to 
develop the critical discussion of the relation between security and sur-
veillance. Security is no longer his interest as such. It is too complicated 
to articulate security, surveillance, risk and discipline, and it may 
destroy his previous book called in French, remember, Surveiller et Punir 
but that he will agree to be translated as Discipline and Punish. More 
importantly perhaps than a contradiction in his thought between secu-
rity and surveillance reduced to discipline in order to avoid contradic-
tion with security as probability, Foucault had just noticed a new line of 
flight, which does not deal directly with security, but which is relevant 
for analysing the ‘government’ of populations, government which relies 
on statistics and risk. The relevant distinction with sovereignty and 
 disciplinary dispositifs did not pass through the elaboration of a third 
‘security’ dispositif, but through a more fundamental disruption of 
episteme, characterising the modern by difference with the classical age 
and its combination of sovereignty and discipline, that is the relation-
ship with biopower at the very moment when population emerges as a 
problem, and as a problem for government. Population as a statistical 
category and the monitoring of its regulation demonstrate thus that 
government is more than sovereignty, more than reigning, more than 
imperium (Foucault, 2004b: p. 78). It has its roots in a pastoral power 
that Paul Veyne has discussed about the Romans, and at the same 
moment is foundational of modernity through the body of knowledge 
in constitution with the political economy of liberalism.9
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The lecture of 1 February 1978

The fourth lecture begins with this theoretical and quite theatrical 
blow. ‘In short, in the last lectures we were concerned with the estab-
lishment of the series security – population – government. I would now 
like to begin to make a bit of an inventory of this problem of govern-
ment’ (Foucault, 2007: p. 127). The horizon of the course is displaced, as 
Ewald, Fontana and Sennelart rightly indicate, from the ‘dispositifs of 
security’ towards the history of governmentality. The plan of the course has 
changed, and the objective of his research, too. It is no longer a ques-
tion of analysing the series security–population–government, still less 
the initial series security–territory–population, the question now is to 
explore the new idea of political governmentality as exceeding sovereignty 
(Foucault, 2007: p. 111). Foucault now has Hobbes as his focal point. 
How to undermine the Hobbesian understanding of modernity which 
characterises so many narratives and associates sovereignty with 
 security (Walker, 2002)? It is accepted by all analysts that this lecture of 
1 February 1978 was to redefine Foucault’s programme of work. In it he 
begins to move towards the themes which were to preoccupy him in all 
his subsequent books: the multiplicity of practices of government 
 (government of self, government of souls, government of children, 
 government of the state), the over-valuing of the problem of the state 
and the necessity of making a history of governmentality analysing 
the birth of biopolitics, the government of the living, subjectifica-
tion,  government of self and others (in brief, the courses from 1978 
to 1984).

I do not wish to directly comment on these other lectures here, except 
to spot occasionally the recurrence of the term ‘dispositif of security’ as 
a sub-category of biopower and governmentality of the living, in so 
much as Michael Dillon has been able to show with brio in his work 
how security was subjected to governmentality and biopower in a more 
profound way than Foucault has imagined using these terms.10 I will 
preferably concentrate on the ‘orphans’ of the Foucaultian thesis on the 
series security–territory–population, on those who seek to continue to 
investigate the relations between town, violence, security, surveillance 
and war, and who have remained unsatisfied with the take of Foucault 
concerning security in relation to discipline and surveillance, and I 
would like to finish by presenting my own hypothesis which attempts 
to pay attention to these questions which have been left on hold, have 
certainly matured and which are, in a sense, a field lying fallow that we 
can now plant again.
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The ‘dispositif of security’ in research 
inspired by Foucault

Michel Foucault’s work on security, although incomplete and complex, 
has suggested interesting lines for research which were partially 
exploited. The notion of ‘dispositifs of security’ has de facto disappeared 
from the agenda, as well as the link Foucault tried to establish between 
his idea of ‘dispositif of liberal security’ and the pastoral governmentality 
of others and the self. But the legacy on liberal governmentality as 
opposed to ‘the police state’, and on the question of risk, aroused the 
interests of his collaborators and major works have been undertaken.

They were developed by a whole series of authors, many of whom 
were in the close circle who had heard him in the Collège de France. 
One may refer to the works of François Ewald (1986), Michel Senelart 
(1989), Arlette Farge (Farge and Foucault, 1982), Michelle Perrot (Perrot 
et al., 1980), Jacques Donzelot (1980; Donzelot et al., 1980), Yves Charles 
Zarka (2000), Lucien Sfez (1973, 1988), Pierre Lascoumes (Artières and 
Lascoumes, 2004; Lascoumes, 1986, 2004) and Gérard Noiriel (1991, 
2005) among the French, of Pasquale Pasquino (Heller and Pasquino, 
1987), Giovanna Procacci (1993), Alessandro Dal Lago (1997), the group 
from the journal Aut-Aut, among the Italians, of Nikolas Rose (1989, 
1996, 2005), Colin Gordon and Graham Burchell (Burchell et al., 1991; 
Foucault and Gordon, 1980), and the journal Economy and Society 
among the English, and of Dreyfus and Rabinow (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 
1983; Dreyfus et al., 1984), among the Americans.

Policing and (ab)normalisation: 
the drawing of boundaries inside society

Concerning the relationship of security, territory and population, most 
Foucaultian authors will consider the question of space and the man-
agement of frontiers, whether in relation to the city and its essential 
quality of being urban in the sense of its being a civitas, or its relation-
ship to citizenship and the management by the police of its circulation 
and its garbage. Analysis of the margins of a social group is to be taken 
in its whole amplitude, but above all as a process of exclusion, of 
 abnormalisation.

Michelle Perrot stressed immediately, like Gérard Noiriel a little later, 
the fact that security was put in place by means of statistical regulation. 
‘Insecurity’ was defined as that which was deviant, rare, that which was 
on the margins of classified practices, ‘security’ was the name given to 



104 D. Bigo

the practices of a majority. The ‘tyranny of the national’ is to be read 
into the marginalisation of the refugee and the constitution of 
Frenchness in nationality as citizenship. The majority of a particular 
class of the population felt itself secure, independently of its ethical 
practices, in so far as deviance was abnormalised as infringing order 
and thence became criminal behaviour, that is on the one side, while 
on the other, policing was concentrated on the margins and turned a 
blind eye to the practices of the majority.

Hélène l’Heuillet will later discuss the police in the general sense of 
the administration of life and its reduction to garbage, covering the 
abnormal, the eye of power and forms of surveillance (L’Heuillet, 2001). 
Arlette Farge at the historical level will show how police is not only a 
question of the sovereign glance, but also of families. Policing is then 
different from the exercise of sovereign power. Jacques Donzelot will 
analyse this phenomenon of policing concerning contemporary fami-
lies (Donzelot, 1980). Robert Castel, in a less Foucaultian language, will 
speak of exclusion and analyse its relationship with urban segregation, 
providing a strong account of this abnormalisation of the margins 
inside a society beyond policing by police forces (Castel, 1995). Jacques 
Rancière will raise in another way the boundaries (shores) of the politi-
cal and the struggles for the extension of democracy, aiming to counter 
the abnormalisation of those on the margins (Rancière, 1990, 1995). 
And he will oblige a certain left, obsessed with revolution as the essence 
of the political, to come back to the discussion of the relation between 
the political and democracy, even representative democracy. The later 
Foucault will accept the argument, but the Foucault of 1978 was cer-
tainly opposed to this vision of Rancière where freedom and mobilisa-
tion of the ‘without voices’ can be active principles, not embedded into 
techniques of power (Aradau, 2004a; Rancière, 1990, 1995). The  question 
of emancipation is raised. Resistance is not independent from power 
relations, but is it the case of freedom? What are the forces which redraw 
the boundaries of citizenship? Is it the dynamic of resistance of the 
excluded, or the centrifugal dynamic of security which normalises 
those which were abnormals?

Numerous criminologists (Ericson, Hagerty, Sheptycki) have dis-
cussed the construction of deviance along that line of thought, through 
the analysis of discourses on the excluded, showing how the association 
of deviance and criminality allows the extension of exceptional police 
practices in respect of football supporters, drug users, radical national-
ists, immigrants and young people. The social acceptance of such 
 practices is related to the fact that they are not perceived as detrimental 
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to fundamental liberties because the majority of citizens does not 
 recognise themselves in these marginal groups (Ericson and Haggerty, 
1997, 2000; Sheptycki, 2002). The security of citizens is understood in 
political terms as the security of the majority and the negation of secu-
rity for those on the margins who disturbed the feeling of homogeneity 
among ‘good’ citizens. Anastassia Tsoukala, in her work on hooligans, 
showed, for example, how football supporters as a category were at first 
associated with a benign deviance then, more and more, with delin-
quency, justifying from then on the adoption of special police measures 
in dealing with them (Tsoukala, 2002).

For these criminologists, specialists of policing or philosophers, 
 security is related to the population, it is a question of ‘internal’ secu-
rity, not a question of ‘external security’, of war and survival (Bigo, 
2002b). But if it is not war it is nevertheless the rumble of battle, and in 
a Foucaultian sense, war is just a normal account of life which is trans-
formed by euphemism into struggles by politics (Chevallier, 2004; 
Foucault, 1997).11 So the surprise is only for the specialists of inter-
national relations and their neo-Hobbesian agenda. Here securitisation, 
or more precisely (in)securitisation, is a form of contingency, the result 
of freedom and capacity of circulation.12 And securitisation makes 
potentially the totality, the people as a whole, insecure by developing 
the category of risk, danger and death as a normality, but actually tar-
gets only margins. So security produces insecurity. It excludes in the 
name of protection and always discriminates within society. It abnor-
malises the margins and creates boundaries within the social space 
(Bigo, 2006b).

Following Foucault, for all these researchers, security is not the result 
of a system of logic of exception or of an exceptional moment of 
 emergency in which normality is suspended and in which the rule is 
determined by the exceptional event. It does not have its origin in 
something above and beyond politics transforming the system of action 
and favouring coercive solutions. It is the result of a process which relies 
on the statistical majority of a class of events, of a statistical population. 
Abnormalisation is derived from constituting statistical regularity and 
classifying procedures which distribute events into particular catego-
ries, whether categories recognised by knowledge systems or common 
categories labelled by bureaucracies of the state. Normalisation is not 
carried out through some principle of division but through statistical 
distribution. It is related to the life environment and the management 
of the margins, not to the coercive control of a sovereign frontier or of 
an extraordinary political decision. This is particularly delicate to apply 
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in regimes where the rules of law are supposed to be applied and a voice 
should be given to the opposition, on the condition that it should not 
have recourse to arms. The question in democracy is that of the bound-
ary between the majority and the margins in the very centre of the life 
environment, and of the forms of resistance and struggle which are 
played out there. The rumble of battle may also make itself heard within 
the boundaries of the state. Security lives in the struggle and insecuri-
ties of the margins. It is relational. It does not depend on decisions 
taken at a given moment. Foucault is opposed in every point to Schmitt 
and his opposition to Hobbes is hinted at throughout.

It is a cornerstone for the interpretation of the course. The question of 
security as it relates to war, and to international war, is not really dis-
cussed by Foucault and the Foucaultians. The split between security 
and war remains rather deep, with the exception of the recent work of 
Frédéric Gros (2006), and one ought to question why this is so. Is it 
something which has been forgotten, a lacuna? It is certainly not so. 
Foucault is not in any way unmindful of war. He refers to it frequently, 
and reversed the Clausewitzian formula of war as the continuation of 
politics by other means. Politics is a continuation of war, of struggle. Is 
it possible then, thanks to security, to see an end to struggle and war, 
civil war and strife? Is this a way to achieve social peace? Does it imply 
a superior force capable of putting an end to strife and violence? At no 
point does Foucault accept the theodicy of the state concerning the 
protection of the frontiers of the people, the creation of a homogene-
ous, common space and its counterpart of individual security resulting 
from the renunciation by the individual of his own sovereignty by 
 delegating it to some Leviathan or other. This fairytale, for adults and 
professors of political science, has no interest for him. The charge 
against Hobbes is central. Hobbes is a liar. The violence of the state is 
not security, even though it pretends to be so. He does not even bother 
to recall it. What remains is the brutal power of delivering death, with 
its routines of invasion and subordination. The idea of the state as a 
protective force, a primary consideration for classical realists and liber-
als in international relations theory, does not appear, except perhaps as 
a simple claim of sovereignty.

In taking this stance, Michel Foucault is then refusing to associate 
security with the exception, with survival, with the prospect of war, 
with ‘external’ security. He avoids associating individual security 
(safety) and the security of the state (survival) against external aggres-
sion. So, for many Foucaultians, security is of the nature of the micro-
physics of power and resistance. It is the effect of a system of liberties 
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and in that it differs from sovereignty and discipline. It does not come 
only from the state. When the state declares a state of exception or 
emergency, it is not the enactment of a security claim or practice, but its 
end. Security is disembodied from freedom and reduces to techniques 
of discipline and sovereignty. In that sense, as we will see, 9/11 is not 
the start of a hypersecurity era (Bothe et al., 2005; Harvey, 2004). On 
the contrary, it signifies the death of the security era, and of any idea of 
protection. It creates a different articulation between sovereignty, sur-
veillance and discipline, and security cannot be read only as liberal 
freedom of circulation.

Security as freedom of circulation within a life 
environment: centrifugal dynamic

As we have seen, a major argument for Foucault is that a dispositif of 
security cannot exist without a regime of liberties, and in particular 
without freedom of circulation. Security pre-supposes that one analyses 
mobilities, networks and margins instead of the frontier and the 
 isolation that goes with demarcation. Security is thus a dispositif of 
circulation within a life environment and not a dispositif of disciplin-
ing bodies. A security dispositif does not isolate, it is built as a net-
work. It does not close off the social area but interweaves its aspects. It 
does not operate so as to watch and maintain surveillance, it lets 
things happen (as a form of laissez-faire). Specialists on European 
institutions have to question themselves about this dimension where 
freedom of circulation produces a normality, a security which destabi-
lises disciplinary closures and sovereign logics, and thus creates unease 
about the lack of certainty (Apap, 2001; Gangster et al., 1997; Huysmans, 
2004a; Kelstrup and Williams, 2000). They are often unaware of the 
Foucaultian approach and its idea of centrifugal dynamic, and see the 
phenomenon through the lenses of a spillover, but much research 
concerning the frontiers of Europe can profit from Foucault’s lectures. 
What is often not accepted is the effect this line of thought has on 
freedom. The proposition overturns the conventional schema of the 
balance between two different principles: security and freedom (Bigo 
et al., 2006a). Security is not the opposite of liberty. It is not an equiva-
lent principle. It is not even the delineation of the limits of liberty or 
a form of necessity. It is the result of liberties. Security works in a 
given area and favours the double movement of extending the area 
and freeing circulation. In fact, within the interplay of opposing 
forces, security is extended by displacing frontiers, pushing back 
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 controls on others, externalising discipline so as to maintain securi-
tisation only in the name of the liberty of the majority (Bigo and 
Guild, 2005; Valluy, 2005).

I have analysed this process of (in)securitisation linked with the con-
stitution at the transnational level of a group of professional managers 
of unease and the creation of a dispositif of ban, normalising the statis-
tical majority and abnormalising the migrants (Bigo, 2002a, 2006c). I 
have proposed the terminology of a continuum of (in)security to allow 
an understanding of issues of legitimacy linked with the transfer of 
derogatory practices and special techniques of enquiry from the areas of 
the struggle against terrorism and drugs to the areas of struggle against 
clandestine immigration, control of frontiers and the movement of 
 people. It is a question here of refusing to accept the abnormalisation of 
those on the margins which constitutes the  security of the statistically 
normalised majority and of understanding the centrifugal dynamic 
producing an unlimited (in)security (Bigo, 1996).

In this sense, Zygmunt Bauman, with the concept of liquid moder-
nity, was to follow this approach developed in the course of 1977 by 
Michel Foucault (perhaps without knowing it?), by paradoxically criti-
cising Michel Foucault’s book Discipline and Punish, and more especially 
on the idea of the panopticon (Bauman, 2000).13 From his point of view 
Foucault saw only discipline and control, but circulation has the first 
place. It generates liberties and exclusion. Circulation in a system of 
liberties does not only encourage mobility, it also seeks to impose it. In 
a very similar vein to Foucault’s second lecture, Bauman develops a 
 critique of Discipline and Punish to insist on freedom of circulation as 
the key factor in explaining globalisation.

This globalisation is as much a divisive factor as one which unifies 
and what appears to some as a sign of a new liberty is imposed on 
many others as a cruel fate. Mobility reaches the first rank of desira-
ble values, and liberty of circulation which has always been a rare 
and unequally shared advantage rapidly becomes the principal 
 stratifying factor of the modern and post-modern periods ... We are 
all shifting through taste or pressures ... some among us are becom-
ing completely globalised, others are fastened firmly in their own 
localities. However, to exist locally in a globalised universe is a sign 
of degradation and social dispossession. An important part of the 
process of globalisation is nothing other than the segregation, 
 separation and exclusion of space.

