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   B I O P O L I T I C S   

   T
his term refers to a new modality of producing, circulating, and enact-

ing power that subjects and governs individuals through a set of disciplines   

that normalize bodies and pleasures   and regulations that target political agents 

as members of a living species. Biopolitics produces and circulates through  biopower . 

Biopolitics is a historical marker that designates the transformation of political tech-

niques and procedures in the West that took place between the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. If, to paraphrase Gilles Deleuze, power   has neither an essence 

nor is it an attribute but is purely operational and relational, then biopolitics is the 

name for a new way of producing political effects through new forms of power-

knowledge and corresponding  dispositifs    (apparatuses). Foucault i rst used the term in 

his 1974 lectures at the State University of Rio de Janeiro (FDE3, 170, 196, 229) and 

continued to use it in his lectures at the Collège de France, even naming one such 

set of lectures “The Birth of Biopolitics.” Like many of Foucault’s key concepts, 

biopolitics was used with different emphases, denoting different aspects of the trans-

formation of the political techniques that developed over two centuries. The term 

therefore is not univocal and has many uses and valences in Foucault’s problematiza-

tions. We can identify at least i ve different ways in which Foucault used the term: 

(1) as designating what resulted from the transformation of   medicine with the rise 

of capitalism, (2) as part and parcel of the history of capitalism, (3) as a new form of 

sovereignty  , (4) as a form of power that is distinctive of neoliberal   governmentality  , 

and (5) as the title of a chapter in biohistory. 

 Foucault i rst used the term in the context of analysis of the transformation of 

social medicine as it took place during the eighteenth century. He characterized this 

process in terms of four processes: the appearance of medical authority, not simply 

in terms of scientii c and technical knowledge but the authority bestowed on doctors 

to attend to the health of individuals and entire social groups. Doctors were now 

allowed and expected to wield power over the body politic. Their new preoccupation 
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was “public health.” This is what the Germans called  Staatmedizine . Second, new 

i elds and objects for medical intervention and study were identii ed that were dis-

tinct from disease: air, water, terrain, living spaces, sewers, and so forth. The third 

process was the transformation of the hospital into an apparatus of medicalization 

that ceases to perform a philanthropic and pastoral function and begins to become 

the locus of health, of the monitoring of individual and collective bodies. The fourth 

process was the introduction of a new set of systems and processes for the adminis-

tering and administration of medicine: data collection, statistics gathering and com-

parison, in a word the scienticization and mathematization qua statistii cation of 

knowledge about both health and disease (FDE3, 50–51). Comparing what began to 

emerge in the late eighteenth century with what came before, Foucault juxtaposes 

the theocracies from Constantine to the early eighteenth century with what he calls 

a “somatocracy.” This new regime is one in which the state uses medicine to inter-

vene in the care of bodies, social health, the relations between natality and mortality, 

morbidity and normality. In fact, paraphrasing Fichte’s coinage of an “open com-

mercial state,” Foucault talks about an “open medical state,” which regulates through 

pathology. Now that medicine is a technique of political administration, medicine 

also begins to have an economic function. Foucault thus speaks of the “political 

economy of medicine” (FDE3, 53). The medicalization of state power and political 

economy also marked a transformation of society from one that was governed by a 

system of codii ed laws produced, protected, and presided over by jurists on behalf 

of the sovereign to another that is governed by the ceaseless monitoring of the dis-

tinction between the normal and the abnormal  , the healthy and the pathological. 

This society of normalization   is presided over, guided, overseen, and monitored by 

the medical authorities. Biopolitics then is another name for somatocracy, the ruling 

by and through the l esh. The history of medicine therefore is also the history of the 

medicalization of state power and the emergence of a political economy of health. 

Biopolitics identii es this new modality of the medicalization of power-knowledge   

and the transformation of the hospital into a topos for the generation and transfor-

mation of a new type of power  , biopower. 

