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Abstract
This article examines the ambivalences in Foucault’s elaboration of the
concept of biopower and biopolitics. From the beginning, he relates the idea
of a power over life to struggle and war, and so to race. In the period of
the formation of the nation-state, threats to the unity and strength of the
population were thought to come from a contagion by an alien element. In
this context, tropes of race became aligned with the ‘sciences and technol -
ogies of the social’ that were emerging as part of biopolitics. They became
part of the new rationality of the state, finding expression in projects such
as public hygiene and eugenics, and, at the extreme, in Nazism.
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ALTHOUGH FOUCAULT’S analyses of power, subjectivity, govern-
mentality and biopolitics have been applied in groundbreaking
studies of race and racism, there are many who do not associate his

work with the problem of race. Yet in ‘Society Must Be Defended’ (2003b),
the lectures given at the Collège de France in 1975–6, he addresses the
question of race in some detail; this is where he deals with race as an explicit
category in the analysis of power and in the emergence of biopolitics. In a
sense there are two intertwined genealogies in the text: one charts the muta-
tions of the discourse of race from that of ‘race war’ characterizing the zero-
sum war game between conquerors and the subjugated, to the emergence
of state racism and its ‘paroxysmal’ expression in Nazism; and the other
genealogy reconstructs the shifts in forms of power from sovereignty to
 disciplinary power and then biopolitics.

However, one has the impression that it is the theme of power over
life, or biopower, which is at the forefront of these studies, so that race
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appears as a strategic category in the discourse of power, a category that
plays the game of power, with clearly important consequences both for those
it excludes or places under its ban, and for the discourse of biopolitics in
the course of the latter’s development into the ‘technologies of the social’
and the mechanisms that describe governmentality as a form of the consti-
tution of populations and subjectivities. This article is concerned with a
number of episodes that illustrate these mutations and uses, relocating both
‘race’ and ‘biopower’ in an uneven history of the relation of power and the
subject.

The notion of ‘biopower’ is introduced towards the end of the first
volume of the History of Sexuality series, which appeared in French in 1976.
Its introduction is abrupt and almost off-hand, and there is little further
elaboration: ‘[during the classical period] there was an explosion of
numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies
and the control of populations, marking the beginning of an era of “bio-
power”’ (Foucault, 1981: 140). The techniques mentioned include the
emerging science of demography, the statistical analysis of wealth and the
evaluation of the relationship between a territory’s resources and its
 inhabitants, but ‘biopower’ itself has yet to be conceptualized or theorized
in more rigorous terms. A series of oppositions does indicate, however, that
its emergence signals both an epistemic shift within the history of power
and a change of direction on Foucault’s part. Power no longer deals with
legal subjects over whom a sovereign holds the power of life and death, but
seeks to achieve a mastery at the level of life itself:

It was the taking charge of life, more than the threat of death, that gave power
its access even to the body . . . one would have to speak of bio-power to
 designate what brought life and its mechanisms into the realm of explicit
calculations and made knowledge-power an agent of transformation of human
life. (Foucault, 1981: 143)

The project for a ‘history of sexuality’ in six volumes (‘The Flesh and
the Body’, ‘The Children’s Crusade’, ‘Woman, Mother, Hysteric’, ‘The
Perverse’ and ‘Population and Races’) boldly announced in 1976 as forth-
coming on the back cover of Histoire de la sexualité I: La Volonté de savoir
was never realized, though much of its likely content could, with patience,
be reconstructed from other texts that were published. It is, for example,
clear that the volume on ‘The Children’s Crusade’ would have dealt with the
‘child masturbator’ who, in the 18th and early 19th centuries, emerged as
an ‘abnormal’ figure to be ranked alongside the ‘monster’ and the sexually
deviant ‘individual to be corrected’, and as the focus of much medical
 attention (Foucault, 2003a: 58–9).

