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     S O V E R E I G N T Y   

   S
overeignty has been the central concept of the Western political tra-

dition since early modernity. However, it is the counterconcept of Foucault’s 

political theory. First, sovereignty constitutes the negative pole of Foucault’s 

oeuvre in contrast to which Foucault’s exploration of power relations unfolds. 

Second, sovereignty is the theoretical object that dei nes the political objective of 

Foucault’s work in an antagonistic way. 

     Sovereignty, according to Foucault, is the “right to take life or let live,” a right 

that ultimately resides in and is exercised as the “right to kill” (ECF-SMD, 240–241; 

EHS1, 136). One of the interesting features of Foucault’s theses on power is that 

his theoretical innovations are generally introduced as counterpoints to sovereignty. 

Initially, discipline   is juxtaposed with sovereignty (EDP, 208; ECF-SMD, 36). Later, 

biopower is juxtaposed with sovereignty (EHS1, 138–139; ECF-SMD, 241). Still 

later, security is juxtaposed with sovereignty. Security is treated in close connection 

with disciplinary power whose panoptic formation is put forth as “the oldest dream 

of the oldest sovereign” (ECF-STP, 36–37, 44–45, especially 66). The opposition 

between sovereignty and other forms of power is also prevalent in the descriptive 

markers Foucault uses. Foucault depicts discipline as the “non-sovereign power,” 

or “the exact, point-for-point opposite of the mechanics of power that the theory 

of sovereignty described” (ECF-SMD, 36; EDP, 208). Biopower   is the power to 

“to ‘make’ live and ‘let’ die” instead of the sovereign power to “take life” and, as 

such, it is “precisely the opposite right” of sovereignty (ECF-SMD, 241). Similarly, 

biopower is dei ned as the power  over  life in contrast to the power  of  life that desig-

nates sovereignty (ECF-SMD, 247). Overall, sovereign power functions as the con-

ceptual counterpoint for new modalities of power whose emergence and workings 

Foucault so skillfully depicts. However, it is important to keep in mind that in each 

case the contrast is more of an analytical separation and polarity than a practical 

one. Although Foucault is insistent on painting the different modalities of power in 
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distinct colors, often repeating the stark opposition between them in different itera-

tions, he also complicates this picture by showing how these distinct forms articulate 

with each other in complex ways, coloring their i eld of operation into a multiplicity 

of hues and shades arising from their different combinations in practice.     

 The centrality of sovereignty to Foucault’s oeuvre is not simply the result of a 

rhetorical strategy that augments the originality and difference of his innovations 

and thereby greatly enhances the persuasiveness of his arguments. Sovereignty, or 

at least the dominant discourse of sovereignty, also functions as the target in oppo-

sition to which Foucault directs his inquiries. Foucault’s political theory is under-

girded by a conceptual (and political) struggle against sovereignty, an attempt to 

invert and think beyond it (EPK, 95). This tendency is not only implicit in his insis-

tence that we must look beyond the state   and the law toward social mechanisms of 

domination in order to understand the workings of power in modern societies. It is 

also part of an explicit demand to “eschew the model of Leviathan in the study of 

power” (EPK, 102) and to “cut off the King’s head” in political theory (EPK, 121). 

Since such a programmatic pronunciation is a rare occurrence in Foucault’s volu-

minous discourse, especially in light of his general aversion to overarching norma-

tive, political, and theoretical projects, it is not to be taken lightly. This demand 

can be understood not simply as a theoretical imperative to move away from the 

juridical, prohibitive model of power encapsulated in sovereignty but also to reori-

ent our inquiries toward those multiple and heterogenous sites, local extremities, 

in which relations of force are exercised and produce real effects (EPK, 96–103; 

ECF-SMD, 45). The demand also contains the political imperative of redirecting 

our attention to localized resistances “outside, below, and alongside the State appa-

ratuses” (EPK, 60). Accordingly, the possibility of emancipation resides neither in 

conventional politics dei ned by the election of parliamentary representatives nor 

in radical politics directed at the acquisition of state   power. Rather, Foucault sug-

gests focusing our struggles on the incessant critique   of the relations of power   

from the perspective of situated and specii c counterforces that use the techniques 

of power against it in order to push back on domination without falling back into 

sovereignty. “If we are to struggle against disciplines, or rather against disciplinary 

power, in our search for a non-disciplinary power,” argues Foucault, “we should 

not be turning to the old right of sovereignty; we should be looking for a new right 

that is both anti-disciplinary and emancipated from the principle of sovereignty” 

(ECF-SMD, 39–40). 