(Bauman, 1998: p. 22)
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Here we are again in this process of abnormalisation of the margins 
in a dynamic environment produced by technologies of freedom. And 
in this environment the security dispositif matches not with a statisti-
cal majority but with an imagined majority projected into the future as 
an inexorable form of reality. Bauman is more clear than Foucault on 
this point. Security imagines the future and projects itself into it as a 
maximal form which has reduced the margins to non-existence; it 
makes a fantasy of homogeneity and seeks the end of any resistances or 
struggles, but then security is surveillance through technologies moni-
toring the future and is different from disciplinarisation. Surveillance 
is not an equivalent of discipline. Foucault has not understood that 
surveillance joins what he has disjoined by differentiating security on 
one side and discipline on the other side. Gary Marx, David Lyon and I 
have prolonged this hypothesis of security as a temporal marker of 
mobility, emerging as a function of policing at a distance in space and 
time (Bigo et al., 2006b; Lyon, 2002; Monahan, 2006). Surveillance 
studies have a better take on security than traditional security studies 
and orthodox Foucaultian criminology following Discipline and Punish. 
Security becomes digital and follows up traces left by everything which 
moves (products, information, capital, humanity). By dematerialising 
through data information-gathering, a security dispositif not only 
acquires a speed that transcends borders, but also an ambition to 
 monitor and control the future through profiling and morphing. 
Elspeth Guild and I have shown it at work on European frontiers, on 
the development of databases with biometric identification, and on 
forms of long-distance policing through visas, so that the constitution 
of profiles of individual suspects as a statistical population category 
could resemble future developments (Bigo, 2005; Bigo and Guild, 
2005). Philippe Bonditti has put forward the recent transformation of 
American security and the tension between the disciplining of the 
homeland through controlling the frontiers and the securing of 
 cyberspace (Bonditti, 2004; Ceyhan, 2004). Ayse Ceyhan and Sylvia 
Laussinotte have developed the same approach at the European level 
(Ceyhan, 2006). Jef Huysmans has connected this relationship of 
mobility with the notion of risk, as have Claudia Aradau and Rens Van 
Munster (Aradau, 2004b; Aradau and van Munster, 2007; Bigo, 2002a, 
2006a; c.a.s.e. collective, 2007; Huysmans, 2004b, 2005). This range of 
research has explored the notion of governmentality by anxiety and 
unease, at the same time the authors refuse the idea of a fear-based 
politics instrumentalised by governments and bring onto contempo-
rary agendas the relationship of links between mobility,  security and 
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risk. The liberal dispositif of security is then a dispositif of freedom of 
circulation imposing mobility on the majority and sorting out those 
who are banned and detained before being sent back. These abnormals 
detained in camps around airports and frontiers are not Homo sacer 
waiting for death. Guantanamo hides the everyday practices of 
 detention at the boundaries of democracies. The people there are in a 
dispositif (the so-called waiting zone has replaced the prison) with the 
‘freedom’ to leave to where one does not want to go, in a dispositif of 
endless circulation, of constant rotation manufacturing a satellite 
 population and stopping, detaining people for the management of effi-
cient information, before obliging them to ‘run’ again (Bigo, 2007a). 
This dispositif transformed the relationship of innocence and habeas 
corpus when 9/11 created a fear of the worst-case scenario, as it has 
turned into a ‘pre-crime’ approach in which the police try to anticipate 
the actions of categories of population profiled as would-be criminals. 
Policing is not only at a distance but at dis-time: a move combining 
differently sovereignty, surveillance and security.

Security as governmentality through risk; 
but what form of risk?

If the security dispositif is linked with the majority category of a statis-
tical population and results from a system of relationships founded on 
liberties and mobility engendering a dynamic destabilisation of closed 
frontiers and generating exclusions through the abnormalisation of 
the margins, and if security is linked to the monitoring of the future, 
then the notion of security is closely linked to that of risk, but to a 
form of risk which is not necessarily studied in the logical processes of 
insurance.

The Foucaultian literature which has burgeoned after the course 
Security, Territory, Population is linked with this idea of risk and insur-
ance, with the notion of the welfare state, and with the notion of the 
governance of uncertainty in liberal governmentality. The reflections 
of English authors at grips with a Thatcherism and Blairism engaged in 
the destruction of the pastoral rationality of the welfare state were to 
accentuate the bond proposed by Foucault between statistical rational-
ity, risk, security and governmentality in his fourth lecture. Nikolas 
Rose was to rely strongly on the works concerning security, territory 
and population, above all so that he could develop the notion of liberal 
governmentality with very little relationship to security (Rose, 1993, 
1999). For him, liberalism is a governmental formula, not a political 
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philosophy, nor a type of society. What matters is to think ‘beyond the 
state’, to analyse the arts of government and most particularly emergent 
neo-liberalism (Dean, 1999). We know the contribution and importance 
of the Economy and Society group. It is practically a new Foucault, 
immersed in the Anglo-American waters which have been diffused out 
of France. The notion of liberal governmentality was to give rise to 
numerous controversies and to influence many authors, even some of 
the most traditional, supporting as it does the approach to power as ‘an 
action taken upon an action’ (Nye, 1990). Liberalism optimises this way 
of managing populations through the perpetuation and increase of the 
living.14

François Ewald in his work on the welfare state and Jacques Donzelot’s 
work on the invention of the social sphere, as well as Giovanna 
Procacci’s on governing extreme poverty, were to influence profoundly 
the  analysis of security as a form of liberal governmentality, putting 
the emphasis on the management of life and the social sphere, by 
means of a relationship differing from responsibility. It was around 
insurance and social security, around the notion of a welfare state, 
that the debate was to take place. Ewald defined risk as a form of 
 solidarity, then more recently as a form of responsibility. The exist-
ence of risk is thus an  element indissociable from modern life, insepa-
rable from the idea of taking decisions and freedom of choice. Risk can 
be interpreted as  danger or opportunity, but if it is understood as 
 danger it is then mutualised. The calculation of risk is concerned with 
 probability and based on the management of anxieties as well as on 
statistical regularity. However, such a calculation implies a certain 
degree of foresight about the future so as to establish tendencies per-
mitting the anticipation of the consequences of a danger if it becomes 
real, and also a certain idea of the probability of its happening during 
a certain period of time. It is a question of reducing uncertainty by 
 statistical calculation.

However, Ewald’s thesis ended in ambiguity. The critical dimension 
tended to turn itself into a justification of a particular form of liberalism, 
combining security and liberty. The incisive view of Foucault on the 
normalisation of the majority is more or less forgotten. The managerial 
order took the upper hand in the name of regularity itself.

Elsewhere, there is a second criticism of the theory of insurance risk. 
For many researchers, insurance no longer produces the same effects in 
the period that Ulrich Beck characterises as the second modernity 
(Beck and Ritter, 1992; Larner and Walters, 2004). Today, the conse-
quences of our decisions, going so far as to endanger the existence of 
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life on this planet, have become, he tells us, ‘uncontrollable, unpredict-
able and incommunicable’ (Beck, 2006: p. 355). The worst-case sce-
nario does not respond to the mutualisation of risk and the working 
out of a series of events. It has no limit other than the political imagi-
nation of those who express it. As many authors indicated the risk is no 
longer of a ‘dangerous but calculable accident’, it has become incalcu-
lable, above all when it leads to the strategic decision to destroy and 
goes outside the natural order. It is difficult to think of catastrophe so 
destructive that the only solution is to prevent it from happening even 
once, insists Jean Pierre Dupuy (2002, 2004). Insurance risk calculation 
pre-supposes uncertainty brought under control by calculations of 
probability and forms of mutualisation of risk, while the dynamic of 
liquid modernity destroys both spatial frontiers and time limits neces-
sary for probabilities. And if statistics can adapt to a global space, they 
are obliged to foresee a future without major catastrophe. The dynamic 
of insecurity is that security provokes forms of annihilation of  frontiers 
which transform the world into its very own world frontier and invents 
new lines, new limits as indicated by Rob Walker (Walker, 2009). It 
introduces through its  relationship to the future and its will to master 
it, to reduce it to a ‘past future’, to avert any ‘insecure’ event that may 
happen, any uncertainty, any major exceptional occurrence, and it 
re-introduces war and discipline to the heart of security. Risk is no 
longer thenceforth rationalised by insurance. A worst-case scenario 
cannot be mutualised, except by accepting the idea of durée. Insurance 
can cope with catastrophe but not with Armaggedon. Surveillance and 
discipline are then necessary to reconstruct the illusion of a capacity of 
protection against the unknown, against the atomic bomb in a back-
pack. Unlimited security by unlimited surveillance and perpetual war 
is the new rationale which destroys the idea of security as safety and 
protection, and the idea that security is linked with an insurantial 
approach.

One can also see the resurgence of arguments about exception and 
urgency, the state of necessity and dispensation, so that the occurrence 
of a single event may be avoided, with the focus set on the future only 
and on the imagination necessary to assure security. Giorgio Agamben 
and Michael Dillon have developed the connection between an imagi-
nation of risk, a form of biopolitics and a theory of exception. It is thus 
clear that the line of thought derived from insurance is not enough to 
consider the relationship between risk and security, as the worst-case 
scenario leads in itself to a form of astrology hiding behind belief in the 
technical capacity of exchanges of information and the capacity to 
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establish profiles anticipating the actions of those who would produce 
the worst case.

Is it possible then to link thinking on security as a form of exception 
and as a form of regularity, as a rare event from somewhere beyond 
politics and as a banality in the practices of logic? Is it possible to  analyse 
the relation between security, discipline and surveillance?

If (in)securitisation is based on statistical normality, routines, it is a 
different process from the implementation of exceptional political and 
juridical measures. These measures are certainly important as the 
markers of internal frontiers established by a society between itself and 
its own margins, but they are not, in any way whatsoever, foundational 
as the interpretations of Giorgio Agamben or the reflections of Barry 
Buzan and Ole Wæver seem to say by associating securitisation and 
exception (Agamben, 2003; Buzan, 2002). But if security is a govern-
mentality of risk and risk is now associated with a worst-case scenario 
beyond any calculus of probability and a quasi-astrological assessment 
of the future, then any contingency read as an accident, a major 
 catastrophe, a possible Armageddon, re-enacts the argument of the 
exception inside the risk approach.

We are not certain that it is possible to reconcile ‘exception thinking’, 
like that of Giorgio Agamben, or securitisation-as-survival which Buzan 
advocates, and beyond all that the whole Hobbesian form of thinking, 
with the Foucaultian approach to security, territory and population 
which places the emphasis on security as norm. There is a profound 
tension between the two approaches. At the same time, Foucault makes 
his task easier by distinguishing between security, sovereignty and dis-
cipline, and by placing the relationship of struggle and violence outside 
the analysis of security.

If struggle and war are a normality in politics, how can the normality 
of security be constituted except by integrating a certain form of strug-
gle and violence? It is necessary at a given moment to believe in the 
symbolic inversion of violence as a force for peace and protection so as 
to constitute the framework of the security environment, and it is essen-
tial that the state should guarantee liberalism. This alchemy according 
to which the violence of the state (or the strongest) puts an end to 
 violence and is then transmuted into peace and protection cannot be so 
easily put aside. It is not only the order of sovereignty and its declara-
tions. It is not, or is not uniquely, the result of applying discipline to 
bodies. It is important to see the relation to democracy and freedom as 
active principles. The discourses and practices of protection must be 
taken seriously.
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We also certainly need to come back to the relation between security 
and discipline after 9/11, and to analyse practices of surveillance (as 
well as the rhetoric of the war on terror) as a combination of these two 
strategic configurations and their reframing in what I have called a 
Ban-opticon (Bigo, 2007a, 2007b).
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In Discipline and Punish (1991b) Michel Foucault famously characterised 
the emergence of the modern state as the displacement of the classical 
sovereign’s power to punish transgression by more dispersed govern-
mental mechanisms which aimed instead to discipline and enhance 
the productive powers of the political subject. In The History of Sexuality 
(1990), Foucault expanded on the theme, emphasising the manner in 
which this distinctively modern deployment of power focused particu-
larly on the subject in his or her factical, biological existence. As Foucault 
put it:

For millennia, man remained what he was for Aristotle: a living 
 animal with the additional capacity for a political existence; modern 
man is an animal whose politics places his existence as a living being in 
question.

(1990: p. 143)

The ominous connotations of this biological redefinition of political 
subjectivity are more fully articulated, and problematically so, in 
Foucault’s contemporaneous lectures at the Collège de France, now 
 collected and translated as “Society Must Be Defended” (Foucault, 2003b). 
In the last of these lectures, Foucault argues that maximising the bio-
logical potential of the modern political collective requires ‘purifica-
tion’, or, in other words, the elimination of that which might contaminate 
this ‘biopolitical’ collective. The classical, sovereign power to punish 
infraction of the law by killing the transgressor thus resurfaces as a 
 supplement of modern, biopolitical governmentality, this time in the 
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guise of ‘race war’. He also argues that this alignment reached its 
 ‘paroxysmal’ point under National Socialism. In his widely acclaimed 
rebuttal, Homo Sacer (1998), Giorgio Agamben rejects the Foucaultian 
juxtaposition of the power to ‘make live’, the signature of biopolitical 
techniques of governance, and the power to ‘make die’, the signature of 
sovereign power, by mobilising those increasingly mundane scenes 
where the boundaries between life and death are blurred, those scenes 
which Foucault sought to capture in his discussion of Francisco Franco’s 
terminal coma.1 That which, to Foucault, was the suicidal, paroxysmal 
point, on Agamben’s account then becomes the ‘paradigm’ of moder-
nity: the ‘concentration camp’, in which everyone is precariously sus-
pended between life and death, is no historical exception, but the 
community to come, the community in which the state of exception 
becomes the rule. This chapter explores firstly the ways in which 
Foucault’s account of the relationship between life, death and govern-
mental techniques, as advanced in both the aforementioned last lec-
ture and in one of the later lectures, now collected in Naissance de la 
Biopolitique (Foucault, 2004a), is captive to an understanding of life and 
death that was forged in the nineteenth century. Secondly, however, 
this chapter also advances the argument that, while Agamben’s account 
of the contemporary relationship between life, death and governmental 
techniques is descriptively more adequate to the present, the relevance 
of the accompanying ontological claims against Foucault’s own juxta-
position of life, death and governmental techniques are equally limited, 
for Agamben is just as beholden to the understanding of life and death 
forged in the nineteenth century. Thirdly, what is required instead is a 
re-articulation of the onto-historical argument that Foucault famously 
advanced in The Order of Things (1994c), one in which the understand-
ing of death inherited from the modern episteme is now erased ‘like a 
face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea’ (p. 387). Whether this is 
 possible or not remains to be seen.

Race war, eugenics and genetics

In the first of the lectures on which this chapter focuses, that in “Society 
Must Be Defended”, Foucault wrote at length about two different forms of 
power over life, life being the immanent potential of the human animal 
to become otherwise. These were the ‘anatomo-political’ and ‘biopolitical’ 
forms. The first term designated the articulation of political power, the 
endeavour to organise and structure modes of being in relation to  others, 
and the material constitution of the human body disclosed by modern 
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disciplinary discourses such as those of anatomy and physiology. The 
second term designated instead the articulation of political power and 
the reproductive potential of the human species, which was operated by 
the more dispersed administrative institutions of the state. While very 
different in their mode of institutional organisation, the relationship 
between the two forms of power over life was a co- constitutive one, 
which was best exemplified by the discourse of  ‘sexuality’:

Sexuality, being an eminently corporeal mode of behaviour, is a 
 matter for individualising disciplinary controls that take the form of 
permanent surveillance ... But because it also has procreative effects, 
sexuality is also inscribed, takes effect, in broad biological processes 
that concern not the bodies of individuals but the element, the mul-
tiple unity of the population. Sexuality exists at the point where the 
body and population meet. And so it is a matter for discipline, but 
also a matter for regularisation.

(Foucault, 2003b: pp. 251–2)

Importantly, these two very different, but nonetheless intimately 
related, governmental forms were not to be confused with the sover-
eign’s mobilisation of death. While the latter was best summarised by 
the phrase ‘the right to take life or let live’, the two alternative forms of 
political power were summarised by the seemingly converse phrase ‘the 
right to make live and let die’ (p. 241). What Foucault wished to empha-
sise thereby was that classical, sovereign power aimed to organise 
 relations between the members of a human collective by threatening to 
kill anyone who would subvert the intended organisation of relations. 
The anatomo-political and biopolitical forms of power aimed instead to 
discipline and regularise relations between the members of a human 
collective so as to maximise the productivity of this same collective. In 
other words, while the former mode of political power was repressive, 
the latter two were productive.

For Foucault, the test of the shifting attention to productive powers of 
life was the historical disappearance of death as a social and cultural 
concern. Presumably drawing on the work of Philippe Ariès (1977), 
Foucault thus claimed that:

Everyone knows, thanks in particular to a certain number of recent 
studies, that the great public ritualisation of death gradually began 
to disappear, or at least fade away, in the late eighteenth century and 
that it is still doing so today. So much so that death – which has 
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ceased to be one of those spectacular ceremonies in which individu-
als, the family, the group, and practically the whole of society took 
part – has become, in contrast, something to be hidden away. It has 
become the most private and shameful thing of all.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 247)

From this perspective, the maximisation of the biological potential of 
a human population by eugenic means raises interesting questions 
about the place of death within the emergent biopolitical order. The 
original definition of eugenics as the science of good breeding  certainly 
emphasised the augmentation of the positive qualities of the popula-
tion, by means such as ensuring greater legal protection of mothers and 
children as agents of political reproduction, but, as Foucault notes, it 
could only do so by drawing distinctions within the population and 
eventually turned to the elimination of those members who might 
lessen the quality of this population, such as the segregation and inter-
diction of reproduction between the biologically less desirable men and 
women. This marks a return of the sovereign power to ‘make die’, which 
Foucault encapsulated under the label ‘race war’ (2003b: pp. 60 and 
254–8). Of course, such a genocidal course of action was the limit case 
of a more general set of techniques of exclusion; as Foucault put it:

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.

(2003b: p. 256)

More importantly to the present argument, however, the relationship 
between the rights to ‘make live and let die’ and ‘take life or let live’ 
remained a supplementary one, rather than the integral one whereby 
the rights to ‘make live and let die’ and ‘take life or let live’ were but 
different aspects of one and the same governmental mechanism. The 
tragedy of National Socialism, according to Foucault, then was to have 
collapsed all difference between the two modes of governmentality. 
Under National Socialism:

The two mechanisms – the classic, archaic mechanism that gave 
the state the right of life and death over its citizens, and the new 
mechanism organised around discipline and regulation, or in other 
words, the new mechanism of biopower – coincide exactly.