   The second of these three Rio de Janeiro lectures, titled “The Birth of Social 

Medicine” (EEW3, 134–156), is where Foucault uses biopolitics explicitly, when he 

says: “Society’s control   over individuals was accomplished not only through con-

sciousness or ideology but also in the body and with the body. For capitalist society, 

it was biopolitics, the biological, the somatic, the corporal that mattered more than 

anything else. The body is a biopolitical reality; medicine is a biopolitical strategy  ” 

(EEW3, 137).   Biopolitics here is identii ed as a particular way in which capitalism 

is able to use, harness, control, subjugate, and exploit bodies. Capitalism views the 

proletariat body not simply or uniquely as a laboring body, as a body that produces a 

certain surplus, the source of living labor, to use Marx’s expression. It also and simul-

taneously views the body as part of a collectivity, a biomass, the body of either a part 
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or an entire population  . Capitalism entails the socialization of the body; that is, the 

transformation of the body into an object of continuous social monitoring and con-

trol  . As Foucault put it in his 1975  Discipline and Punish :

  If the economic take-off of the West began with the techniques that made pos-

sible the accumulation of capital, it might perhaps be said that the methods for 

administering the accumulation of men made possible a political take-off in rela-

tion to the traditional, ritual, costly, violent forms of power, which soon fell into 

disuse and were superseded by a subtle, calculated technology of subjection. In 

fact, the two processes – the accumulation of men and the accumulation of capi-

tal – cannot be separated. (EDP, 220–221)  

 The rise of capitalism entails this new form of biopolitics that viewed the producing 

body   in two ways: individualized and collectivized. In fact, capitalism required a specii c 

modality of power  : “The growth of a capitalist economy gave rise to the specii c modal-

ity of disciplinary power, whose general formulas, techniques of submitting forces and 

bodies, in short, ‘political anatomy’, could be operated in the most diverse political 

régimes, apparatuses or institutions” (EDP, 221). These formulations have to be com-

pared with those from the pivotal last chapter of  La Volonté de savoir , volume one of  The 
History of Sexuality , where Foucault distinguishes between  anatomo-politics    of the human 

body   and  biopolitics of population  (EHS1, 139). In this chapter, however, Foucault is less 

interested in capitalism per se than in the emergence of a new form of sovereignty. But, 

before we turn to this use of biopolitics within a general history of the transformation 

of sovereignty, it is important to underscore that biopolitics refers to the ways in which 

capitalism disciplines   both individual and collective bodies in order to maximize their 

subjugation and exploitation with the least cost of expenditure of power  .   In this way, we 

can understand biopolitics as a calculus of capitalist extraction of wealth that is inversely 

proportional to the deployment of force and control  . The emergence of a whole set of 

new social spaces   for the disciplining of bodies, such as the barracks, the public school, 

or the university, is most clearly epitomized in the emergence of the modern hospital. 

Before the eighteenth century, the hospital was not a medical institution, and medicine   

was not a hospital discipline (FDE3, 510–511). The incorporation of the hospital into 

modern medical technology is the kaleidoscope through which we can see the permu-

tations that took place in modern political power: new social topoi for the enactment 

of disciplines that focus on the body   and presuppose the productivity of new power-

knowledge   regimes. What l ashes up brilliantly in the simultaneous medicalization of 

the hospital and the hospitalization of medicine is precisely the convergence of med-

ically sanctioned intervention into individuated bodies that at the same time tracked 

them statistically as specimens within a certain living mass. Biopolitics thus meant the 

medicalization of individual and collectivized bodies for the sake of maximizing their 

output.   Disease, morbidity, and ini rmity became pathologies that had to be prevented, 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139022309.009
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 29 Jan 2021 at 13:34:04, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139022309.009
https://www.cambridge.org/core


40 / Eduardo Mendieta

cured, and managed, lest individuals and populations become unproductive, underpro-

ductive, or too much of a drain and liability. Biopolitics then is a more proper name for 

the political economy that enables capitalism: the political economy of pathology and 

health. 

   In the last chapter of volume one of  The History of Sexuality , titled “The Right of 

Death and Power over Life,” Foucault’s analytics of capitalism are absorbed within a 

broader study of the transformations of sovereign power since the seventeenth cen-

tury.   Foucault describes this transformation in terms of a shift from sovereign power 

that took life and let live to a sovereign power that makes life and lets die: “One 

might say that the ancient right to  take  life or  let  live was replaced by a power   to  foster  

life or  disallow  it to the point of death  ” (EHS1, 138, Foucault’s italics). This new form 

of sovereign power establishes its dominion over life, and death becomes its limit. 

The juridical existence of the sovereign, its right and  potestas , are no longer at stake. 