 There are at least two different strategies to map sovereignty in Foucault’s 

thought, though these tend to move together and overlap at several points. One 

strategy is by assuming a diachronic perspective, delineating the various historiciza-

tions of sovereignty in Foucault’s work. From such a perspective, we would be in 

error to view sovereignty as a static concept; sovereignty is embedded in multiple 

political-theoretical discourses, which evolve along with the societies in which these 
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discourses and their corresponding relations of power operate. In this light, we can 

identify three different phases in the evolution of sovereignty. 

 The i rst phase, beginning in the Middle Ages, is the manifestation of sover-

eignty as princely power or kingship. In the various forms of monarchical sover-

eignty, power is intimately personal and vested in the monarch. Its symbol is the 

sword. It is based on the threat of taking life. Such power is concerned with “deduc-

tion,” “subtraction,” “appropriation,” and “seizure”; in short, extraction (EHS1, 

136). It extracts bodies, wealth, products, and lives. Its primary preoccupation is with 

the safety and the maintenance of rule in a given territory (ECF-STP, 11, 65, 96). 

The laws that rule over the people in that territory are relations of command and 

obedience. Those who defy or transgress these commands, enemies and criminals, 

are legitimately punished with a corporeal vengeance (EHS1, 135–136). Sovereign 

power manifests its might in violent, excessive, spectacular, and intermittent forms 

of punishment (such as the execution of Damiens the regicide) in which the king’s 

power and the fear of this power are ritualistically afi rmed before the spectator 

public (EDP, 3–6, 33–35, 47). Sovereign power is never completely absolute and 

total but restricted by divine law  , tradition, customary practices, and, later, natural 

rights. However, as Mbembe ( 2008 ) has persuasively shown, the operation of sover-

eignty over the colonies constitutes an important exception in its absolutism. 

 The second phase in the evolution of sovereignty roughly corresponds to the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in which monarchical sovereignty gives way 

to popular sovereignty. Power   is no longer in the purview of a single person; it is 

(more or less) democratically distributed and legitimated. Law made by (or in the 

name of) the people now assumes supreme power. Because of its predominantly 

juridical nature, sovereign power operates in a repressive, prohibitive fashion. It is 

the capacity to make and enforce the rules by which society functions. It coincides 

with the monopoly of legitimate violence. However, this is also the time in which 

sovereignty loses monopoly over the functioning of power in society. Just as sov-

ereignty augments its participatory and popular nature, it attenuates its centrality. 

This is because a new form of power has emerged and become pervasive in the social 

sphere, operating through networks, in capillary form, beyond and under the state  . 

Sovereignty is challenged by disciplinary power, as one of the landmarks of emerg-

ing capitalist society. 

   In contrast to how the individual is represented in social contract theories, as 

the abstract, juridical subject of sovereign power, the disciplines construct the body 

as the bearer of power relations, at once its conduits and objects. New i elds of 

knowledge and power emerge and intersect on the body, distinguishing, classify-

ing, controlling, and normalizing the individual, constructing its subjectivity, and 

functioning ultimately by the internalization of obedience and control by the same 

individual (EDP, 26–27, 138, 170, 203). The body is ranked, distributed, circulated, 
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enclosed, and differentiated, imposed to conform through detailed measurement, 

economization, and hierarchization, and subjected to constant supervision. In this 

subjection, the individual’s political as well as economic capacities are reproduced – 

“the body becomes a useful force only if it is  both a productive body and a subjected body ” 

(EDP, 26, my italics).   