(2003b: p. 260)
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It is on these grounds that Foucault describes National Socialism as a 
‘paroxysmal development’, because, in this situation, every member of 
the population must be exposed to death, resulting in ‘a racist state, a 
murderous state, and a suicidal state’ (2003b: pp. 259–60, emphasis 
added). The historical contingency of such coincidence of the rights to 
‘make live and let die’ and ‘take life or let live’ is further evinced by one 
of Foucault’s later lectures on biopolitical governmentality and the 
 contemporary neo-liberal state. Here the notion of ‘genetic capital’ is 
dissociated from ‘race war’. Foucault writes:

If genetics today raises troubling questions, I do not think that it is 
useful or interesting to articulate these questions in the traditional 
terms of a racial discourse. If one wishes to assess the political impli-
cations of the contemporary development of genetics, one should 
assess them in terms of the actual and concrete problems posed by 
genetics. Where a society raises the question of improving its human 
capital, there will inevitably arise questions about control, screening, 
and the improvement of individuals’ human capital, related of course 
to the unions and reproduction that might ensue, whether voluntary 
or enforced. It is then in terms of constitution, growth and accumu-
lation that genetics poses political problems. The racist effects of 
genetics, far from being erased, certainly are cause for doubt, but this 
does not seem to me to be the major political issue.

(Foucault, 2004a: pp. 234–5, author’s translation)

This construction of contemporary genetic discourse, in which racial 
considerations and their genocidal logic become secondary, is a matter 
of considerable disagreement (Reardon, 2004). Arguably, however, the 
marginalisation of the ‘function of death’, which supposedly was 
 temporarily reaffirmed by ‘race war’, is a consequence of Foucault’s 
understanding of death as a biological phenomenon.

Franco’s death

The distinctiveness of Michel Foucault’s understanding of death comes 
to the fore when he considers Francisco Franco’s prolonged death 
throe:

The death of Franco [is] a very, very interesting event. It is very inter-
esting because of the symbolic values it brings into play, because the 
man who died had, as you know, exercised the sovereign right of life 
and death with great savagery, was the bloodiest of all the dictators, 
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wielded an absolute right of life and death for forty years, and at the 
moment when he himself was dying, he entered this sort of new field 
of power over life which consists not only in managing life, but in 
keeping individuals alive after they are dead. And thanks to a power 
that is not simply scientific prowess, but the actual exercise of the 
biopolitical power established in the eighteenth century, we have 
become so good at keeping people alive that we’ve succeeded in keep-
ing them alive when, in biological terms, they should have been 
dead long ago. And so a man who had exercised the absolute power 
of life and death over hundreds of thousands of people fell under the 
influence of a power that managed life so well, that took so little 
heed of death, and he didn’t even realise that he was dead and was 
kept alive after his death.

(Foucault, 2003b: pp. 248–9, emphasis added)

This assessment of the situation, in which ‘life’ is repeatedly privi-
leged over ‘death’, and the latter seems so refractory to human interven-
tion that it stands for that which true, is very different to that which 
Giorgio Agamben offers in his own reflections of those situations 
 consequent upon modern medicine having ‘become so good at keeping 
people alive that [it has] succeeded in keeping them alive when, in 
 biological terms, they should have been dead long ago’. Agamben writes 
in Homo Sacer:

It is not our intention to enter into the scientific debate on whether 
brain death constitutes a necessary and sufficient criterion for the 
declaration of death or whether the final word must be left to tradi-
tional criteria. It is impossible, however, to avoid the impression that 
the entire discussion is wrapped up in inextricable logical contradic-
tions, and the concept of ‘death’, far from having become more exact, 
now oscillates from one pole to the other with the greatest indeter-
minacy, describing a vicious circle that is truly exemplary. On the 
one hand, brain death is taken to be the only rigorous criterion of 
death and is, accordingly, substituted for systematic or somatic death, 
which is now considered insufficient. But on the other hand, system-
atic or somatic death is still, with more or less self-consciousness, 
called in to furnish the decisive criterion. ... A perfect example of this 
wavering is the case of Karen Ann Quinlan, the American girl who 
went into deep coma and was kept alive for years by means of 
 artificial respiration and nutrition. On the request of her parents, a 
court finally allowed her artificial respiration to be interrupted on 
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the grounds that the girl was to be considered as already dead. At 
that point Karen, while remaining in a coma, began to breath natu-
rally and ‘survived’ in a state of artificial nutrition until 1985, the 
year of her natural ‘death’. It is clear that Karen Quinlan’s body had, 
in fact, entered a zone of indetermination in which the words ‘life’ 
and ‘death’ had lost their meaning.

(Agamben, 1998: pp. 162–4)

Basically, Agamben’s claim is that, ever since the human was first 
understood as an animal endowed with the additional capacity to 
become a political subject, an understanding that Foucault takes as 
granted, the articulation of political sovereignty has rested on the 
prior assumption of a form of being that is neither dead nor alive, nei-
ther human nor animal, except by virtue of a juridical determination 
(Agamben, 1998: pp. 1–8). Agamben names this form of being that is 
neither dead nor alive ‘bare life’. To Foucault, this notion that ‘from 
the point of view of life and death, the subject is neutral’, which 
Agamben articulates at great length, though intelligible, was no more 
than a  ‘theoretical’ possibility (Foucault, 2003b: p. 240). Margaret 
Lock (2002), on the other hand, confirms the historical actualisation 
of this liminal form of being. Instantiating precisely the kind of cir-
cumscribed, historical inquiry that neo-Foucaultian scholars such as 
Nikolas Rose and Paul Rabinow commend as much preferable to 
Agamben’s philosophical approach to understanding contemporary 
biopolitical governmentality (Rabinow and Rose, 2003: pp. 4–5 and 
10), Lock discusses the articulation of the concept of ‘brain death’, the 
comatose body, and the ever-expanding field of organ transplantation, 
wherein technical efficiency rests on separating the life of the person 
and the life of its bodily parts. The same logic can be extended to the 
most  heralded and controversial fruit of the contemporary genomic 
sciences, namely stem cell technology. In fact, Donald Landry and 
Howard Zucker (2004) turn to the very same concept of ‘brain death’ 
to construe stem cells as neither dead nor alive. This, they argue, 
allows them to overcome the ethical and juridical difficulties involved 
in  harvesting these cells from discarded human embryos and then 
implanting them in another human body so as to re-establish the latter’s 
generative potential. It is not surprising therefore that Agamben should 
re-articulate Foucault’s notion of biopolitical governmentality to argue 
that the  coming community is one in which everyone is precariously 
suspended between life and death, and wherein the actualisation of 
one physiological state or the other is a matter of medico-juridical 
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determination. This, to Agamben, is nothing but the logical conclu-
sion of the modern ambition to totally control the life of the political 
collective by collapsing, from the very inception of the project, all 
qualitative distinctions between political and biological life. The 
advent of the ‘concentration camp’, in other words, is not the suicidal 
‘paroxysm’ which Foucault posited in his own reflections on National 
Socialism, but the ‘paradigm’ of modern, biopolitical governmentality 
(Agamben, 1998: p. 181). This dramatic conclusion is precisely what 
animates Rose and Rabinow’s statement, in their own, more affirma-
tive reflections on contemporary biopolitical governmentality, that 
Agamben’s argument entails ‘highly general philosophical deploy-
ments of ... terms which are totalising and misleading’ (Rabinow and 
Rose, 2003: p. 3).

Admittedly, what divides Foucault and Agamben is the latter’s 
 insistence, contra Foucault, that biopolitical being, that is, that form of 
being in relation to others which is mediated by the body, cannot be 
dissociated from normative, juridical judgements. Thus Agamben 
 introduces his argument in Homo Sacer by observing that,

If Foucault ... calls for a ‘liberation from the theoretical privilege of 
sovereignty’ in order to construct an analytic of power that would 
not take law as it model and code, then where, in the body of power, 
is the zone of indistinction (or, at least, the point of intersection) 
at which techniques of individualisation and totalising procedures 
converge? ... Although the existence of such a line of thinking seems 
to be logically implicit in Foucault’s work, it remains ... something 
like a vanishing point that the different perspectival lines of 
Foucault’s inquiry ... converge toward without reaching.

The present inquiry concerns precisely this hidden point of 
 intersection between the juridico-institutional and the biopolitical 
models of power. What this work has had to record among its likely 
conclusions is precisely that the two analyses cannot be separated. ... It 
can even be said that the production of the biopolitical body is the 
original activity of sovereign power.

(Agamben, 1998: pp. 5–6)

This said, the disagreement between Agamben and Foucault also 
points to a question of history, in so far as, for Agamben, any statement 
as to whether something is dead and thus devoid of any potential is 
profoundly historical, whereas, for Foucault, death stands outside 
 history.
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Foucault’s method and the sovereignty of death

Michel Foucault’s provocative analysis of the different ways in which 
power mobilises the biological existence of the potential political sub-
ject can be understood as a response to the work of his mentor, Georges 
Canguilhem. Canguilhem insisted that the historical reduction of 
pathology to a deviation from the biological norm, the ‘norm’ being the 
statistical device which, according to Foucault, enabled the articulation 
of the biopolitical ordering of the collective (Foucault, 2003b: 
pp. 252–3), was conceptually flawed. The encounter with the ailing 
body, Canguilhem argued, is not the end-point, but the starting point 
of all medical inquiry, so that the historical subordination of this 
encounter to the norms of the sciences of life, to produce today’s bio-
medical sciences, is best understood as an ideological project (see also 
Canguilhem, 1988, 1991: pp. 151–79). Foucault moved away from his 
mentor’s normative perspective on the conceptual development of the 
medical and biological sciences, though not absolutely so, becoming 
interested in exploring instead the more dispersed, historical condi-
tions of possibility for the emergence of modern, biopolitical collective. 
The shift from the mentor’s concern about concepts, however, came at 
a cost, to which Canguilhem’s and Foucault’s divergent perspectives on 
the development of the genomic sciences speak. When Foucault opened 
his discussion of ‘genetic error’, in an historical introduction to The 
Normal and the Pathological (1991c), Canguilhem’s most sustained analysis 
of changing biological and medical concepts, he claimed that ‘forming 
concepts is one way of living, not killing life’ (Foucault, 1991c: p. 21). 
This claim is wholly inconsistent with Canguilhem’s own argument, in 
the very text which Foucault thus introduced, namely the argument 
that the ontology of this particular concept, ‘genetic error’, rooted as it 
is in contemporary theories of information, necessarily entails the 
 commingling of life and death. As Canguilhem put it:

The introduction of the concept of error into pathology is a fact of 
great importance as much in terms of the change it reveals in what 
it brings to bear in man’s attitude toward disease, as in terms of the 
new status which is supposedly established in the relationship 
between knowledge and its object. It would be very tempting to 
denounce an identification of thought and nature, to protest that 
steps of thought are ascribed to nature, that error is characteristic of 
judgement, that nature can be a witness, but never a judge, etc. 
Apparently everything happens, in effect, as if the biochemist and 
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geneticist attributed their knowledge as chemist and geneticist to 
the elements of the hereditary patrimony, as if enzymes were sup-
posed to know or must know the reactions according to which 
chemistry analyses their action and could, in certain instances or at 
certain times, ignore one of them or misread the terms. But it must 
not be forgotten that information theory cannot be broken down, 
and that it concerns knowledge itself as well as its objects, matter or 
life. In this sense to know is to be informed, to learn to decipher or 
decode. There is then no difference between the error of life and the 
error of thought, between the errors of informing and informed 
information. The first furnishes the key to the second ... In such a 
conception of disease the harm is truly radical ... Disease is not a fall 
that one has, an attack to which one succumbs, but an original flaw 
in macromolecular form.

(Canguilhem, 1991: pp. 277–8)

The direct therapeutic consequence of this renewed ontological, as 
opposed to statistical, understanding of disease is ‘extirpation’ (p. 280). 
If one still wished to insist that this commingling of life and death is an 
artefact of collapsing distinctions between the biological and medical 
domains, as Canguilhem himself sometimes intimated, it is notewor-
thy that ‘programmed cell death’ is today considered integral to normal 
biological function of the organism (Landecker, 2003).

At one level, Foucault was forced to deny any such integral place of 
death within the conceptual structure of contemporary genomic 
 sciences, and biopolitical governmentality more generally, by his ever-
evolving method. In “Society Must Be Defended”, Foucault so privileged 
the regulatory functions of biopolitical governmentality over the 
 disciplinary constructions of power and knowledge, that he effectively 
abandoned the co-constitutive relationship between the biopolitical 
and the anatomo-political modes of organisation which he posited with 
respect to sexuality and its place within an emergent biopolitical 
 governmental order. At best, death became a statistical datum, which 
statistics, the science of the state, would master by means of actuarial 
predictions such as the ‘life expectancy’ of any cohort of individuals 
(Foucault, 2003b: pp. 246–7; see also Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero, 2006). 
Mindful, however, of the sometimes lethal implications of biopolitical 
ordering, nowhere more evidently than under the rule of National 
Socialism, Foucault could not wholly dispense with death and then had 
no choice but to construe ‘the function of death’ (Foucault, 2003b: 
p. 243) as a secondary and complementary regulative principle, rather 
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than an integral component of biopolitical regulation. What might be 
the correlative anatomo-political operation, he did not specify. At 
another level, however, Foucault denied any integral place of death 
within biopolitical governmentality because he tacitly assumed that 
there is something primordial, protean and unfathomable about death, 
something like the sovereignty of death, which then motivates his all 
too resonant, if not excessive, statement that ‘power no longer recog-
nises death[;] power literally ignores death’ (p. 248). It is precisely such 
sovereignty that enabled the construction of the modern concept of life 
informing Foucault’s understanding of biopolitical governmentality. As 
Foucault himself noted, if Xavier Bichat famously redefined life as ‘the 
sum of all activities that resist death’, the articulation of these physio-
logical activities rested on the deployment of death, ‘the great analyst 
that shows the connexions by unfolding them, and bursts open the 
wonders of genesis in the rigour of decomposition’ (Foucault, 1994b: 
pp. 144–5). At the same time, Foucault also maintained that the distinc-
tive feature of modern forms of governmentality is that they do not rest 
on their alignment with this extraordinary power of death, but on 
 multiplying the powers of life. On this understanding, if the spectral 
presence of death could not be wholly exorcised, it had to vanish from 
public sight, or be regarded as at best a secondary, supplemental agency 
to the logic of biopolitics. It is no surprise therefore that moments such 
as Francisco Franco’s protracted passage from life to death, when, thanks 
to the progress of biomedical technology, the boundaries between life 
and death drawn by the modern biomedical sciences became indistinct, 
did not prompt him to revisit the claim that ‘from the point of view of 
life and death, the subject is neutral’.

Strikingly, in Foucault (1988), Gilles Deleuze quotes Foucault’s claim 
about the emergence of modern biology that within this understanding 
‘there is being only because there is life’ (p. 129), also noting paren-
thetically that this is much more than just a historical observation:

We feel that this text, which deals with nineteenth-century biology, 
has much wider implications and expresses a fundamental aspect of 
Foucault’s thought.

(p. 152)

This parenthetical remark suggests that Deleuze, while overtly arguing 
otherwise, believed that Foucault failed to appreciate the full implications 
of the contemporary emergence of a wholly new order of signification 
to that which Foucault articulated in the second part of The Order of 
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Things, which was dedicated to articulating a distinctly modern epis-
teme around the anthropological triad of life, language and labour. 2

Rethinking death

Toward the end of his reflections on Michel Foucault’s The Order of 
Things and the distinctions between classical and modern epistemic 
frameworks found therein, Gilles Deleuze wrote:

Nietzsche said that man imprisoned life, but the superman is what 
frees life within man himself, to the benefit of another form, and so 
on. Foucault proffers a very peculiar piece of information: if it is true 
that nineteenth-century linguistics was based on the dissemination 
of languages, as the condition for a ‘demotion of language’ as an 
object, one repercussion was none the less that literature took on a 
completely different function that consisted, on the contrary, in 
‘regrouping’ language and emphasising a ‘being of language’ beyond 
whatever it designates and signifies, beyond even the sounds. The 
peculiar thing is that Foucault, in his acute analysis of modern litera-
ture, here gives language a privilege which he refuses to grant to life 
and labour: be believes that life and labour, despite a dispersion con-
comitant with that of language, did not lose the regrouping of their 
being. It seems to us, though, that when [sic] dispersed labour and 
life were each able to unify themselves only by somehow breaking 
free from economics or biology, just as language managed to regroup 
itself only when literature broke free from linguistics.

Biology had to take a leap into molecular biology, or dispersed life 
regroup in the genetic code. ... What would be the forces in play, with 
which the forces within man would enter into a relation? It would no 
longer involve raising to infinity or finitude, but an unlimited finity, 
thereby evoking every situation of force in which a finite number of 
components yield practically unlimited diversity of combinations.

(Deleuze, 1988: pp. 130–7)

In other words, what Foucault failed to fully appreciate is the extent 
to which the contemporary organising principle no longer is the classi-
cal concern about infinity, or the modern calculus of the finitude 
marked out by death, but the infinite recombination of a finite multi-
plicity. Paul Rabinow (1996) extends this claim to the contemporary 
biomedical sciences by noting that, if there is an uncanny proximity 
between contemporary neo-liberal markets and genomic medicine, it is 
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because they share an investment in the endless possibilities of recom-
bination. He also argues that a new ethic of being is required by this 
situation, an ethic which he characterises as:

An experimental mode of inquiry ... where one confronts a problem 
whose answer is not known in advance rather than already having 
answers and then seeking a problem.