Instead, what is at stake is the “biological existence of a population” (EHS1, 137). 

This dominion over life, this  fostering , this nurturing, tending to the life of the body 

politic evolved since the seventeenth century along two axes or poles. One is focused 

on the body as a machine. The goal was to discipline, optimize its capabilities, direct 

its forces so as to maximize its productivity and docility.   The body became a machine 

for the maximization of economic productivity. The procedure through which the 

body became such an apparatus characterized the disciplines. These processes and 

techniques constituted what Foucault called an  anatomo-politics   of the human body . 

The other pole focused on the “species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of 

life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births, mortal-

ity, the level of health, life expectancy   and longevity, with all the conditions that can 

cause these to vary” (EHS1, 139). This “species body” was monitored through what 

Foucault called “regulatory controls,” which constituted a “biopolitics of the popula-

tion” (ibid.).   Thus, we have that this new sovereign power utilizes an anatomo-poli-

tics of human bodies that individuates them so as to discipline them most effectively. 

This anatomo-politics also controls populations through regulatory   controls. Here, 

Foucault seems to be indicating that biopolitics is one technique among anatomo-

politics that allows modern sovereign power to maximize its power   with minimal 

expenditure of control. Here biopolitics appears as one of two political techniques 

of the type of sovereign power that puts in   question the existence of modern man 

as a living being (EHS1, 143). These formulations must be compared with those 

Foucault offered in his Collège de France course from 1975–1976, which was titled 

“Society Must Be Defended,” where the contrast between individuating disciplinary 

control   and collectivizing control is sharpened. In this course, Foucault claimed:

  Unlike discipline, which is addressed to bodies, the new non-disciplinary power 

is applied not to man-as-body, but to the living man, to man-as-living-being; 

ultimately, if you like, to man-as-species. To be more specii c, I would say that 
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discipline tries to rule a multiplicity   of men to the extent that their multiplicity 

can and must be dissolved into individual bodies that can be kept under surveil-

lance, trained, used, and, if need be, punished. . . . So after a i rst seizure of power   

over the body in an individualizing mode, we have a second seizure of power that 

is not individualizing but, if you like, massifying, that is directed not at the man-

as-body, but at man-as-species. After the anatomo-politics of the human body 

established in the course of the eighteenth century, we have, at the end of that 

century, the emergence of something that is no longer an anatomo-politics of 

the human body, but what I would call a “biopolitics” of the human race  . (ECF-

SMD, 243)    

 Still, it is with the emergence of this new form of sovereign power, with its political tech-

niques of anatomo-politics   of bodies and biopolitics of populations, that “sex  ” becomes 

a “target of power  .” Since sex is the pivot, the hinge, the point of intersection between 

the individual and collective body, the normalizing, disciplining, controlling, and regu-

lation of individuals and populations could be pursued with greatest efi cacy. Determine 

how, with whom, and for what purposes individuals have sex and you can establish seg-

regations, hierarchizations, and corresponding practices and ideologies that control and 

discipline   as if automatically. It is through these two political techniques of anatomo-

politics and biopolitics that the body became the prison of the soul, especially when 

the body is thoroughly sexualized, or became the locus of an analytics of sexuality    . The 

administration of sex, through marriage licenses, the encouragement of natality, the 

management of morbidity, monitoring of prophylactics, abortions, and so forth became 

a way in which the populations were regulated. Nazism, perhaps the paroxysm of this 

new form of sovereign power,   epitomizes the convergence of these two techniques of 

power  . On the one hand, as a eugenic society, as a racialized society bent on enhancing 

the racial stock of its population, it exerted an intensii cation of its medicalized micro-

powers,     while commanding a corresponding unhinged state control ( étatisation ). Here 

we began already to see the ways in which the rise of biopolitics signals a transformation 

of the state via the apparatuses of the state. Biopolitics signals the statisation ( Étatisation ) 

of the state, or more precisely the governmentalization of the state.       