 Even though theories of sovereignty continue to emphasize the unitary charac-

ter of power, its exercise in juridical form, and its workings on preexisting subjects 

(ECF-SMD, 44), sovereignty now appears to be waning. This transformation is man-

ifest in the shift of techniques of punishment from public and spectacular torture on 

the scaffold to a strictly regimented daily routine behind bars. Instead of excessive 

violence  , a silent and anonymous gaze operates within an enclosed, concentrated, 

constructed space   (ECF-STP, 11, 44). Instead of the visibility   of the sovereign, dis-

cipline   works through the visibility of its subjects (EDP, 171, 187). Imprisonment as 

the more efi cient, continuous, and regular form of punishment transfers the for-

merly personal power of the sovereign to the social body and enables the reappro-

priation of the prisoner’s force for the utility of the public, through compulsory work 

and moral correction as well as a series of “infra-penalities” that subject deviations 

from the norms to new mechanisms of punishment (EDP, 109, 124, 178). Discipline 

is not limited to the prison, of course. In fact, the prison  , the school, the military bar-

racks, the mental asylum, the hospital, and other institution  s increasingly resemble 

each other in terms of the way in which power operates within and through them, 

exercised on bodies within their panoptic spatial formations. A disciplinary society 

is well under way, Foucault contends, even if the prohibitive and egalitarian preten-

sions of popular sovereignty tend to conceal corporeal domination and normaliza-

tion   from view (EDP, 222; ECF-SMD, 37, 56). 

 The third phase of sovereign power, identii able particularly since the nine-

teenth century, is one in which sovereignty survives largely by incorporating disci-

plinary tactics. However, its relevance and dominance are challenged, now because 

discipline   is complemented by another modality of power that takes as its object 

“man  -as-species.” Biopower  , or the administration of life   through specii c technolo-

gies, such as forecasts and statistics, is directed at regulating the health, fertility, and 

mortality of the social body in aggregate form, at the level of the population   as a 

whole. Hygiene, urbanization, environment, medicine, and sexuality come to consti-

tute novel areas in which governmental apparatuses seek to intervene and regulate, 

in order to make the population prosper and proliferate. Laws continue to exist, but 

they are increasingly transformed into tactics that serve the needs of managing the 

well-being of the population. 

 In later lectures, Foucault discontinues the use of the term biopower, substitut-

ing security in its place and reconceptualizing government on the basis of probabil-

ity and risk calculations (ECF-STP, 6). Unlike sovereignty, security is not concerned 
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with ruling over people in a territory; unlike discipline  , it is not concerned with 

ruling over bodies in an enclosed space  . Rather, security, echoing biopower, has pop-

ulation in a milieu as its object; it is concerned with the regulation of expansive cir-

cuits as they follow their own course (ECF-STP, 11, 20, 45) and the administration 

of the ensemble of relations between men and things: habits, opinions, qualities, 

and resources, as well as cycles, l ows, and natural contingencies (ECF-STP, 96). 

Underlying this transformation is the general shift in Foucault’s dei nition of the 

political, moving away from the model of continuous warfare toward that of the 

“conduct of conduct  ” (EEW3, 341). The reformulation of the problem of biopower 

in the form of security, and soon after, as the “art of government” (EC-STP, 79), then 

leads Foucault to present a genealogy of the modern state   that runs through pastoral 

power and  raison d’État  and that moves toward an analysis of political economy and 

liberalism   as its contemporary frameworks (ECF-BBIO). 

       An important consequence of the emergence of biopower/security for sover-

eignty is the change of focus in power   relations – from death to life. The growing 

concern with the administration of life and the improvement of well-being results 

in the concomitant fading away of death from the political. As a result, death as the 

stake of politics     begins to escape the grasp of power; it becomes depoliticized, indi-

vidualized, and politically obsolete (ECF-SMD, 241). Foucault argues:

  In the right of sovereignty, death was the moment of the most obvious and most 

spectacular manifestation of the absolute power of the sovereign; death now 

becomes, in contrast, the moment when the individual escapes all power, falls 

back on himself and retreats, so to speak, into his own privacy. Power no longer 

recognizes death. Power literally ignores death. (ECF-SMD, 248)  

 However, we also see that the sovereign right over life and death has not completely 

disappeared, whether in the form of capital punishment, warfare, or policing. In what 

way can the persistence of sovereignty be explained under contemporary conditions 

dei ned by the power   over life? In other words, if power’s preoccupation has become 

“making live,” how is it possible to account for the continuation of “taking life”? 

Foucault argues that thanatopolitics is the “reverse of bio-politics  ” (EEW3, 416). 