(Rabinow, 1999: p. 174)

The ‘hermeneutic of suspicion’, which Rabinow associates with 
Foucault, is to be abandoned (1999: p. 173), if only to be more open to 
the new forms of human sociability exemplified by patient activism and 
other forms of public engagement in the new world being created by 
biomedical science. Gone is the structurally fixed biological individual 
of the nineteenth-century imaginary, to be replaced by the infinitely 
plastic assembly of bio-molecular components. These are the ground on 
which Rabinow and Nikolas Rose articulate their own, more affirmative 
understanding of contemporary biopolitical governmentality.

What is unclear, however, is what happens to death within the new 
epistemic order to which Deleuze points, and which Rabinow and Rose 
are today articulating in greater detail. Like Foucault before them, 
Rabinow and Rose emphasise life as the organising principle of the new 
politics of ‘life itself’, but one might include death among such areas of 
engagement. The contemporary prominence of discourses about the 
‘easy death’, the ‘good death’, and the ‘right to die’, which leads Clive 
Seale (1998) and others to contest Philippe Ariès’ formative thesis about 
the historical disappearance of death, could be viewed as another aspect 
of the creative, public engagement in the new world being created by 
biomedical science. Strikingly, where such right to die is legally sanc-
tioned, usually very reluctantly and precisely because power has 
invested so much in maintaining the sovereignty of death, ‘tiredness of 
life’ is not a legitimate reason for embracing death, an embrace which 
must instead take on the form on a positive, ‘informed choice’ (see 
Palladino, 2004). Life, at least phenomenologically, no longer is ‘the 
sum of all activities that resist death’, but a matter of choice between 
two different forms of being, each perfectly intelligible by way of its 
relationship to the other.

It is worthwhile exploring the fuller epistemological implications of 
this novel situation with respect to death. Famously, in Being and Time 
(1962), Martin Heidegger argued that the thought of one’s own death is 
unintelligible because it is simply impossible to imagine one’s own 
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death, and that this intelligible, but fundamentally ungraspable, 
thought shapes one’s consciousness of the passage of time, inviting 
reflection on being in the world while inexorably moving toward its 
unfathomable and inevitable closure. In other words, the moment of 
‘my’ death is, for Heidegger, the limit and new ordering principle of 
post-metaphysical thought (pp. 297–311). As Deleuze notes, this under-
standing of the relationship between life and death profoundly shapes 
Foucault’s thought (Deleuze, 1988: pp. 107–8), but it arguably also 
shapes Giorgio Agamben’s thought, despite his greater preparedness to 
treat life and death in the very symmetrical fashion that Foucault 
 conceived as no more than a ‘theoretical’ possibility. Within the factical 
understanding of life as ‘the sum of all activities that resist death’, 
according to Agamben, are the seeds of the coming community in 
which everyone is precariously suspended between life and death 
(pp. 150–3). Consistently, he then argues that biopolitical governmen-
tality might as well be regarded as ‘thanato-political’, because the 
 maximisation of the productive potential of life also means that in the 
very same gesture everyone is increasingly exposed to death (Agamben, 
1998: p. 123). This said, it is also worthwhile noticing that, for Agamben, 
 salvation lies in the rejection of all attempts to articulate a better 
 relationship between the human and factical, biological life, because all 
such attempts will inevitably entail some biopolitical project or another 
and their accompanying thanato-political counterparts. The answer is 
instead to embrace a suspended state of being constituted by the facti-
cal, biological definition of life, a gesture which should be understood 
as the actualisation of Heidegger’s ‘letting be’ [gelassenheit], a quietism 
before the mysteries of the world (Agamben, 2004: pp. 79–80 and 5–7). 
Considering the manner in which the embrace of the factical, biologi-
cal definition of life was historically actualised, some would then insist 
that ‘bare life’ is the new transcendental truth, now transmuted into 
‘absolute evil’ (Žižek, 2002: pp. 136–41), but it is more important to the 
present argument to note instead how Agamben’s conclusion under-
scores a fundamental understanding of human life as waiting for 
another, more luminous life, this time immanent within ‘bare life’ itself 
and disclosed in the most catastrophic moment (see also Agamben, 
1999).3

Death, however, has today been evacuated of all the meaning to 
which Heidegger, Foucault and Agamben are equally attached. If Seale 
and others draw attention to discourses about the ‘easy death’, the ‘good 
death’, and the ‘right to die’, to thus contest Ariès’ thesis about the 
 historical disappearance of death, the resemblance of contemporary 
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and pre-modern discourse about death that Seale emphasises may be 
‘formal’, rather than ‘substantive’. This distinction is drawn from 
Alexandre Kojève’s amendments to his Introduction to the Reading of 
Hegel (1980), the very same amendments to which Agamben refers in 
the above reflections on the possibilities of salvation within the con-
temporary biopolitical order (see Agamben, 2004: pp. 9–12). Kojève 
aimed to revise thereby an earlier account of the ‘end of history’, this 
time in the light of observations about modern Japan. To Kojève, the 
formalism of modern culture was best exemplified by seppuku, the 
Japanese ritual self-disembowelment, now no more than a ‘perfectly 
gratuitous suicide, which has nothing to do with the risk of life in a 
fight waged for the sake of historical values’ (Kojève, 1980: p. 162). Yukio 
Mishima’s nearly contemporary and quite spectacular, but politically 
vacuous, seppuku certainly lends some credence to the thesis. Thus, and 
on the one hand, one might note how pre-modern ritual of dying was 
oriented toward, and enjoined continuous reflection upon, an end, 
namely salvation on the ‘day of judgement’. The ritual aimed to return 
the original, sacrificial ‘gift of life’ and thus realise the historical prom-
ise enacted by this founding sacrifice (see Derrida, 1996: pp. 35–52). 
Such symbolic exchanges, on the other hand, are no longer meaningful 
because, as Friedrich Nietzsche once put it, ‘God is dead’ (Nietzsche, 
1974: p. 181). If the contemporary pervasiveness of discourse about 
‘dying’ and the resemblance of the accompanying rituals to their 
 pre-modern counterparts are undeniable, discussion of the meaning of 
death itself is noticeably absent. Contemporary mortuary ritual might 
then be said to be a theatrical performance about an ‘empty centre’, so 
that noun and verb merge and ‘death’ becomes ‘dying’. It is from just 
this perspective on the historical evacuation of the noun, the reduction 
of content to form and performance of form, that one might begin to 
unravel the paradoxical concomitance of denunciations of all the resid-
ual attachments to Judeo-Christian values, such as the ‘sanctity of life’, 
which supposedly stand in the way of the legalisation of voluntary 
euthanasia sought by terminally ill people such as Diane Pretty, and the 
celebrations of these same people’s deaths with words such as ‘she is free 
at last’ (see Palladino, 2004). These celebrations raise so many questions 
about what is freed, freed from what, and in the name of what truth, 
that one might suggest that they are not so much contradictions occa-
sioned by the incomplete secularisation of contemporary society, as 
they are symptoms of evacuation. That is to say, like Mishima’s suicide, 
these performances of liberation are undoubtedly spectacular, but also 
hermeneutically void. Importantly, however, they are none the less 
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 productive: they sustain a burgeoning ‘death’ industry that increasingly 
allows, if it does not actually enjoin, choosing the timing and manner 
of one’s death, to the benefit of all (see Baudrillard, 1993).

A new episteme and the return of death?

Drawing on the work of Michel Foucault in the same ambiguous  fashion 
as Gilles Deleuze, Michael Dillon and Luis Lobo-Guerrero (2006) have 
recently argued very usefully that the triangulation of labour, language 
and life, whose genesis Foucault articulated in The Order of Things, 
should be displaced by circulation, connectivity and complexity. If 
‘man’ was the co-constituted, unifying point of the former triangula-
tion, ‘contingency’ is the co-constituted, unifying point of the latter 
triangulation. The deployment of power then becomes a matter of gov-
erning and multiplying the productivity of that which is ‘contingent’. 
Further, following Nikolas Rose and Paul Rabinow’s neo-Foucaultian 
method, in which the differences between Foucault and Deleuze begin 
to vanish, Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero attend especially to the manner in 
which life, labour and language are separated from the historical, mater-
ial forms that enabled their distinction, so that the mediating materials 
become fully interconvertible. Such interconvertibility is what enables 
circulation, connection and, in so doing, occasions the moments of 
complexity, in which the novel and unprecedented emerges unexpect-
edly. In other words, the discourse of ‘contingency’ might be said to be 
but another name for what Rose calls the discourse of ‘life itself’ (2001). 
This said, Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero are also implicitly attentive to 
Foucault’s observation that,

Man and the unthought are ... contemporaries. Man has not been 
able to describe himself as a configuration in an episteme without 
thought at the same time discovering, both in itself and outside 
itself, at its borders yet also in its very warp and woof, an element of 
darkness, an apparently inert density in which it is embedded.

(Foucault, 1994c: p. 326)

Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero rename this ‘element of darkness’ as the 
‘invaluable’ (Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero, 2006: p. 8), something that is 
both the condition of possibility for the triangular dynamics of circula-
tion, connectivity and complexity and that which constantly under-
mines its operation. On the other hand, when they try to offer a 
historical example of this haunting presence, what they in fact offer is 
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historical contradiction rather than deconstruction, specifically the 
contradiction of, on the one hand, investment in circulation, connec-
tivity and complexity, and, on the other hand, continuing investment 
in the pairing of life and the human form inherited from the discourse 
of labour, language and life.4

It seems more productive to observe instead the contemporary insist-
ence on circulation, on reconfiguring all structural blockages so that 
nothing is outside the dynamics of circulation. The most important of 
these efforts is the way in which death, the conceptual limit of the 
modern imaginary, is put back into circulation, by shifting the terms of 
argument from death to dying, from the thing in itself to a process of 
transmutation (see also Baudrillard, 1993; Deleuze, 2006). What might 
be the anatomo-political counterpart to this transformation remains to 
be explored, though the contemporary ‘disposable soma’ theory of 
senescence and death offers some promising pointers (see Kirkwood, 
1999). The critical question is, however, whether the very concept of the 
‘unthought’ is any longer meaningful, given that the sovereignty of 
death was the fundamental figuration of this concept. This seems a 
rather important question to address, especially if we are to understand 
the emergent politics of ‘life itself’ as offering not a new biopolitical 
project, but the possibility of a new mode of being with others, which 
Rabinow names ‘bio-sociality’ (Rabinow, 1996: p. 99). As Emmanuel 
Levinas noted, contra Martin Heidegger, it was death as irretrievable 
and irreplaceable loss of the other that bonded the modern, human 
 collective (Levinas, 1987: pp. 67–79; see also Bauman, 1992). What is 
then required is a thorough re-articulation of the onto-historical argu-
ment that Foucault advanced in The Order of Things, one in which all 
remainders of the relationship between life and death inherited from 
modernity, including all the correlative notions of ‘remainder’ which 
impel deconstructive analyses (Derrida, 1996: pp. 35–52), are erased 
‘like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea’. Only then might one 
speak of a new politics of circulation, connectivity and complexity, a 
new politics of ‘life itself’.

Finally, one might suggest that, if this new episteme can still be said 
to be haunted by its own distinctive ‘element of darkness’, it must be 
something so punctiform that it negates all possibility of circulation, 
connectivity and complexity, and yet is their very condition of possibil-
ity. One suspects that it is none other than death returned as the 
Deleuzian event of ‘a life’ (Deleuze, 2006).



Part III

Bios, Nomos, Race
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Discipline and Punish, Foucault’s most influential book within the social 
sciences, was published in 1975.1 By the 1990s a huge literature existed, 
in English and in other languages, which used the main concepts of 
this work as analytical tools to document a variety of state and non-
state practices for governing bodies, souls and populations. Legal schol-
ars paid little attention to this work for many years, no doubt because 
the text appeared blind not only to the power of legal technologies but 
also to the large-scale political regime changes that form the subject 
matter of political theory and constitutional history. Constitutionalism, 
the rights of man and related political–legal machineries, Foucault 
seemed to be saying, did not merit further attention because they could 
not have flourished but for the proliferation of highly intrusive and 
sometimes coercive disciplinary techniques governing – and even 
 constituting – the equal citizen, the democratic subject. The liberal 
 subject was not a naturally existing entity waiting for the chains of 
despotism to be removed, but rather an entity constructed through a 
whole array of disciplinary techniques, from classroom discipline tactics 
to architectural panopticons and public-hygiene inventions. Because of 
this emphasis on the constitutive role of techniques for governing bod-
ies and souls – a method completely at odds with that of jurisprudence 
and political theory – Discipline and Punish was thought to be arguing 
that law as such is not very important. Alan Hunt’s ‘Foucault’s Expulsion 
of Law’ was one influential formulation of this argument (Ewald, 1990: 
pp. 104–5; Hunt, 1993; Hunt and Wickham, 1994).

I have elsewhere argued that this formulation is somewhat mislead-
ing even about Foucault’s published work (Rose and Valverde, 1998; 
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Valverde, 1998). But the ‘expulsion of law’ thesis will have to be 
 completely abandoned now that the 1976 Collège de France lectures 
have been published. This chapter will show that it is possible to use 
Foucaultian tools not only to study socio-legal technologies, but, more 
surprisingly, to study the philosophical foundations of liberal legal sys-
tems. In a more speculative conclusion I argue that these lectures may 
help us to think about the failures of rationalist political theory in our 
own time.

Sovereignty and its enemies

Foucault’s published work gives little if any indication that even as he 
was struggling to develop the famous concepts of ‘discipline’, ‘surveil-
lance’ and ‘examination’, he was also trying to think about sovereignty. 
In Discipline and Punish sovereign power is presented schematically, 
mainly as a foil for disciplinary power/knowledge. But it turns out that 
Foucault spent a great deal of time poring over some of the founding 
texts of modern political theory: Hobbes in particular, but also (and 
more idiosyncratically) many French and English texts that were 
 well-known at the time (from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries) 
but which fell into obscurity after being supplanted by the canon of 
political/legal theory. These ‘minor’ texts allowed Foucault to write a 
partial but highly suggestive genealogy of the hegemonic theories of 
modern liberal sovereignty that, disseminated through high-culture 
institutions, legal arenas and state education, have blinded the citizens 
of liberal democracies not only to the workings of non-liberal discipli-
nary techniques but even to their own historical origins. In other words: 
in the “Society Must Be Defended” lectures, the audience was given some 
unsystematised insights that deepened the genealogy of discipline 
already published the previous year by going back to the beginning of 
modern discourses of sovereignty and showing that rationalist consti-
tutionalist theories suppressed not only the illiberal mechanisms of 
modern discipline but also their own political roots.

A critic might complain that the link I am making between the two 
texts is misleading and un-Foucaultian, in so far as the sovereignty of 
jurisprudence and political theory is not the same as the ‘sovereign 
power/knowledge’ of Discipline and Punish.2 The latter is a mode of 
 governing territories and subjects that transcends the state form even if 
it is also embodied in such practices as public capital punishment. 
And as current analyses of non-liberal post-9/11 events remind us 
(e.g. Agamben, 2005), sovereign power/knowledge can and has been 
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 exercised in the absence of the kind of discursive apparatus constructed 
by statist thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes or Jean Bodin. But the first 
European thinkers of sovereignty, highly political animals who lacked 
the independence and disinterestedness that autonomous universities 
would give twentieth-century political theorists, justified an arguably 
new mode of governance as they sought to defend a particular institu-
tion (absolute or constitutional monarchy). The sixteenth-century 
 writers who first sought to justify the centralising moves of certain 
European sovereigns using post-religious rationalist arguments should 
not be dismissed as old-fashioned apologists for a coercive mode of gov-
ernance before biology and before population. In their own context, 
they functioned as modernising, secular and rationalist thinkers who 
succeeded in writing the state in such a way as to relegate theology and 
the feudal aristocracy to a subordinate position.

The partial genealogy of the first important secular thinkers of sover-
eignty provided in the lectures was generated, as Foucault untypically 
acknowledges in the first lecture, with Nietzschean tools. Foucault’s 
interest in the blood-and-soil narratives of aristocrats on the losing side 
of history lies partly in the fact that as a Nietzschean he was always 
keen to find writers who acknowledged that they were writing partisan 
and passionate tracts, men who admitted that all political writing, 
 however full of antiquarian details about Roman law, is engaged in 
 battle. But in relation to his own analytical work, he was also interested 
in writing the history of political thought not as a history of ideas but 
as a history of power struggles. And if the promoters of public health, 
penitential prisons, asylums, standardised schools and other discipli-
nary nineteenth-century inventions saw their work as supplanting and 
 making redundant many state techniques associated with sovereign 
power/knowledge (torture, unreformed gaols, transportation), Foucault 
reminds us that the older jurisprudential thinkers of sovereignty were 
also always already engaged in a battle with their predecessors and com-
petitors. Their main competitors (especially in France) were the feudal 
nobles telling tales about Gauls and Franks, heroic traditions and ances-
tral soil. So, as a way to shed new light upon the roots of the theories of 
sovereignty associated with early modern European political theory, 
Foucault undertook to sketch out the literature on race struggles or race 
wars of the medieval and early modern periods, texts never discussed in 
courses on the history of political thought.

The recovery of the medieval and early modern sense of ‘race’ as 
blood or lineage – rather than as skin colour or genetic heritage – that 
takes place in the central chapters of “Society Must Be Defended” is partly 
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an exercise in understanding the sharp break between old and new, 
prebiological and biological, concepts of ‘race’. But race and racism are 
not the central concepts in the lectures. The central concept is sover-
eignty. Racism is said to be extremely important: it is described as the 
hinge that allows organised mass murder to co-exist, in contemporary 
states, with biopolitical projects to improve the health of the popula-
tion and the resources of the nation. Foucault makes no attempt to 
 theorise racism independently of the sovereignty/biopolitics frame-
work, however. This is important, because as a history of racism the 
lectures would be very inadequate (as Ann Stoler pointed out (Stoler, 
1997), colonialism is barely mentioned). But the discussion of early 
modern European notions of ‘blood’ and race is there mainly as back-
ground. The discussion of these forgotten knowledges (which were 
developed in narrative rather than scientific form, an important reason 
for their later neglect that Foucault does not mention) is undertaken 
mainly for a genealogical purpose, namely, to highlight the novelty and 
precariousness of both rationalist political/legal theory and biopolitical/
disciplinary projects.