 The Collège de France lecture courses for the years 1977–1978 and 1978–1979, 

called “Security, Territory, Population” and “The Birth of Biopolitics,” respectively, 

should be studied jointly under the title of “History of Governmentality,” as Foucault 

himself noted in the lecture courses (ECF-STP, 108). It is against this history that we 

have to understand another sense in which Foucault meant biopolitics. The course 

“Security, Territory, Population” begins with a very explicit claim: “This year I would 

like to begin studying something that I have called vaguely biopower” (ECF-STP, 

1). In the course “  The Birth of Biopolitics,” in the i rst lecture, Foucault claimed: “. . . 

only when we know what this governmental regime called liberalism was, will we be 

able to grasp what biopolitics is” (ECF-BBIO, 22). In fact, in the manuscript for this 
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lecture, there are some pages that were not read that contain the following statement: 

“Studying liberalism as the general framework of biopolitics” (ECF-BBIO, 22, 383). 

By  governmentality    Foucault meant, i rst, the processes, institutions, calculations, and 

tactics   that allow the deployment of a very specii c type of power   that has “popula-

tion as its target, political economy as its major form of knowledge  , and apparatuses 

of security as its essential technical instrument.” Second, governmentality refers 

to the historical tendency within the West that has led to the preeminence of the 

type of power that Foucault calls “government.”   Third, the term names the process 

by which the juridical state bent on legal justice becomes an administrative state. 

This later process is called governmentalization (ECF-STP, 110–111). According to 

Foucault, we must study governmentality in order to be able to understand how it is 

that population became a concern of the state (ECF-STP, 116). The rise of neolib-

eralism is an instance of this process of the governmentalization of the modern state 

that seeks to govern the best by governing the least. Neoliberalism   is a new political 

rationality that no longer operates on the older model of reason of state but rather in 

the submission of political power to the truths revealed by the market. The market 

is now the privileged space for the production of truths to which the performance of 

power   must be tethered. Biopolitics must be understood as the type of politics   that 

leads to the governmentalization of the modern state, by means of which its power is 

deployed through the administration of what we can properly call the welfare state. 

Biopolitics and neoliberalism converge precisely in that evisceration and reduction 

of the political to mere administration: the health of the body politic is now simply 

another of the administrative functions of the state. Biopolitics is the automatization 

of sovereign power through the reduction of the politics of health, the politics of the 

body politic, to an administrative task. Biopolitics dissimulates the political and eco-

nomic exploitation of individuated and massii ed bodies behind the benign name of 

a national health-care policy. Eugenics has become normalized with the neoliberal 

“statii cation” ( étatisation ) of society.       

   Biopolitics, i nally, names the process by which biopower can be said to have 

launched biohistory  . Biopolitics is thus part of a conceptual triptych: biopolitics 

deploys biopower in order to produce events and processes that result in a biohis-

tory. Already in his Rio de Janeiro lectures Foucault had referred to the biohistory 

question that is raised by the possibilities and effects caused by the rise of social 

medicine  . There he makes reference to Darwin in order to foreground the ways in 

which historical events intervene in the general laws of life. The political economy 

of health and the medicalization of the body politic became “mechanisms of biohis-

tory” (FDE3, 57). In the last chapter of volume one of  The History of Sexuality , the 

rise of the new form of sovereign power that exerts its dominion over life signals the 

i rst time in history when “biological existence” is “rel ected in political existence.” 

In fact, as Foucault claimed there: “If one can apply the term  biohistory  to the pres-

sures through which the movements of life and the processes of history   interfere 
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with one another, one would have to speak of  biopower  to designate what brought life 

and its mechanisms into the real of explicit calculations and made knowledge-power   

an agent of transformation of human life” (EHS1, 143). The same year he published 

volume one of  The History of Sexuality , Foucault published a short but extremely 

enthusiastic review praising Jacques Rufi é’s book  De la biologie à la culture , which 

is important because there he highlights the way in which Rufi é links the question 

of biohistory to that of biopolitics (FDE3, 95–97). Biohistory  , it may be said, is the 

trace of biopolitics: what biopolitics makes live, how biopolitics makes individuals 

or populations live, and how it allows or disallows the death of individuals or popu-

lation, how biopolitics allows or disallows death  . Life and death are now thoroughly 

conditioned by a form of sovereignty that administers life and death as it attends to 

the construction of highways, prisons, schools, and hospitals, issues marriage licenses 

and death certii cates, and grants certii cation to those who can rule on the norm of 

what is normal and what is pathological. Biopolitics names the intervention of polit-

ical power into the very processes of life itself.   

    Eduardo   Mendieta     
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