He intimates that this reversal has to do with the persistence of sovereignty within 

the biopolitical problematic, despite its retreat. However, even though Foucault calls 

modern states “demonic combinations” of sovereign power and biopower, the nature 

of their combination remains equivocal (EEW3, 311). This brings us to the second 

strategy of mapping sovereignty in Foucault’s thought, that of looking at how he 

theorizes the conjunction between different forms of power in a synchronic fashion. 

 Foucault often remarks how the emergence of new modalities of power have 

decentered sovereignty and led to a transformation, or at least a transition, a “juridical 

regression,” a reversal in the right to kill (EHS1, 136, 144; EDP, 208). However, he 
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describes this shift in different, almost diametrically opposing, ways. On the one hand, 

he occasionally takes a strong position, asserting that the sovereign right to kill has been 

“replaced” or “supplanted” (EHS1, 138, 140). He argues, for example, that because of 

the symbiosis and mutual enabling between capitalism and disciplinary power, “tra-

ditional, ritual, costly, violent forms of power, . . . soon fell into disuse and were super-

seded by a subtle, calculated technology of subjection” (EDP, 221). Similarly, summing 

up the transformation in power relations, Foucault asserts, “the old power of death 

that symbolized sovereign power was now carefully supplanted by the administration 

of bodies and the calculated management of life” (EHS1, 138–139).       

 On the other hand, Foucault also makes the converse point, emphasizing a 

mutual coexistence and interaction among different modalities of power rather than 

a replacement or supplementation by their sequential progression. “So, there is not 

a series of successive elements, the appearance of the new causing the earlier ones 

to disappear,” he posits, “[t]here is not the legal age, the disciplinary age, and then 

the age of security. Mechanisms of security do not replace disciplinary mechanisms, 

which would have replaced juridico-legal mechanisms” (ECF-STP, 8). Rather than a 

strict succession of techniques, he contends, it is the “dominant characteristic” of the 

power regime that changes and the old techniques are made to work with or in the 

new ones (ECF-STP, 9–10). Even though there is a move “from a regime dominated 

by structures of sovereignty to a regime dominated by techniques of government,” 

the new techniques do not replace sovereignty but rather instigate its sharpening 

(ECF-STP, 106–107). 

 According to Esposito (Esposito  2008 , 43), the problem is that Foucault never 

decides his position. Esposito maintains that evidence can be found for two opposing 

theses regarding the relationship of biopower and sovereignty in Foucault’s thought. 

One is the position that views the emergence of biopower as a radical break from 

sovereignty and emphasizes the differences and the novelty of biopower as well as 

its opposition to the features of sovereignty (the “discontinuist hypothesis”). The 

other position views biopower more in continuity with sovereign power and stresses 

their complementary character and superimposition on one another (the “continuist 

hypothesis”). Although on the one hand Foucault indicates the withdrawal and dis-

appearance of sovereignty, on the other hand he postulates its continuing relevance 

and even its resurgence. In sum, Esposito contends, Foucault “continues to run 

simultaneously in both directions,” leaving the connection between life and politics   

as an open question. 

 Foucault does not fully problematize the precise nature of the relationship 

between different modalities of power and the complementarity of their function-

ing but rather gives different and at times incompatible indications that present us 

with a real problem, and this lacuna has led to the l ourishing of much scholarship 

addressing this question. Agamben ( 1998 ), for example, argues for the always already 

biopolitical nature of sovereignty. In contrast, Rose ( 2001 ) and Rabinow and Rose 
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( 2006 ) put more emphasis on the increased dominance of biopower in the contem-

porary period. Dean ( 2001 ), for example, differentiates the articulation of biopower 

and sovereignty according to whether the political regimes in question are liberal, 

whereas Butler ( 2004 ) i nds in the “liberal” war against terror, particularly as spatial-

ized in Guantanamo Bay prison  , elements indicating the resurgence of sovereignty 

within the i eld of governmentality. 

 These different views, inspired by the productive ambiguities across Foucault’s 

major texts, enable us to isolate different structural articulations of the relation-

ship between the forms of power in his thought more clearly and robustly. These 

articulations, which I will call (using metaphors from the organic world)  symbiosis , 
 invasion , and  parasitism , are not necessarily mutually exclusive, nor always consistent, 

but they point us toward different models of synchronicity. Symbiosis, as one of the 

ways in which Foucault intimates the nature of the relationship, refers to a situation 

in which different modalities of power are separate but in a mutual interaction that 

is either benei cial to both or at least does not harm one while benei ting the other. 