Failing to understand that the purpose of the lectures is to sketch out 
a genealogy of sovereignty, Beatrice Hanssen’s generally insightful work 
misses the mark because, like other critical theorists, she misconstrues 
Foucault’s purpose and method (Hanssen, 2000: Chapter 3). She claims 
that the lectures promote a ‘homogenizing script of history’ as war 
(p. 139) – as if documenting the importance of blood-and-soil discourses 
of lineage (and later, nation) were tantamount to presenting a full-
fledged static model to counter mainstream political philosophy. When 
Foucault claims that jurists from Solon to Kant have always written as if 
it were possible to ‘impose an armistice’ (p. 268), he is neither revelling 
in war and violence (as close readers of Nietzsche are always accused of 
doing) nor presenting a static theory of history in general. Using a 
genealogical rather than a materialist method, he reads conventional 
writing about the state and the sources of law critically, revealing what 
we used to call the ideological character of mainstream political theory. 
This non-Marxist critical method works particularly well in the bril-
liant argument that Hobbes’ work is in fact devoted to pretending that 
the English monarchy rose out of rationalist individual decisions and 
not out of the Norman conquest (p. 98).

It cannot be emphasised too strongly that Foucault’s main interest is 
neither in using Nietzsche to generate some counter-theory of politics 
as such, politics in the abstract, nor in the archival task of recovering 
certain feudal traditions of writing the state by means of heroic narratives 
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of lost glories. His main purpose is to provide a genealogy of discourses 
of/on sovereignty that could be used to shed light on those phenomena 
in twentieth-century political history that loomed over Foucault’s 
 generation – namely, state-organised mass murders of whole human 
groups declared to be enemies not just of the state but of the nation 
itself.

Murderous biopolitics

The co-existence of modern biopolitical state projects to maximise 
human resources with age-old sovereign projects to eliminate enemies, 
including internal enemies, on a large scale, was noted in his published 
books – particularly in the final pages of the History of Sexuality Vol. 1, 
where he places genocide in general and the Holocaust in particular 
firmly within the scope of modern state biopolitical projects:

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 purpose of wholesale slaugh-
ter in the name of life necessity; massacres have become vital ... But 
the existence in question is no longer the juridical existence of 
 sovereignty; at stake is the biological existence of a population. If 
genocide is indeed the dream of modern powers, this is not because 
of a recent return of the ancient right to kill; it is because power is 
situated and exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and 
the large-scale phenomenon of population.

(Foucault, 1980: pp. 104–5)

This passage marked a radical break with 1970s left thinking. The 
Frankfurt school had argued that the Nazis did not represent a back-
ward leap to some ‘barbarism’, contrary to mainstream liberal wisdom, 
but were instead modernity’s most refined product, the Enlightenment’s 
dialectically generated last gasp. And yet, neither the Frankfurt school 
nor Marxist analyses of modern European genocides put much empha-
sis on race. The ‘difference’ that the Jews represented for the Nazis was 
in the 1970s not immediately and thoroughly racialised (as it is today), 
and therefore it was not seen as connected to anti-colonial struggles in 
Africa or Black civil rights in the US. In relation to the literature on race 
and colonial power beginning to emerge in the 1970s, however, it needs 
to be acknowledged that Foucault unfortunately follows the Frankfurt 
school theorists in completely neglecting Frantz Fanon’s analysis of 
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colonial power dynamics – an analysis that, while using psychoanalytic 
concepts, converges in important respects with Foucault’s own theori-
sation of modern genocide.

But in the 1970s Fanon was not considered a theorist of the state, 
by white professors at any rate. Apart from the Frankfurt school’s 
 de-raced analysis of the excesses of Enlightenment, the other main con-
ceptual tool used by the left to understand the sort of phenomena that 
in the 1990s would come to be called ‘ethnic cleansing’ was Freudian 
psychoanalysis. One could be a hard-line Marxist and yet admit that 
sometimes people engage in economically irrational wars or pogroms 
because the collective unconscious gets the better of them. Indeed, the 
popularity of syntheses of Marxism and Freudianism in the 1960s and 
1970s may have been due to the convenient way in which ahistorical 
Freudian tools could be brought in to explain racial hatreds in general 
and the Holocaust in particular – thus freeing Marxism, and left 
accounts of historical trends more generally, from the burden of having 
to seriously deal either with race or with death.

Taking genocide seriously, calling it a modern phenomenon, and 
refusing to reduce it either to economics in disguise or to ahistorical 
psychic eruptions, Foucault took an important step away from the 
(white) wisdom of his time in penning the concluding remarks to the 
first volume of The History of Sexuality that we have cited at length. But 
those concluding remarks were never followed through in the published 
works; and all mention of race was curiously deleted from Discipline and 
Punish, despite the fact that any amount of research into eighteenth-
century mechanisms of disciplinary governance of populations would 
have revealed that the colonies often housed pilot projects for various 
biopolitical strategies – as is mentioned, interestingly, in the 1976 
 lectures.3

The lectures give a more explicitly anti-racist version of the published 
comments about genocide and the modern state’s right to kill just 
quoted. It is racism, racism and nothing but racism, that links together 
the otherwise incompatible dimensions of modern state power, sover-
eignty and biopolitics:

In the biopower system ... killing or the imperative to kill is accepta-
ble only if it results not in a victory over political adversaries, but in 
the elimination of the biological threat to and the improvement of 
the species or race ... Once the State functions in the biopower mode, 
racism alone can justify the murderous function of the state.

(Foucault, 2003b: p. 256)
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The point here is that in so far as sovereignty cannot be dispensed with, 
even in social democratic and/or republican regimes, racism continues 
to be not only possible but even necessary.

It is crucial to note that racism is a word that Foucault reserves for a 
certain kind of struggle, a historically specific struggle that only 
 modern biomedical and anthropological knowledges made possible. 
Medieval anti-Semitism, he says in response to an audience question, 
is not within the scope of ‘racism’ as he uses the term. By the same 
token, eugenicist campaigns against the feeble-minded and the disa-
bled, along with Stalinist campaigns against the enemies of socialism, 
are also examples of racism, whatever the skin colour of the victims. 
Whatever one thinks about its political implications, this marked 
departure from common usage enables Foucault to maintain the focus 
on the analytical objects that his work privileges: sovereign power/
knowledge and  disciplinary power/knowledge. Racism is in fact defined 
as that which enables contemporary states that spend resources on 
public health,  vaccinations and other biopolitical projects to preserve 
the population to simultaneously continue inflicting death on those 
sub-populations defined as a threat to the ‘real’ population, a threat to 
the nation. Sovereignty and biopower are thus by no means incompat-
ible, as is  suggested in Discipline and Punish: they are the two sides of 
the modern state – the death-dealing side and the maximisation-of-
human-resources side.

The king’s law and the aristocrats’ history

The main concern of the 1976 lectures, Foucault tells us, is not to 
analyse racism, but rather to trace

the moment when race struggle and class struggle became, at the end 
of the nineteenth century, the two great schemata that were used to 
identify the phenomenon of war and the relationship of force within 
political society.

(2003b: p. 19)

But in the texts that follow, class struggle is given very short shrift. In 
what in 1976 was an absolutely radical move, for white intellectuals 
that is, the bourgeois war against the working class seen in such phe-
nomena as the Paris Commune is described as just a new variation on 
an old theme: the medieval theme of ‘the struggle of the races’. And the 
late nineteenth-century transnational projects to cleanse the national 
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blood by either neutralising or eliminating ‘inferior’ stock (the feeble-
minded, the habitual criminals, and so on) are also said to be derivative 
from race struggles and race wars. Indeed, Foucault is so keen to shock 
the socialists by inverting the class–race relation that he totally 
 misquotes Marx. Foucault is misremembering his readings when he 
tells his audience the following:

After all, it should not be forgotten that toward the end of his life, 
Marx told Engels in a letter written in 1882 that ‘you know very well 
where we found our idea of class struggle: we found it in the work of 
French historians who talked about the race struggle’.

(2003b: p. 79)

Arnold Davidson’s carefully researched footnote first tells us that 
there was no death-conferred authority for these (imputed) words, since 
the letter in question was written in the 1850s, not the 1880s. But even 
worse, Marx did not say that he stole the idea of class struggle from the 
aristocratic chroniclers of struggles between Saxons and Normans, 
Gauls and Romans. What he actually said was simply that bourgeois 
French historians of the mid-nineteenth century should pay attention 
to the old French literature on race struggles to understand current class 
struggle better.

Nevertheless, misquoting can be very productive, as Derrida and 
Freud remind us. And in this case the misquote highlights the fact that 
for Foucault the interesting object is not ‘race’, or even the more 
 nominalist notion of ‘racialisation’: the interesting object is a relational, 
inherently interactive and dynamic one, namely, race struggle.

The main race struggles featured in his partial genealogy of modern 
state racism – and more generally, modern state projects to cleanse the 
nation of unhealthy elements, by large-scale death if necessary – were, 
as mentioned earlier, those of early modern Europe, as narrated and in 
a sense performed by chroniclers associated with feudal nobilities 
threatened by rising monarchies. It may not be an oversimplification of 
Foucault’s argument to say that the 1976 lectures tell us that history is 
essentially aristocratic, while law is essentially monarchical. Legal and 
political writers on sovereignty, from Hobbes to Locke (though Foucault 
tends to underplay Locke and overrate Hobbes), were associated with a 
monarchical power that was much more precarious and contested than 
rationalist political theory suggests. ‘Sixteenth century jurists who col-
lated the monuments of public right’ (2003b: p. 167) were re-enacting 
the manoeuvre performed earlier by the Frankish kings, who used Latin 
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and law – Roman law – as tools both to exercise and to legitimate a 
 particular kind of authority, namely, centralised monarchical rule.

Sovereignty was both the analytical object and the political rationality 
of juridical discourse, whether produced by the court’s own personnel 
or by somewhat independent theorists of political power. Theories of 
sovereignty often ignored history altogether (as Hobbes famously did). 
Or else, they invoked selected historical events symbolically and 
 statically – as in English pictures and stories, cited by Foucault, that 
show monarchs whose power actually derived from the Norman 
Conquest being crowned at York Minster and promising to continue 
upholding the Saxon laws of St Edward (pp. 104–5).

By contrast, historians associated with the feudal nobility – 
Boulainvilliers is Foucault’s key example here – produced a narrative 
that did not so much directly challenge the theoretical and legal argu-
ments of the jurists as provide an alternative way to think about state 
power, an alternative way of writing the state. Rational argument à la 
Hobbes and juridical reasoning were both sidelined by authors of 
 nostalgic and resentful epics of lost racial–national glories and past 
heroic deeds. And if Hobbes’ sovereign can justify his omnipotence on 
the grounds that only he can prevent anarchical warfare, the chroni-
clers of the heroic deeds of one’s ancestors have the opposite attitude: 
they revel in warfare. For them, history is – as for Marx, but unlike for 
political theorists – the history of struggle/warfare. For them as for 
Nietzsche, there is no such thing as a scientific neutral model of politi-
cal power: there are only competing stories. Writing the race/nation is 
narrating a particular set of deeds from a given standpoint. Hence the 
French phrase still in use today in France, ‘nos ancêtres les Gaulois’, 
which is epistemologically at odds with universalistic constitutional-
ism. Law/political theory is presented by Foucault as having been 
invented as a (monarchical) weapon against epic history.

Echoing Nietzsche, Foucault states that the chronicles of blood, soil 
and Volk were not logical arguments: they were openly passionate 
 narrations of a collective and longstanding ressentiment: ‘the history of 
the usurpation of rights, of the displacement of fortunes; ... an almost 
erotic passion for historical knowledge; ... relentless denunciations; [and] 
the articulation of history around something resembling a plot, an 
attack on the State’ (2003b: p. 135). Aristocrats whose wealth was threat-
ened by state taxes and whose customary authority was threatened by 
the new legal inventions of royal scribes articulated their grievances not 
as the conjunctural complaints of a privileged class against centralising 
monarchies, but as the historically grounded just demands of a whole 
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people – in the hope that the new urban merchants, the Third Estate, 
would identify with them and not with the court. And so they invented 
something like ‘society’ before there was such a thing as ‘society’ 
(2003b: p. 134).

Foucault does not explicitly say this, but it follows from his analysis 
that tales of struggles about blood and soil are simply not on the same 
plane as theorisations of sovereignty. This sort of race struggle, for 
one thing, is always concrete, and always historically specific. Hence 
the accounts of glorious deeds and grievous defeats are always pas-
sionate ‘situated knowledges’ that require a narrative format, by contrast 
with the disembodied rational logic of jurisprudence and political 
theory.

The French Revolution’s attempt 
to end race struggles

The Enlightenment and the French Revolution tried to put an end 
both to struggles among races and to the sort of political thinking 
that privileged blood loyalties and blood feuds. Indeed, the French 
Revolution could be regarded as wanting to put an end to history itself, 
both in the sense of having universal Enlightenment replace the suc-
cession of superstitions and oppressions that in the view of intellectuals 
like Voltaire constituted history, and in the sense of ceasing to write 
down the events in the life of nation states as history (Foucault, 2003b: 
p. 239). This may seem like an exaggeration: but, as Foucault did not 
need to remind his audience, the Revolutionaries went so far in 
 denying history as to enforce a new calendar and an ahistorical, new 
(rational) system of weights and measures – a system still strongly 
resisted in the UK, which not coincidentally is unique in having 
 incorporated its custom-driven aristocracy into liberal jurisprudence 
to the extent of having maintained the oxymoronic institution of the 
Law Lords.

The romanticised stories about the just and courageous Saxons with 
their custom-based justice system, which were successfully revived by 
Walter Scott (as Foucault points out), and which also became highly 
influential (as Foucault does not point out) through the dissemination, 
to gentlemen working as Justices of the Peace as well as to professional 
lawyers, of Blackstone’s mythical stories about English justice being 
born in the Saxon woods, could be profitably mined by critical intel-
lectual historians of the common law. The strange persistence of an 
admittedly demilitarised version of the ‘blood and soil’ approach to 
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writing the state within common law jurisprudential thought – cf. the 
highly influential work of A. V. Dicey (Dicey, 1886) – deserves further 
and more critical analysis than it has thus far received.

Foucault, however, is not interested in the common law but in ration-
alist constitutionalism. His main purpose, at the level of intellectual 
history, was to debunk, from a non-Marxist perspective, French self-
congratulatory narratives about Cartesian rationality and democratic 
sovereignty. The debunking of French self-congratulatory rationalism is 
furthered very effectively by the historical research done for Discipline 
and Punish, of course. However, the picture elaborated in the 1976 
 lectures of an almost binary opposition between the bloody and heroic 
narratives of the martial aristocrats and the statist jurisprudence of 
early theorists of sovereignty is not easily shoehorned into the actual 
development of political–legal theory in France (which may be one rea-
son why the lectures were never compiled and revised for publication).4 

The binary opposition of monarchical law versus upper-class (and later, 
national) history is seriously undermined if one considers, however 
briefly, the work and the influence of Montesquieu.

Unlike Hobbes, Montesquieu does not build a cold mathematical 
model of constitutionalism, but proceeds instead with a loosely histori-
cal method, in the manner of quasi-philosophical anthropology. While 
Hobbes and other sovereignty theorists construct a single static model 
of the state, Montesquieu, as is well known, builds cultural and material 
variation into his central method, which allows him to conclude that 
republics will work only in small countries that culturally value virtue, 
and so on. In a sense Montesquieu recuperates history for state law. He 
thus puts an end to, or outflanks, the old feudal narratives more quietly 
and effectively than those out-and-out monarchists who sought to sup-
press all traditional and customary sources of authority. Montesquieu’s 
methodological and political balancing acts deconstruct Foucault’s 
 elegant binary.

It would be idle to spend much time speculating why the most influ-
ential political thinker in French history, Montesquieu, gets only two 
insignificant references in a French work dealing with sovereignty. But 
Foucault must have been well aware of his own omission, since the 
highly influential analysis of Montesquieu contained in one of Louis 
Althusser’s most popular books points precisely to the persistence, 
within constitutionalism, of the same aristocratic narratives discussed 
in Foucault’s lectures.5 Althusser sought to undermine the liberal con-
stitutionalist credentials of Montesquieu’s international bestseller, The 
Spirit of the Laws, for the purposes of furthering Marxist critiques of the 
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liberal state, but in pursuing his own Marxist theorising he too used the 
‘race wars’ as an intellectual resource:

As is well known, Montesquieu belonged by conviction to that right-
wing oppositional party of feudal extraction which did not accept 
the political decline of its class and attacked the new political forms 
inaugurated since the fourteenth century for having supplanted the 
older ones. Fenelon, Boulainvilliers and Saint-Simon [the Duke, not 
the 19th century count] were of this party, which, until his death, 
set all its hopes on the Duc de Bourgogne, whom Montesquieu made 
his hero.

(Althusser, 1972: p. 82)

Montesquieu’s highly influential synthesis of the customary 
 authority of the old aristocracy and the rational elegance and demo-
cratic prestige of constitutionalism may have been left unmentioned 
simply because Foucault wanted neither to acknowledge Althusser nor 
to take him on. Or perhaps Foucault simply wanted to get on to the 
twentieth century and show (without saying it) that Montesquieu’s 
apparently successful synthesis had not lasted very long, given the rise 
of passionate nineteenth-century nationalism and its much more 
 murderous twentieth century successors.

Given Foucault’s strenuous efforts to differentiate genealogy from 
Marxist critique, it is likely that Foucault did not want to even engage 
with Althusser and others (Poulantzas, Milliband, etc.) involved in the 
then-new ‘theories of the state’ debate. He had a different project: he 
wanted to use the blood-and-glory writings to try to understand the 
roots of the twentieth-century resurgence of blood-and-soil narratives – 
not only Nazi narratives, but also the Stalinist tales about the socialist 
nation being poisoned by class (race?) enemies. And at this more con-
temporary level, the lectures do provide a way to think about modern 
genocide that could have been an alternative to both the Freudian and 
the Frankfurt school accounts that were popular in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Nazi science was not only the most extreme example of the hubris of 
Enlightenment, Foucault argues, supplementing, without citing it, 
Adorno and Horkheimer’s argument (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1972). 
Nazi science was also the scientific moment of a broad political project 
whose broad popularity did not rest on the prestige or the logic of 
 science. Ancient (blood-based) fears about the Jews as polluting 
Christian society fuelled the Nazi party machine more efficiently than 
the hereditarian theories of eugenicists. The ‘final solution’ can be seen 
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as both a late development in the struggle of the races and an extreme 
example of scientific and bureaucratic biopolitics.

Bureaucratic/scientific projects such as those highlighted by James C. 
Scott in his influential work Seeing like a State (Scott, 1998) may seem to 
be at odds with the highly concrete and openly emotional narratives of 
the historians of war and national heroism. But in practice, heteroge-
neous and even conflicting epistemologies can and do co-exist very 
easily. As Foucault points out in the Collège de France lectures – but not 
in the discussion of the holocaust in The History of Sexuality, Vol. I – the 
Nazis did not only deploy all the resources of bureaucracy and science: 
they also re-mobilised the old military narrative of sacrificing oneself 
for the nation to the point of risking one’s life in war and being willing 
to  commit the ultimate anti-biopolitical act, heroic/military suicide 
(Foucault, 2003b: pp. 259–60). The Frankfurt school’s insistence on 
making enlightenment bear the blame for the Holocaust – an insistence 
that made an extremely useful political point in the post-war era – may 
have prevented later theorists, including Foucault, from taking seri-
ously the blood-and-honour dimension of Nazi power/knowledge. In 
that dimension, honour could trump biopolitical imperatives. The 
series honour–war–loyalty–blood has been partially, perhaps mainly, 
displaced by the emergence of impersonal, rationalistic knowledges 
emanating both from science and from law and ethics: but it has not 
been replaced. The wars resulting from the break-up of the former 
Yugoslavia would no doubt have been Foucault’s exhibit A if he had 
lived to see them.

Conclusion: the dialectic of concrete stories 
and universal rights claims

Reflecting upon the peculiar power of the ‘race struggles’ tradition, 
whose submerged trajectory within European state-writing projects 
Foucault partially outlines here, may help us to understand the weak-
ness of those well-meaning Enlightenment projects (such as interna-
tional human rights law) that deploy impersonal universal abstract 
concepts to try to de-authorise ethnic cleansing and other race-struggles 
projects. Even though in many situations it is both politically and intel-
lectually useful to use rationalist law (and/or science) against  history, 
especially nationalistic accounts of history, and to tactically deploy 
abstract universalism against blood and soil narratives, nevertheless, it 
may be that one paradigm does not drive out the other. They are not 
speaking to the same issues. They are not using the same rhetorical 
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 register. And perhaps most importantly, they are not mobilising the 
same techniques of self.

If the powerful stories about freeborn Britons and noble Gauls have 
not completely disappeared from English and French discourses on the 
nation, despite the tremendous scientific and juridical resources that 
both the British and the French states have devoted to Enlightenment 
lawmaking and state-legitimating projects, it makes sense that in those 
political and cultural contexts in which such intellectual and legal 
resources have been scarcer, there is far less reason for people to  abandon 
nationalistic tales in favour of abstract right and impersonal science. 
This may mean that an important task for intellectuals today is to 
address the discourse of blood, soil and (concrete) nation directly, on its 
own terms. Most philosophically trained intellectuals have been trained 
to simply reject the whole register of race, soil and blood. We take cos-
mopolitanism as the only reasonable point of view even if we reject 
most of the Kantian legacy (and I include myself in this critique). We 
have thus turned our backs not only on what most of the rest of the 
world considers to be the real matter of politics, but also on a way of 
writing the state that for centuries has served as an alternative to the 
more intellectually respectable labours of jurisprudence and political 
philosophy.

A generation before Foucault, Walter Benjamin opened up some 
 possibilities for trying to recuperate the openly emotional and very 
 concrete demands for justice that arise out of a particular people’s 
 history of oppression. His work can help those of us brought up as 
 cosmopolitan intellectuals to see some virtue in the mainly ethical, 
only partially intellectual, work of listening to the ‘angel of justice’, the 
angel who points to the future but while doing so acknowledges ethical 
responsibility for a particular past, a particular set of fallen comrades. 
Writing justice does not have to proceed along the rationalistic, anti-
emotional, abstract universalist lines laid down by classic political 
 theory (Valverde, 1999).

Benjamin’s idiosyncratic combination of (universal) Marxist analysis 
of capital with a concrete, specifically Jewish ethic is difficult to revive 
in our present, more because of the decline of Marxism than because of 
his Jewish concerns. But our own present has a number of figures who 
can be seen as continuing Benjamin’s attempt to combine universal 
rationality with concrete ethics. When writing the first draft of this 
chapter, in the fall of 2003, I happened to attend a memorial held at my 
university for Edward Said, an event at which several of his former 
 colleagues and students spoke. He was described by some of the speakers 
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as a noted promoter of universal humanism – and by others as a firm 
critic of Western universalist pretensions and an ardent defender of the 
Palestinian cause. I wondered whether one lesson of Foucault’s lectures 
might be that both interpretations of Said’s life and work may well be 
‘true’, in the sense of being both useful to us and also just, as much as 
anyone can be just, toward his memory. Edward Said, by all accounts, 
managed to combine in his life as well as in his work a deep apprecia-
tion of universalist European values – including the abstract and yet 
emotional pleasures of classical European piano music – with a deep 
commitment to a specific people deeply and possibly fatally involved in 
a key contemporary struggle of the races. That combination may have 
just been what made him this decade’s necessary intellectual, as 
Benjamin was arguably the necessary intellectual of the 1940s.

I would argue that the two main ways of writing the nation-state 
 outlined in Foucault’s lectures – law and history; abstract right and 
 concrete tales of oppression – work better as part-time perspectives that 
can be articulated tactically in a variety of ways than as autonomous, 
mutually exclusive alternatives. We are all both universal ‘persons’ with 
equal rights – and also members of particular collectives with particular 
histories. And if, with Foucault and Derrida, we have given up the Hegelian 
idea that theory is about forcing opposites into some kind of stable 
 synthesis, we may perhaps be content to live with this contradiction.

Foucault’s thoughts about the blood-based historiography suppressed 
in conventional histories of rational legal and political thought were 
clearly ‘untimely’, in Nietzsche’s sense, in 1976. Neither race nor reli-
gion had the prominence in French politics then that they do now. And 
at that time, thinking about ‘race’ tended to take a universalist form – it 
had to take a universalist form, if it was going to be taken seriously by 
intellectuals schooled in Marxism and psychoanalysis, two highly 
 universalist perspectives. The main French theorist of race and empire, 
Frantz Fanon, became famous only in so far as he did not put himself 
forward as representing one specific people. If he had been a chronicler 
or even a historian, he would have been ignored by theorists.

In 1976, politics as well as philosophy looked for and valorised uni-
versal concepts, and thinkers of race and racism accordingly developed 
general-purpose terms, such as ‘the Other’. Today, the universal abstrac-
tions of law – most prominently, ‘human rights’ – are the only terms 
with worldwide currency: but their effectivity is derived precisely from 
the fact that they ignore and suppress particular histories. At the level 
of practice, constitutional law professors go around the world imparting 
advice without feeling that they need to study other countries’ 
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 languages and histories beforehand. This is an everyday instance of the 
philosophical issue best articulated by Derrida (following Benjamin) to 
the effect that universal abstract law, useful as it is, works only at the 
expense of particular, concrete justice.

Thus, the publication of Foucault’s lectures on race struggles – a text 
that invites us to reflect on the historical emergence of the split between 
law and justice, between universal abstractions and history – could 
become an occasion for us to remind ourselves that legal and political 
theory have never managed to successfully contain and suppress the 
concrete ethical demands of peoples suffering from quite specific, non-
universalisable historic injustices. In the times in which we live these 
lectures are much more timely than they were when they were given.
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The year 1976 marks the only period in Michel Foucault’s work which 
could be characterised as tragic in the sense that it was then that he 
outlined his thoughts on the genealogy of violence during the twenti-
eth century, its totalitarianisms and genocides, its colonial enterprises 
and massacres, its racism and eugenics. Central for him was the idea 
that war, after being for centuries ‘the matrix of truth for historical 
 discourse’, had become from the time of the French Revolution ‘the 
condition for the survival of society in its political relationships’. In 
other words it was internalised to defend the social order ‘against the 
dangers born within and from its own body’ (Foucault, 1997: pp. 146, 
194). Thus the course at the Collège de France, “Society Must Be Defended”, 
even more than the often cited last chapter of his book The Will to Know 
(Foucault, 1976) which echoes it, stands out in a remarkable way from 
the tone and the matter of the rest of his writings.

For a brief moment he comes to grips with the dark side – he speaks of 
‘the gloomily critical discourse’ (Foucault, 1997: p. 242) – of contempo-
rary societies and their brutalisation, of the displacement of violence 
from the external to the internal frontiers of the nation and of its founda-
tion upon a racialist rationale to the extreme limit of the convergence of 
‘the sovereign right to kill’ and ‘the mechanisms of biopower’ which are 
at the heart of the Nazi regime and ‘the final solution’ (Foucault, 1997: 
p. 232). In the years which followed he was to abandon the track on 
which he had set out so as to direct himself towards what appears as the 
less troubled waters of governmentality and subjectification, the use of 
pleasure and the care of the self. The 1976 course is thus an exception in 
a corpus which resolutely distanced itself from contemporary tragedies.

7
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In this respect, Giorgio Agamben (Agamben, 1997: pp. 11–12) was 
right in acknowledging the fact that ‘curiously, Foucault never oriented 
his research towards the places which are the outstanding sites of 
 modern biopolitics: the concentration camp, the structure of the great 
totalitarian states of the twentieth century’ and further in wondering 
how ‘he was able to undertake his researches on biopolitics without any 
reference’ to the analyses Hannah Arendt (1961) devoted to it, and espe-
cially what she said of the human condition and the ‘vita activa’. 
Probably the Italian philosopher did not know when he was writing, for 
obvious editorial reasons, the digression which “Society Must Be 
Defended” constituted, and especially those final sessions of the course 
which would have been worth a corrective annotation, at least for the 
remarks on totalitarianism.

However, Giorgio Agamben’s observation remains perfectly and 
 profoundly right. The absence of the camps and genocides as the para-
digmatic figures of contemporary biopolitics – from the British concen-
tration camps of the Boer War to the Nazi extermination camps, from 
the massacre of the Hereros to the elimination of the Jews (Arendt, 
1961) – and the missed encounter with the German-born philosopher 
who attempted to understand if not the genealogy of it at least its 
genesis – and it is difficult not to draw a parallel with biopolitics when 
she makes of ‘biological reality’ and the ‘process of life’ the new motor 
of history in the French Revolution (Arendt, 1967: p. 82) – all this con-
stitutes, 20 years after Foucault’s death, a subject of enquiry for those 
who attempt an exegesis of his work: ‘Death prevented Foucault from 
developing all the implications of the concept of biopolitics’, writes 
Giorgio Agamben (Agamben, 1997: p. 12). That we may doubt.

The most acute point of tension between the course at the Collège de 
France and the end of the first volume of The History of Sexuality, which 
represent the two essential, lastingly fertile lines of reflection, although 
they were quickly abandoned, of Michel Foucault’s thought on biopoli-
tics, resides in the articulation of sovereign right and biopower. Whereas 
in The Will to Know the accent is put on the chronological succession of 
the two, the new ‘power over life’ being substituted to the ancient ‘right 
of death’ and this dramatic change constituting ‘the threshold of 
 biological modernity’ in the Western world (Foucault, 1976: pp. 181–8), 
in “Society Must Be Defended” it is on the contrary the concomitance and 
even the confusion of the two which becomes the principle of the new 
racial confrontation which ‘biological racism’ represents in its scientific 
version : ‘racism ensures the function of death in bio-power according 
to the principle that the deaths of others biologically strengthen oneself 
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in so far as one is a member of a race or population’ (Foucault, 1997: 
p. 230). Thus, in his course, by taking his distance from the diachronic 
perspective which is obviously of crucial importance in the elaboration 
of his History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault gives himself the means to 
apprehend modern violence in its radical novelty.

It is in this direction that Giorgio Agamben extends his own reflec-
tion, going so far as to affirm that ‘the production of a biopolitical body 
is the original act of sovereign power’, on the one side, and on the other, 
that ‘in every modern state, a point exists which defines the moment 
when the decision of life is transformed into the decision on death 
and when biopolitics is thus inverted and becomes thanatopolitics’ 
(Agamben, 1997: pp. 14, 132). In other words, for the Italian philosopher, 
Western societies are permeated, from the moment of their foundation 
to the present time, by the dialectic – rather than the chronological suc-
cession – of sovereignty and biopower. Whether diachronic or dialectic, 
this tension between these two foundations of the political order may 
certainly be discussed, but it is incontestable that it constitutes the 
 radical originality of Michel Foucault’s course of 1976 and opens up a 
new way of thinking the tragedy of the present.

From this perspective, it is remarkable that, although it may appear 
today almost as an experimental model for analysing the confusion 
between sovereign right and biopolitical doctrine, South Africa, until 
very recently, was not considered in terms of biopower. Within the coun-
try, during the time of apartheid, the work of progressive South African 
researchers was underpinned by a Marxist interpretation of racial segre-
gation and inspired by the will to nullify the criminal  biologisation of 
the social sphere: an economic interpretation was favoured for the racist 
mechanisms which were in place and, in general, biopolitical reflection 
was left as the monopoly of white-power theoreticians. From outside, 
most foreign scholars relied on a similar approach, denouncing simulta-
neously the internal processes of domination within the South African 
society and the collusions with the postcolonial imperialisms: confined 
to the West, where they had originated, Foucaultian theses, partially 
constructed against Marxist theories, seemed at that time poorly adapted 
for grasping the specific forms of violence rooted in colonial empires 
and the relations of power between rich countries and the Third World, 
which were essentially considered in terms of the Cold War division. For 
all, men and women, who were striving to understand and at the same 
time to destroy the regime of apartheid, the apparent ‘racial war’ was 
merely ‘class struggle’, at the national level as well as on the planetary 
scale. In these circumstances, the theoretician of biopower did not, if 
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one may say it, have any relevance analytically – or at least ideologically. 
Furthermore, Michel Foucault had never attempted to think of the South 
African situation in either its singularity or its exemplarity.

Matters, however, have recently changed but, in a strange paradox, it 
was precisely when the former racist regime gave way to the new 
 democratic power that the ‘race war’ started to enter biopolitics, in the 
experience that social agents have of the present situation and in their 
commentaries when they try to account for it. Significantly the words 
‘genocide’ or ‘power of death’, the explanation of the practices of those 
who adhered to racism and the understanding of the elimination of a 
part of society defined by its race, and all in all the discourse of the ‘race 
war’, became from that time commonplaces in the public life of South 
Africa, strangely at the very time when state racism had been abolished 
to promote a ‘Rainbow Nation’, in Desmond Tutu’s words.

The emergence of this biopolitical representation of the South African 
destiny took its strength from a phenomenon which was precisely 
 biological in its nature, but in which some recognised a sociological 
determinism – the AIDS epidemic. The violent controversies to which it 
gave rise reveal ex post the biopolitical structure – one should rather say 
the thanato-political structure – which up to that time had been 
repressed (Fassin, 2007). It is that structure which I would like to unveil 
here, by criticising what seems to have been, in the discourse of many 
intellectuals and politicians, a problematic jumble of the past and the 
present, a systematic confusion between the project of the apartheid 
regime and the politics of present-day power. In a sense, this drift has 
been sustained by Giorgio Agamben’s idea of the intrinsic association of 
sovereignty and biopolitics, and it has lead to a form of ‘banality of evil’, 
to take up Hannah Arendt’s phrase (Arendt, 1963) about Eichmann.

The language of death

When we are sitting in the support group, we discuss. This is what 
we say. The ANC wants us to die. Most people with HIV are unskilled, 
uneducated, unemployed. We have no value, we just cost. How will 
the government benefit from us? The more numerous we are the 
more problems we cause. If they can get rid of us, there will be less 
unemployment, less crime, fewer problems. Let them die, they say.

I heard this comment from a young man I knew in Soweto. He had 
AIDS and knew it. He was a member of a support group in a local asso-
ciation and would meet regularly with other patients.
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This sort of discourse has been conducted in front of me on many 
occasions in South Africa during recent years, often by inhabitants of 
the townships who considered it as an empirical evidence, sometimes 
also by intellectuals in academe who rather presented it as a theoretical 
supposition in an ‘as if’ mode. Most of them were infected, so that they 
would think of themselves as direct victims of this plot they referred to. 
At that time there was a fierce fight between the government and the 
activists about the relevance of implementing a nationwide programme 
to prevent mother-to-child transmission by using anti-retroviral drugs, 
the former arguing against it that it would be too costly, practically too 
difficult to implement and thus necessarily inequitable, the latter 
defending the principle that lives were priceless, even if only a few could 
be saved through this programme. The public debate had entered the 
private sphere and everybody, especially of course when one was per-
sonally concerned, would give his or her interpretation of these national 
issues.