Indications for this model of articulation can be found in Foucault’s references to the 

relationship between different forms of power in various ways, such as coexistence, 

conjoining, dovetailing, embedding, complementation, support, and intersection. 

 For example, despite the fact that they are relegated to different regions, have 

different techniques, and are embedded in different legitimating discourses and i elds 

of knowledge, Foucault points out that disciplinary power and sovereign power coex-

ist and, in fact, enable and facilitate each other’s exercise and development. Foucault’s 

description of this relationship approximates terms suggestive of that between differ-

ent layers of the base-superstructure model of Marxist theory, in this case substitut-

ing disciplinary power for the base and sovereign power for the superstructure. In 

this spirit, Foucault argues that disciplinary power functions within society through 

norms on which the laws of juridical power are “superimposed.” On the one hand, 

sovereignty facilitates the development of disciplinary power both by functioning as 

a discourse of critique   against absolutism, paving the way for the proliferation of dis-

ciplinary mechanisms, and by concealing the domination inherent in them from view. 

On the other hand, disciplinary power enables the democratization of sovereignty 

and increases the domain and effectiveness of state institution  s (ECF-SMD, 37; EPK, 

73).   Foucault suggests that the juridical subject of sovereignty is an ideological repre-

sentation, whereas the individual as the subject of discipline is a fabricated reality; in 

other words, both of these characterizations appear as two faces of the same subject, 

and thus they coexist and depend on each other. Sovereignty enables the functioning 

of discipline, and discipline ensures submission as the condition and support of jurid-

ical rights and liberties (EDP, 194, 222; EHS1, 144). Overall, Foucault contends, the 

pervasiveness of discipline “constituted the other, dark side” of the democratization 

of sovereign power (EDP, 222). In a parallel fashion, biopower and disciplinary power 

also coexist and operate in tandem, both establishing power over life but at different 
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scales and with different techniques (EHS1, 139). Coinciding in concrete areas of 

operation such as sexuality, city planning, and housing projects, they also “intersect 

along an orthogonal articulation” (ECF-SMD, 253). 

 Invasion is the second way in which Foucault describes the relationship between 

different modalities of power. Foucault’s descriptions suggesting invasion include 

colonization, penetration, ini ltration, and permeation. The difference between sym-

biosis and invasion is that the latter involves a deeper connection, a more signii cant 

and thorough entanglement in which different modalities function in a combina-

tory fashion, mostly benei cially and resulting in reciprocal modii cation, utilization, 

accentuation, and containment (ECF-SMD, 241–242, 248–260; ECF-STP, 8, 107). 

For example, the “humble modalities, minor procedures” of disciplinary power (such 

as surveillance, normalizing judgment, and examination), Foucault argues, “invade 

the major forms [including law], altering their mechanisms and imposing their pro-

cedures” (EDP, 170). In this light, the generalization of imprisonment as the main 

form of punishment attests to the colonization of law   by disciplinary power (EDP, 

232). At the same time, Foucault locates the continuing presence of sovereign power 

in the recalcitrance of torture in the contemporary penal system, and yet this sover-

eign power is “enveloped, increasingly, by the non-corporeal nature of the penal sys-

tem” (EDP, 16). Another example in which Foucault i nds the invasion of sovereignty 

by discipline is the medal commemorating the military parade, where the visibility   

of the monarch is transferred on the visibility of his subjects (EDP, 189). Napoleon, 

with his spectacular embodiment of monarchical sovereignty and his simultaneous 

efforts to organize the state along panoptic lines, is exemplary of the entwined con-

junction of sovereignty and discipline (EDP, 217). 

 Similarly, the institution of the police, as an important manifestation of the 

link between different forms of power, suggests that disciplinary power has “ini l-

trated the others, sometimes undermining them, but serving as an intermediary 

between them, linking them together, extending them and above all making it pos-

sible to bring the effects of power to the most minute and distant elements” (EDP, 

216). At the same time, biopower also “penetrate[s]” and “permeate[s]” sovereignty 

(ECF-SMD, 241). The police, Foucault further argues, as one of the “technological 

assemblage[s]” deployed as part of the “art of government,” along with diplomacy 

and the army, becomes the technique that ensures the regulation of the population  , 

its numbers, necessities, health, activities, and economy, which thereby guarantees 

the longevity and strength of the state   (ECF-STP, 312, 322–327). Foucault ventures, 

“The governmentalization of the state has nonetheless been what has allowed the 

state to survive” (ECF-STP, 109). Biopower   also interacts with discipline: “[I]t does 

dovetail into it, integrate it, modify it to some extent, and above all, use it by sort 

of ini ltrating it, embedding itself in existing disciplinary techniques” (SMD, 242). 