This idea of a genocidal conspiracy was not isolated. It emerged in a 
context where the press had evoked the idea of the accidental introduc-
tion of HIV by a vaccination programme in Western Africa, where the 
media had publicised the trial of an allegedly criminal experimentation 
by Bulgarian doctors in Libya, where government members had pub-
licly suspected the pharmaceutical industry of deliberate actions against 
the African population through toxic anti-retroviral drugs like AZT, 
where the former Health minister Nkosazana Zuma had accused her 
opponents from the Democratic Party of hoping that ‘ANC supporters 
would all die of AIDS’ and where her successor, Manto Tshabalala-
Msimang, had distributed a pamphlet by an ex-CIA agent denouncing 
a plan developed by secret organisations in the United States to spread 
HIV and other plagues in Africa. In parallel, the president of the Medical 
Research Council, Malegapuru William Magkoba, had announced that 
within a few years the epidemic would make black Africans a minority 
in South Africa and had labelled as ‘genocide’ the reluctance of the 
 government to implement prevention of mother-to-child transmission; 
Supreme Court judge Edwin Cameron and Treatment Action Campaign 
chairperson Zachie Achmat had described the national policy as being 
the cause of a ‘Holocaust’; and the famous satirist Pieter-Dirk Uys had 
made the comment that ‘in the old South Africa we killed people: now 
we’re just letting them die’. Thus it had become trivial to talk the 
 language of biopolitics – or rather, thanato-politics.

Political science specialist Ulrike Kistner (2002) has proposed a con-
ceptual framework to account for this situation, using precisely Michel 
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Foucault’s theory of biopower. Criticising the South African President’s 
statements on the aetiology of AIDS and on the toxicity of AZT, but 
most of all denouncing his refusal to distribute anti-retroviral drugs to 
patients, she writes:

In Mbeki’s logic of governance, the right to life and the right to life-
saving and life-prolonging drugs, comes under the sovereign power 
of state officials. It brings to mind the original definition of absolute 
sovereign power: namely the power to let live and cause to die. This 
is power in its most direct and transparent form.

(Kistner, 2002)

For her, the South African political system is thus in a state of regres-
sion, going back to the old law of sovereignty instead of progressing 
towards the modern norm of biopower with its ‘health interventions’ 
and ‘welfare administration’. To legitimise his position, she asserts, 
Thabo Mbeki exploits a rhetoric of racism and accuses his adversaries of 
reviving the phantoms of the past: ‘It is not coincidental that the 
President’s pronouncements on AIDS come together with statements of 
racism against the demand to live’ (Kistner, 2002). Thus, he discredits 
his opposition and achieves comfort with his own decisions, without 
confronting the true issues his government has to deal with, in particu-
lar increasing inequalities: ‘Within global capitalism, the kind of social 
security that came with the status of being employed has been whittled 
away’ (Kistner, 2002). As a consequence, neither treatment nor even 
prevention can be guaranteed to the people any more. The ‘AIDS war’, 
as she calls it, thus becomes a ‘struggle between sovereign power and 
biological life’ (Kistner, 2002), between the right to cause to die and the 
obligation to keep alive, in a context of an alleged race war dissimulat-
ing the realities of class conflicts. Indeed the relationship established 
between the two ‘wars’ is relevant, but two points seem to me problem-
atic in this interpretation: on the one hand, the reduction of the official 
policy to a mere affirmation of sovereignty and, on the other hand, 
the disqualification of the government’s argument of racism as purely 
instrumental. However, it is emblematic of the violence of public dis-
courses and expressive of the overwhelming reference to life politics.

This violence and this reference are inscribed in a rhetoric which, for 
reasons which are incidentally contradictory, constructs systematically 
a parallel between the situation in the past and that of today. The 
 reference to apartheid thus becomes a factor in the discourse which is 
intended as much to mobilise society as to denounce government 
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 policy. On the one side, in effect, one justifies the present fight against 
AIDS by associating it with the old struggles against apartheid: Chris 
Hani, the historical leader of the armed movement Umkhonto weSizwe, 
was the first to use this comparison in 1990, saying that once the con-
temptible regime of apartheid had been defeated the next challenge, 
already presenting itself, would be that of AIDS. On the other side, 
 symmetrically, one criticises the actions of the present government by 
repeated affirmations that nothing has changed, or even that the exist-
ing situation is worse than that which had prevailed under white power: 
the posters of the Treatment Action Campaign were thus presented side 
by side with the photographs of the young Hector Petersen, the first 
victim of the Soweto rising in 1976, and of little Nkosi Johnson, the 
iconic victim of AIDS whose slow death became a denunciation of the 
refusal to adopt anti-retroviral treatment for patients. The shift of one 
rhetorical usage into the other, from the justification of the struggle to 
the discrediting of the government is insidious: if today’s fight can be 
compared to that of yesterday, it is because the biological scourge of the 
present time may be assimilated to the former racist scourge of apart-
heid. AIDS is a threat to society such as apartheid used to be.

The public arena has in this way been flooded by the discourses on 
the politics of death, that is discourses about genocide and conspiracies, 
about the accusation of willing or carrying out the extermination of a 
part of the population, of reference to the sovereign act of causing to die 
or allowing to live which would be at the heart of the South African 
health policies. From this point of view, failing to differentiate substan-
tially between the apartheid regime of yesterday and the democratic 
system in the age of AIDS, as it is ordinarily manifest in commentaries 
and debates, comes from a confusion between racial war (representing 
the old model in which that which is ‘other’ is eliminated) and biopower 
(the symbol of the new system of reference of rights and duties exer-
cised over life). The hesitations by the government over the validity of 
the bases of the treatments of HIV infections, which, in other contexts, 
were described in terms of the rationality of cost-efficiency calculations, 
have become in South African society decisions which may be defined 
as crimes against humanity: in fact, one often forgets that at the moment 
when the accusations of genocide were made against the South African 
government, the international institutions, notably the World Bank 
and the United Nations, were reluctant to suggest anti-retroviral drugs 
for use on the African continent where insolvency threatened to com-
promise the long-term use of the treatments; although critics were 
expressed against these choices, in particular from the Global Fund, 
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nobody outside Africa, however, accused these institutions and their 
specialists of racial indifference or will to exterminate the poor. The 
explanation of the violence in the rhetoric – certainly partially due to 
the tragic experience of the South African population with AIDS – may 
be found in history. If in fact we keep to the Foucaultian thesis which 
makes modern racism the death function in the economy of biopower, 
we then can understand how the radicalisation of this politics of death 
under the regime of apartheid formed a cognitive framework through 
which everyone perceived the world. Racial war is the permanent refer-
ential of South African activists, particularly in polemics surrounding 
AIDS, whether in the ordinary interpretation of racism (accusations by 
the government against its opponents), or in the extreme interpretation 
of genocide (denunciations of the government by its opponents).

It is possible to formulate the following general hypothesis. After the 
official end of the apartheid regime, in 1994, the hope of a ‘New South 
Africa’ which rejected its past definitively, reconstructing itself as a 
‘Rainbow Nation’, mobilised an important part of the population, those 
who had been the victims of segregation and domination by white 
power, on the one side, and those who had participated in the struggle 
against that power, inside and outside the country, on the other side. 
The model was constructed not only against the paradigm of racial war, 
but above all for a paradigm challenging the very language of race. 
From this perspective, the Commission for Truth and Reconciliation 
signals the desire to liquidate the past by exorcising it, to nullify the 
crimes of racism so as to build and enlighten a future without racism 
(Posel and Simpson, 2002). As a counterpoint to this, AIDS introduces 
another truth which this time is irreconcilable.

At the objective level, the impact of the epidemic, much greater in the 
black population than in the white, reminds us that AIDS does not just 
arise out of a physiopathology confined strictly to its biological dimen-
sion: it is a social disease which shows the traces of the inequalities and 
violence in the recent history of the country and which differentiates 
the population along racial lines (Schneider, 2004). At the subjective 
level, the stigmatisation of African individuals accused of being respon-
sible for the scourge which afflicts them because of their sexual behav-
iour re-opens the wounds of the past; as with syphilis and tuberculosis, 
the disparities are set out in terms of culture and race (Jochelson, 2001; 
Packard, 1989). In other words, the apartheid death principle ejected 
through the door of politics re-enters through the window of polemics. 
Accusations of genocide, suspicions of conspiracies, recourse to the 
whole lexicon of the politics of death result from this truth which is not 



The Politics of Death 159

to be spoken of. The controversy about AIDS has been dealt with at the 
level of ideological error opposed to scientific truth. We should consider 
it rather from the point of view of the historical truth which it sets out. 
It is to the appearance of this historical truth that we must now 
return.

The historical truth

There are still some in our midst who would rather have us remain 
‘mis-educated Negroes or natives’. These have studied in schools of 
theology where the Bible is interpreted by those who have justified 
segregation; law schools where they are told that they belong to the 
most criminal element in the country; medical schools where they 
are convinced of their inferiority by being reminded of their role as 
germ-carriers; schools where they learn a history that pictures black 
people as human beings of the lower order, unable to subject passion 
to reason. And thus it happens that others who consider themselves 
to be our leaders take to the streets carrying their placards, to demand 
that because we are germ-carriers and human beings of a lower order 
that cannot subject its passion to reason, we must perforce adopt 
strange opinions to save a depraved and diseased people from self-
inflicted disease. They proclaim that our continent is doomed to an 
inevitable mortal end because of our unconquerable devotion to the 
sin of lust.

These words, of rare violence, about AIDS, its representations and its 
actors were spoken by Thabo Mbeki in a famous lecture delivered on 
12 April 2001 at the University of Fort Hare as part of the celebration of 
the centenary of the birth of Zachariah Keodirelang Matthews, gener-
ally regarded as South Africa’s first black intellectual, and certainly the 
first to be recognised in the white academic world. He was referring to 
the activists and researchers in the field of AIDS, to the common-sense 
images of African sexuality and personality, to the official recommen-
dations and scientific predictions about the continent, which he accused 
of using racist vocabulary and interpretations.

One could not delineate better the terrain on which the AIDS war is 
being waged, that of historical reference to the war between the races 
and its prolongation into the struggles of the present day. More gener-
ally, the discourse of the South African President and, with variations 
in substance on the same theme, the discourses of the most radical 
 elements in the government, of the parties in power and of the 
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 intellectuals claiming Afro-centrism, are denouncing the crimes and 
contempt of the past, criticising the present-day efforts of those who 
wish to wipe out any traces of it, at the same time appealing for a future 
‘African Renaissance’ (Samarbakhsh-Liberge, 2000). To put it in another 
way, in contrast with the dominant discourse of the immediate post-
apartheid period, represented by Nelson Mandela and still more, per-
haps, by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the discourse of the present-day 
elites, around Thabo Mbeki but also in the academic world, with figures 
such as the historian Bernard Mkhosezwe Magubane, insists on reaf-
firming the permanence of the question of race. For them, in sharp 
contrast to their predecessors, the past never ceases to manifest itself in 
the present – the question of racism has still today not been finally 
 settled – and the future has a taste for revenge over the past – it is 
 necessary to affirm the strength and originality of African singularity, 
and beyond, as is shown by the connections formed with the African-
Americans and the Afro-Caribbeans, through the ‘Black Atlantic’ 
(Gilroy, 1993). They recognise in AIDS that which both reveals and 
catalyses the truth which has been hastily buried. It reveals in that it 
shows simultaneously racial inequalities when black populations have 
on average twice or three times the infection rates of white populations, 
and racial discrimination when the theme of sexual promiscuity 
remains omnipresent in official reports on the epidemic to the detriment 
of social explanations. It catalyses in that it is not limited to unveiling 
racial tensions, it also contributes to producing them by leading people 
to position themselves on one side or the other of a colour line, thus 
illustrating what a Minister of Health said to a University specialist in 
Health Policies during a debate on AIDS a few months after the end of 
apartheid: ‘You cannot understand because you are white’.

Many in South Africa have become angry at this ‘return’ to the lexi-
con of racism in the public arena. It may certainly be deplored but it 
would be wrong to consider it purely as an instrument in the range of 
political tactics, or conversely, to see in it the mere resurgence of a racial 
war. It is not an instrument in so far as it comes more profoundly from 
a real experience, in the sense of an immediate perception of the social 
world which was produced by history: for somebody who lived in South 
Africa during apartheid and, paradoxically, in an even stronger way for 
somebody who suffered exile (exile giving rise in a way to rendering 
this perception harder or even to reifying it), the social world was 
 perceived through the experience of the colour bar. However, it was no 
longer a matter of a racial war in the sense that could be accorded to the 
term with reference to apartheid, because it was much more a question 



The Politics of Death 161

of the denunciation of what had been and of what many refused to 
recognise as permanent: thinking in racialist terms (in particular to 
denounce the blindness of a universalist discourse) does not necessarily 
mean adopting a racist logic. The parallel established between the era of 
apartheid and the present, whether to re-awaken the spirit of struggle 
(making AIDS the new battleground) or to criticise errors committed at 
the present time (by linking them to those of the past), is in this respect 
as unjust as it is imprecise. By launching in April 2003 its campaign of 
civil disobedience against government policy in respect of anti-retroviral 
drugs, which meant taking up again the repertory of action used 
against white power and based on provocations on the very edge of 
legality, the Treatment Action Campaign alienated – at least for some 
time – its principal ally, the COSATU, which was also engaged in the 
struggle for the treatment of AIDS; the great Confederation of Trade 
Unions refused to accept the confusion of signs in which it saw the 
possibility of blurring together a number of causes. It was not possible, 
the unionists said, to use without consequences this sort of rapproche-
ment which turned into a banality the frequently heard comment, 
only too willingly adopted by the media: ‘It is worse today than it was 
under apartheid.’

Under the law of state racism instituted after 1948, the groundwork 
for which was already being put into place from the end of the nine-
teenth century, society had been differentiated and divided on bases 
which were racial and therefore biological, or at least phenotypical – 
without excluding in the least any other forms of social exclusion and 
cultural disqualification. In spite of the display of a scientific front 
drawn from the ancient depths of biologising raciology (anthropology 
of racism claiming biological legitimacy) it was in reality a question of 
racial war in its traditional form, mythologising its origins and rejecting 
what was alien to them. The Africans – originally called ‘natives’ – were 
always understood and feared in the logic of the frontier of the period 
of the Cape Colony in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
(Elbourne, 2002). They did not belong to society but to the world of 
nature. Exploited from the end of the nineteenth century for the  mining 
of gold and diamonds and, more widely, in the framework of industri-
alisation, they never held any stake in South Africa. Segregation began 
officially from 1900 with the creation of native locations, or, to put it 
another way, at the moment when they started to become urbanised. 
The political paradigm of apartheid is thus that of racial war and 
 sovereign power. White society wished to protect itself from the danger 
presented by contact with the blacks who were always considered to be 
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an exterior peril, moral even more than biological (Butchart, 1998). The 
policy of segregation, the construction of townships, the establishment 
of Bantustans was a policy of territorial separation aiming at the main-
tenance of political hegemony: it was not a policy of purification, even 
if the reference to the Vaderland might seem to draw a horizon of 
racial integrity; much more important were controlling wealth and 
maintaining power, as can be reckoned from the efforts made to repel 
the pressure of demographics and the desire for democracy by establish-
ing a multiplicity of nominally independent enclaves.

If one has to seek a biopolitical moment in the second half of the 
twentieth century, it is right at the end of the regime, when, threatened 
from all directions, it hardened its position, putting into place a new 
programme of chemical and biological warfare in a last stand of state 
criminality (Burger and Gould, 2002). During the 1980s, dominated by 
endemic insurrection in the townships, the Project Coast, under the 
direction of a medical doctor, attempted in effect to put in place chem-
ical and biological technologies capable of facilitating the extermina-
tion of the Africans, with even the phantasm of inventing toxic 
substances which would be racially specific and would open the way to 
the elimination of the black population. The AIDS virus itself from the 
start of the 1990s even gave rise to the idea of live experimentation, 
through the medium of infected prostitutes in the hotels they used in 
the African quarters. In a sort of literal application of biology to the 
social sphere and for reasons inspired by real motives of genocide, 
 biopolitics became a politics of death. Essentially, however, it can be 
said that apartheid was stuck in the traditional model of colonialist 
confrontation here exacerbated by racist ideology, which held 
‘Otherness’ to be inferiority, and by the sovereign law, which conferred 
the right of death.

The government resulting from the democratic elections of 1994 
abolished the racial legislation and even the very notion of race – 
without, of course, eliminating the experience of racism (Beinart, 2001). 
Essentially, in the first years, its policy adopted a form of pastoral power 
which showed a rediscovered sense of the responsibility of the elites 
with regard to the people. It was necessary to reconstruct the state and 
re-invent the nation, the first being constituted on principles of separa-
tion and exclusion and the second founded on the division and formu-
lation into hierarchies of racial and even ethnic groups. The whole 
range of institutions had to be reorganised so as to unify a system which 
stood completely on an administration based on four pyramids. Social 
and health policies became priorities with the development of a 
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 mechanism for major assistance favourable to the poor sectors and the 
implementation throughout the country of free care. The process of 
reconciliation itself took the ritualised form of a Commission presided 
over by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who began the hearings with 
prayers and turned his action into a sort of exorcism of the past. Finally, 
a national programme of ‘moral regeneration’ was launched by Nelson 
Mandela and taken up by the Vice-President, Jacob Zuma. In the sense 
that it was exercised over a people from then on considered to be one 
and indivisible and it took for its objective the regulation of the very life 
of its subjects, post-apartheid policy may be seen as a biopolitics of the 
nation. It is a question of conducting the struggle against the thanato-
politics which had progressively crushed society.

This period of grace was of short duration (Lodge, 2002). First, the 
discourse on race, officially put to one side by the government’s doc-
trine, was introduced into it again by the very policy of striving to 
combat the inequalities which were the legacy of the previous regime: 
affirmative action and black economic empowerment, the objective of 
which was to favour the access of the black populations to employment 
and resources, implied quite obviously not only recognition of racial 
categories but also the statistical calculation of them. Second, the turn 
towards a more liberal attitude at the end of the 1990s showed the 
 twofold nature, economic and racial, of the inequalities which had cer-
tainly been inherited from white power but were being reproduced 
under the new administration: the end of the racial war displayed the 
naked fact that it was a class struggle, something which the trade 
unions were henceforth striving to recall. Third, the AIDS epidemic 
unified the whole range of these elements: it was considered and lived 
in terms of race, by those who put it forward as caused by the ‘sexual 
promiscuity’ of the Africans as well as by those who denounced this 
stigmatisation; it unmasked the superimposition of racial hierarchies 
and economic inequalities in the profoundly unequal distribution of 
the disease.

In this, the affirmation by the South African President that poverty 
was the principal cause, and the introduction by the government of 
social programmes rather than programmes of treatment, demonstrated 
that biopower is always a matter of choice: even if it is open to criticism, 
the decision not to distribute anti-retrovirals because it would necessar-
ily provoke an aggravation of the inequalities existing before the  disease 
also resulted from the desire for social justice even at the cost of losing 
lives. As the constant references to genocide and conspiracies in the 
discourses about the epidemic show, AIDS thus reinserted the politics of 
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death into the heart of biopolitics, not only because it is a fatal infection 
which at present causes the deaths of the majority of black South 
Africans, but above all because it demonstrates the deadly power of the 
apartheid legacy through the mode of objectifying the social and the 
process of subjectifying individuals. The idea that a part of the popula-
tion, black and poor, had to be sacrificed to procure the advent of ‘the 
New South Africa’ – a belief which is widespread today – signifies simul-
taneously the memory of a racial war which went so far as the project 
for the physical elimination of the pauperised African component of 
South African society and the reality of the permanence of inequalities 
which biopower shows tragically in their twofold dimension – economic 
and racial.

Conclusion

In his course of 1976, Michel Foucault contrasted the ancient idea of 
‘racial war’, which was based on the construction of a ‘mythical adver-
sary’, threatening from without the nation and its territorial integrity, 
and the new ‘biopower’, in which racism was reconfigured as a 
 ‘technology’ through which the state used race as a means of legitimis-
ing itself against that which would threaten from within the purity of 
the body social. This contrast, which is not always easy to establish 
empirically, introduces a radically new element into the theoretical 
paradigm which is now elaborated: the possibility that sovereign 
power, the right to kill, may be invested in biopower, the control over 
life; there is no simple chronological succession from the one to the 
other, as Foucault says elsewhere, but there is a possibility of a superim-
position or, rather, of an infiltration of biopower by sovereign power. 
This thesis, which he uses the Nazi regime to illustrate, finds an inter-
esting extension under apartheid. State racism was expressed in that 
context through the force of the law which violently introduced racial 
war and was immediately translated in terms of economic exploitation 
and territorial exclusion. The invocation of racial purity which consti-
tuted the ideological window-dressing of the mechanism was not the 
real motive power of segregation, which was before everything else a 
struggle for political power – or, more precisely, for the maintenance of 
political power. Put in another way, it was the politics of death without 
a genuine biological dimension. With the advent of democracy, the 
new power, with a profound pastoral inspiration, was at first entirely 
absorbed in the reconstruction of the unity of the body of the nation 
and in putting into place social and health policies universally available. 
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It thus defined a project which was biopolitical. Socio-economic 
 realities and still more, if it can be said, the socio-biological realities of 
AIDS undermined this project, led to disputed choices in the very name 
of the survival of a part of the population and re-awakened the  divisions 
and socio-racial tensions which were meant to have been forgotten.

For all that, the parallel established between the former regime and 
the new administration in terms of the power of death and the power 
over life gave rise to a polemical interpretation which lumped together 
thanato-politics and biopolitics. When he affirmed that ‘the interplay 
between the sovereign right to kill and the mechanisms of bio-power 
are in effect inscribed in the functioning of all States’, Michel Foucault 
(1997: p. 232) was himself not a complete stranger to this confusion. I 
have tried to demonstrate here the difference in nature between a poli-
tics which establishes human hierarchies based on the very principle of 
its sovereignty and a politics which places in tension biological life and 
social justice, and the difference in significance between racial war as a 
way of government (under apartheid) and racial war as a rhetoric of 
power (under the present administration). In the first case, the politics 
of death dresses itself in some biological trappings (with racial purity on 
the horizon). In the second, the politics of death rises to the surface 
beneath biopolitics (with the impossible effacement of the past). To 
underestimate the difference between the two politics of death would 
simply mean to renounce the difference democracy makes.
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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 
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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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Notes

Introduction

 1 Our thanks to Luis Lobo-Guerrero for drawing this quotation to our 
 attention.

1 Strategies for Waging Peace

 1 While dual references are given where texts exist in English, translations 
have frequently been modified. Codes in the notes refer to documents 
archived at the Institut Mémoires d’Édition Contemporaine.

 2 Since the research for this article, the archive has relocated to Caen in 
Normandy. See www.imec-archives.com/

 3 Keith Gandel, “New Arts of Government in the Great War and Post-War 
Period”, E.1.29/FCL2.A04-06, pp. 1, 3.

 4 This paragraph repeats some formulations from Elden (2002: p. 146).
 5 Foucault recognises that any interpretation predicates a norm by which it 

measures: even if the normal is defined in terms of what it is not, as a 
 consequence. See Elden (2001: pp. 102–3) and Foucault (1999: p. 46).

 6 This paragraph draws extensively on Elden (2002: pp. 145–6).
 7 D.2.4.a/FCL2.A04-03.01, p. 1.
 8 D.2.4.a/FCL2.A04-03.01, p. 2.
 9 D.2.4.b/FCL2.A04-03.02, p. 18.
10 Résistances à la medicine et démultiplication du concept de santé, CORDES/

Commisariat Géneral du Plan, November 1980, D.2.4.d/FCL2.A04-03.04. 
Donzelot’s paper from this is translated as ‘Pleasure in Work’, in Burchell 
et al. (1991, pp. 251–80).

11 D.2.1/FCL2.A04-05. For a fuller discussion, see Elden (2007).
12 Taken from the files on each project and the letter from M. H. Conan to 

Guattari, 26 June 1973, archived at D.2.3/FCL2.A04-04.
13 Conversion for 1973 francs taken from www.insee.fr/en/indicateur/ 

achatfranc.htm
14 See the collection of papers in Site, no. 2, 2002, www.sitemagazine.net/eng/

no2.htm
15 Les équipements du pouvoir: Généalogie du capital 1, Recherches, no. 13, décembre 

1973. See also La programmation des équipements collectives dans les villes 
 nouvelles (Les équipements d’hygiene mentale), Paris: CERFI, 1972.

16 The subsequent number of Recherches continued the approach. See L’idéal 
historique Généalogie du capital 2, Recherches, no. 14, janvier 1974.

17 The discussion took place in May and September 1972 (EP 47).
18 Following these discussions, the next two courses, Sécurité, Territoire, 

Population: Cours au Collège de France (1977–1978), Paris: Seuil/Gallimard, 
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2004 and Naissance de la biopolitique develop the analysis of the state in a 
much more explicit way.

19 There is a discussion of this point at, François Fourquet and Lion Murard, 
Les Équipements du Pouvoir: Viiles, Territoires Et Équipements Collectifs, 
173–4.

20 D.2.3/FCL2.A04-04.
21 The other contributors were Blandine Barret-Kriegel, François Beguin, 

Daniel Friedmann and Alain Monchablon.
22 DE III 40–58, 207–28, 508–21. The English translations appear as ‘The Birth 

of Social Medicine’ in Power: The Essential Works of Michel Foucault, vol. 3, 
edited by James D. Faubion, London: Penguin, 2000, pp. 134–56; ‘The Crisis 
of Medicine or the Crisis of Antimedicine’, translated by Edgar C. Knowlton, 
Jr., William J. King and Clare O’Farrell, Foucault Studies, no. 1, November 
2004, pp. 5–19; and ‘The Incorporation of the Hospital into Modern 
Technology’, in Foucault and Geography, forthcoming.

23 D.2.2.a/FCL2.A04-02.01, p. 1.
24 D.2.2.a/FCL2.A04-02.01, p. 1.
25 D.2.2.b/FCL2.A04-02.02.
26 See D.2.2.a/FCL2.A04-02.01.
27 D.2.2.b/FCL2.A04-02.02; see “Influence des strategies administratives 

et hygiéniques dans l’histoire des espaces verts à Paris”, D.2.1/FCL2.
A04-05, p. 15.

28 ‘Exposé du sujet’, D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, p. 1.
29 D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, p. 2.
30 D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, pp. 3–4.
31 D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, p. 5.
32 D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, p. 7.
33 D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, p. 9.
34 D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, pp. 11, 12.
35 D.2.2.c/FCL2.A04-02.03, p. 12.
36 Bruno Fortier, Untitled, D.2.2.d/FCL2.A04-02.04. ‘Jusqu’au milieu du 

XVIIIème siècle ...’
37 Fortier, D.2.2.d/FCL2.A04-02.04, pp. 7–8, 9, 13.
38 Fortier, D.2.2.d/FCL2.A04-02.04, p. 10.
39 Fortier, D.2.2.d/FCL2.A04-02.04, pp. 19–20.
40 Fortier, D.2.2.d/FCL2.A04-02.04, p. 20.
41 On this relation see Monod (2001: pp. 72–3).

2 Goodbye War on Terror?

*  Many thanks to Michael Dillon, Angharad Closs Stephens and Rebecca Palmer 
for comments on earlier drafts.

 1 For example the USA PATRIOT Act 2001, followed by the USA PATRIOT and 
Terrorism Prevention Reauthorization Act 2005 and the USA PATRIOT Act 
Additional Reauthorizing Amendments Act 2006.

 2 For example, in the UK a system of ‘Control Orders’ under the Prevention of 
Terrorism Act 2005 replaced the detention without trial of foreign ‘terrorist



Notes 199

 suspects’ under the UK Anti-Terrorism, Crime and Security Act 2001. See 
www.homeoffice.gov.uk/security/terrorism-and-the-law/prevention-of- 
terrorism/

3 For example, in the UK, the Terrorism Act 2006 extended the maximum 
police pre-charge detention period from 14 to 28 days. This was a compro-
mise over the 90 days proposed in the original Bill. In November and 
December 2007 the government revisited this to try to extend the pre-charge 
detention period again.

4 Many thanks to Angharad Closs for highlighting this.
5 Elsewhere I have argued along these lines that “Society Must Be Defended” 

reads as a preface to Carl Schmitt. See Neal (2004).
6 ‘[T]heir motivation appears to be typical of similar cases. Fierce antagonism 

to perceived injustices by the West against Muslims and a desire for martyr-
dom’ (Home Office, 2006: p. 26).

7 For example, ‘As everyone in this House knows, to succeed, those measures will 
require not just military and security resources but more policing and intelli-
gence, and an enhanced effort to win hearts and minds’ (Brown, 2007).

3 Life Struggles

1 This owes largely to the extent to which the study of strategy and the func-
tion of military organisation has been contained within the military sci-
ences themselves. The tradition of military–strategic science and organisation 
founds itself largely on a claim deriving from readings of Clausewitz that war 
can be understood simply as a continuation of state  policy. However, the 
reading of Clausewitz on which this claim is founded is extremely narrow. 
See Julian Reid, ‘Foucault on Clausewitz: Conceptualizing the Relationship 
Between War and Power’, Alternatives, 28 (2003), 1–28. For a contemporary 
example of such a narrow rendition of the concept of strategy and the func-
tion of military organisation, see Colin S. Gray, Modern Strategy (Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 17–23.

2 See Charles Taylor’s reductive reading of Foucault in Charles Taylor, ‘Foucault 
on Freedom and Truth’ in David Hoy (ed.), Foucault: A Critical Reader (Oxford, 
Blackwell, 1986), pp. 82–3.

3 Michel Foucault, ‘Preface’ in Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert Hurley (London, Athlone Press, 
2000), pp. xi–xiv.

4 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (London, Athlone Press, 1999), pp. 351–
423; Julian Reid, ‘Deleuze’s War Machine: Nomadism Against the State’, 
Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 32 (2003), 57–85. On Virilio’s 
 theory of war and modernity see Julian Reid, ‘Architecture, Al-Qaeda and 
the World Trade Center: Rethinking the Relations Between War, Modernity 
and City Spaces After 9/11’, Space and Culture, 7 (2004), 396–408; Michael 
Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 
2000); Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude (New York, Penguin, 
2004); Julian Reid with Keith Farquhar, ‘Immanent War, Immaterial Terror ...’, 
Culture Machine, 7 (2005), http://www.culturemachine.net.
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 5 For a classic example of the construction of the enemy as vermin see 
Jean Bethke Elshtain, Just War Against Terror (New York, Basic Books, 2003), 
pp. 1–8.

4 Security

 1 We disagree with the translation of dispositif as mechanism or apparatus as 
it ‘althusserianises’ Michel Foucault. Didier Grosrichard, as well as the 
group of editors of the journal Economy and Society, has created a dubious 
 tradition.

 2 First held at the Bibliothèque du Saulchoir, then the Institut Mémoires de 
l’Édition Contemporaine (IMEC) in Paris, and since moved to Caen in 
Normandy. See ‘Les Trajectoires D’un Texte’ (Meyet and Ribemont, 2005).

 3 It seems that François Ewald has been the most reluctant to publish the 
course.

 4 Michel Foucault surmises: there is not the legal age, the disciplinary age, 
and then the age of security ... but a series of complex edifices in which what 
above all changes is the dominant characteristic, or more exactly the sys-
tem of correlation between juridico-legal mechanisms, disciplinary mecha-
nisms, and mechanisms of security (Foucault, 2004b: p. 10, p. 24 English 
edition). Security is a way of making the old armatures of law and discipline 
work differently in an environment of risk and probability.

 5 Leprosy and plague have been discussed in detail in both the Abnormal 
course (Foucault, 1999) and in Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1977a).

 6 Foucault repeats here: and the operation of normalisation consists in 
establishing an interplay between these different distributions of 
 normality.

 7 Michel Foucault fails here to grasp the performative effect of language in 
the (in)security process. He does not understand the power of imagination 
of the (in)securitisation and its capacity of framing reality before nullifying 
it or simulating it. On this performative effect see Bigo (2007b), Huysmans 
(1998) and Wæver (1997).

 8 For a discussion around the panopticon and its relation to the dispositif of 
security, see the discussion between Haggerty (2006) and Bigo (2006c) in 
Lyon (2006).

 9 Paul Veyne is the first to use the terminology of pastoral power. The discus-
sion between the two close friends will inspire Michel Foucault, and in 
return Paul Veyne will add to his re-edited book a new chapter. The English 
edition does not include this last chapter, but it is in the book by Davidson 
(Davidson, 1997; Veyne, 1971, 1979, 1984).

10 Michael Dillon has given to the notion of biopower a depth that Foucault 
did not really imagine at the time (Dillon, 1996, 2004a, 2007a, 2007b, 2008; 
Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero, 2008).

11 For a different interpretation see Jabri (2006).
12 We will come back in the last section to this relation between war, power, 

surveillance and security.
13 As we have explained it is just an apparent paradox as Foucault has masked 

the contradiction and is more well-known for Discipline and Punish than for 
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his course. Ericson and Haggerty have also developed a similar criticism to 
the panopticon and disciplinarisation as the central feature of Foucault’s 
approach on security (Ericson and Haggerty, 1997, 2000).

14 In hindsight, however, the discussion on the ‘dispositifs of security’ linked 
to the apparatus of coercion was at the same time to take on an appearance 
of ill-health. A new divide was made. Security took on the nature of the 
management of the living, the power of life and death remained in the 
order of sovereignty and surviving archaism. In this order of sovereignty 
which is perpetuated, security is only a declination of sovereignty in which 
the police from above rejoin politics from below. What is interesting lies 
elsewhere, in the management of the modalities of life which involve 
 liberty and risk.

5 Revisiting Franco’s Death

 1 For two useful, contrasting introductions to the relationship between 
Foucault and Agamben, see Ojakangas (2005) and Dillon (2005a).

 2 Following Deleuze (1988) and the rich parenthetical remarks therein, it is 
important to note that within Bichat’s formulation of the relationship 
between life and death, the advent death was to be understood as the 
 ‘violent death’ that the sovereign visits on the transgressing political sub-
ject (p. 152). There is then no such thing as ‘natural death’, so that all that 
exists is life.

 3 Significantly, Agamben (2004: 85–7) offers a contrast between Titian’s Three 
Ages of Man (c. 1514) and The Nymph and the Shepherd (c. 1575) to capture 
visually his notion of a saving, quietist comportment, which is fully articu-
lated in the latter of the two paintings. Despite noting the ‘darker, more 
despairing’ (p. 86) tone of this latter painting, he does not stop to consider 
the manner in which death no longer is the objective truth of life allegori-
cally represented in the former painting, but an approaching, subjective 
experience: Titian died soon after completing The Nymph and the Shepherd. 
In sum, The Nymph and the Shepherd is a melancholic representation of the 
ebbing of life and impending death.

 4 Starting from Foucault’s observations within the very same last lecture in 
“Society Must Be Defended” (2004a: p. 244), Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero 
 articulate their argument by focussing on the contemporary development 
of the life insurance industry. They note the manner in which underwriting 
policies produce whole series of uninsurable populations, something which 
many states are not prepared to countenance and thus seek to curtail, not-
withstanding their investment in the generative power of entrepreneurial 
freedom.

6 Law versus History

 1 This chapter emerged from a paper given at the ‘Sovereignty and the Right 
of Death’ conference at the Cleveland-Marshall Law School in 2003. My 
thanks to the organiser, Adam Thurschwell, and to those who engaged 
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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 Žižek 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, Žižek 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 Žižek’s ‘Afterword’ to Jacques 
Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics (Žižek 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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