Eventually, Foucault concludes, the result is an interactive triangulation of different 

yet coexistent modalities of power (ECF-STP, 354). 
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       Parasitism, as a third way of viewing the relationship between different modali-

ties of power, refers to their dependence on the use of a new and external technique 

in order to coexist, combine, and function in conjunction. For the purpose of solv-

ing the problem of the synchronic operation of contradictory modalities of power, 

particularly the coexistence of the machinery of death and the political concern for 

life, which Foucault calls “one of the central antinomies of our political reason” 

(EEW3, 405), he proposes the concept of racism. Accordingly, racism is the method 

of distinguishing between “what must live and what must die” (ECF-SMD, 254), and 

it functions as the key mechanism that ties together sovereignty, discipline, and bio-

power. Racism, Foucault suggests, is the “basic mechanism of power, as it is exercised 

in modern States” – the mechanism that transforms the ability of states to produce 

death and destruction at hitherto unprecedented levels without letting go of the 

hold on life, both individually and at the aggregate level (ECF-SMD, 254).   

 Once it appears on the scene, racism brings different forms of power together, 

binds them to each other, and activates their simultaneous functioning while it feeds 

on and lives off all forms of power. Racism necessitates the preservation of state   

sovereignty for the protection of the “pure race.” Sovereignty, already supported 

by “medico-normalizing   techniques” rather than “magico-juridical rituals,” in turn 

utilizes the discourse on race struggle (which, until then, has been used to chal-

lenge sovereignty) for its own ideological purposes (ECF-SMD, 80–83). Through 

the institution  alization of racism, the otherwise receding sovereign power is able to 

exercise its power to kill and to demand life. While racism thus legitimates sover-

eignty, it also legitimates the further government of life. In order to establish the 

health and purity of life on which racism depends, biopower must further pene-

trate society and ensure its well-being (however selectively). Sovereignty is now 

exercised not for the elimination of criminals or enemies but in order to achieve 

the elimination of the threat to the species and the improvement of one’s own race  . 

Similarly, biopower is exercised to strengthen and further cultivate the power of the 

state   (ECF-SMD, 255–258). Hence, Foucault argues, the discourse of racism, pres-

ent in the Nazi and Soviet states in particular and the workings of modern states 

in general, enables the uneasy and evolving coexistence of the different modalities 

of power into a conjunction where they are “absolutely coextensive” (EFC-SMD, 

260). Such a parasitic articulation of the preoccupation with the vital processes of 

the population   with the familiar power over life and death through racism creates 

horrii c political consequences, not only for those who become the victims of this 

conjunction but also (suicidally) for the very population these forms of power are 

intended to protect.   

 In sum, sovereignty in Foucault’s discourse is a versatile and rich concept, func-

tioning as a negative point of reference for both his theoretical innovations and politi-

cal aspirations while at the same time serving as an evolving and dynamic modality of 

power under increasing challenge and pressure by its novel counterparts. Despite the 
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presence of certain internal contradictions and tensions in his oeuvre, in part owing 

to the evolution of Foucault’s thought over time, the general tenor of Foucault’s 

writings points us in the direction of the claim that neither disciplinary power nor 

biopower completely replaces sovereign power but that the latter survives, at times 

by incorporating and actively utilizing these new modalities, at times by being con-

quered by them from within, and at still other occasions being agglomerated with 

them by the dangerous parasitism of racism.   Even when we decapitate the discourse 

of sovereignty within political theory, as Foucault has inspired us to do, we i nd that 

sovereignty itself does not disappear. In spite of having left its comfortable residence 

in the body of the beheaded king long ago, sovereignty manages to endure, revive, 

and reinvent itself as the power over life with, in, through, despite,  and  ultimately 

because of the power of life itself.   

    Banu   Bargu     
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