The second and third volumes in the proposed ‘History of Sexuality’
series (Foucault, 1986a, 1986b) did not appear until 1984, and their
 publication coincided almost exactly with Foucault’s death. They represent
something very different, as Foucault now outlines what is best seen as a
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neo-Stoicism, in which the ‘self’ is not an ontological ‘given’ but rather a
constructed and quasi-aesthetic object that carefully uses and controls the
variety of pleasures available to it. One of the side effects of this new
aesthetics is, perhaps surprisingly, an implicit critique of liberationist
theories, especially insofar as they pertain to sexuality. To that extent, there
is a continuum between Foucault’s late theory of an ‘aesthetics of existence’
and the first volume of his history of sexuality, in which it is argued that,
far from being a repressed essence that must be liberated, what is called
sexuality is an effect of the deployment of the discourses of psychiatry,
sexology and the law, all governed by a will to know. At its simplest, but
also its most sinister, that will is expressed in the injunction: ‘Tell me what
you desire and I will tell you who and what you are.’ Liberation would thus
appear to mean liberation from sexuality and not the liberation of sexuality.

Although no one text is devoted by Foucault to the analysis of
biopower, references to it are frequent in his occasional writings from 1976
onwards, and in the lectures he gave at the Collège de France.1 The lectures
of the academic year 1975–6, begun in January 1976, were devoted to the
theme ‘Society must be defended’ and deal mainly with the issue of ‘race’,
defined in terms that now look distinctly unfamiliar. In the last lecture of
the series, Foucault suddenly veers away from the ‘disciplinary’ notion of
power elaborated in Discipline and Punish: ‘We see something new emerging
in the second half of the eighteenth century: a new technology of power, but
this time it is not disciplinary’ (Foucault, 2003b: 242). He goes on:

The new technology that is being established is addressed to a multiplicity
of men, not to the extent that they are nothing more than their individual
bodies, but to the extent that they form, on the contrary, a global mass that
is affected by overall processes characteristic of birth, death, production,
illness, and so on. . . . After the anatomo-politics of the human body estab-
lished 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.
(2003b: 242–3)

As so often, Foucault’s periodization (‘in the second half of the
 eighteenth century . . . by the end of that century’) is less precise than a
historian steeped in positivism and empiricism might expect or desire,2 but
it is his hesitancy that is so striking: once more, biopolitics is in inverted
commas and the notion is presented as an approximation (‘what I would
call’). The same hesitancy appears in the first of the 1977–8 lectures on
‘Security, Territory, Population’: ‘I would like to begin with something that
I have called, somewhat vaguely, bio-power’ (Foucault, 2007: 1). While
issues that have already been associated with biopower – such as the
handling of famines, the shift from the social and physical exclusion of
lepers from the community to the use of controls, surveillance and regula-
tion to handle outbreaks of plague – indicate a focus on strategies of
 exclusion, a significant shift occurs with the emergence of a biopolitics of
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population. The key element is the shift from exclusion to the management
of populations at the level of a new rationality of the state; much of the text
is devoted to an exploration of the themes of pastoral power and then Raison
d’État.

The following year’s lectures were, according to their title, to be
devoted to ‘the birth of biopower’, but its birth, at least in Foucault’s text,
is once more deferred: ‘It seems to me that it is only when we understand
what is at stake in this regime of liberalism opposed to Raison d’État . . .
only when we know what this governmental regime called liberalism was,
will we be able to grasp what biopolitics is’ (Foucault, 2008: 222). The index
to a book on biopolitics contains only six references to the topic, and one
of those is to an editorial footnote that supplies chronological information
about the term’s origin. Most of the text is devoted to a discussion of
economic liberalism and neoliberalism (see Lemke, 2001), and not to
biopolitics itself. The most probable explanation for the hesitations (which
may not be purely rhetorical), the approximations and the deferrals is that,
while it represents the emergence of something, biopolitics is also a subset
within the broader category of ‘government’ or ‘governmentality’ (see
Burchell et al., 1991, for example), and that is a very broad category that
includes the pastoral government of a flock of believers as well as the
‘government of the self’ of Foucault’s neo-Stoicism.

Instead of the great divide between ‘races’ as understood in the
‘discourse of race war’ and as practised by a sovereign power exercising its
rule over a territory, one sees the emergence of new categories such as
 population and the nation-state, categories constituted by the governmental
rationality described as biopolitics, a rationality enacted through new
 instruments such as those of police, demographics and political economy,
analysed in Security, Territory, Population.

The War between the Races
The deferral is also an erasure: after March 1976, something disappears
from the frustratingly incomplete, but always stimulating, discussions of the
birth of biopolitics. Towards the end of ‘Society Must Be Defended’, Foucault
argues that the appearance in the human race of races somehow disrupts
the regime of biopower. Racism, he contends, is ‘a way of introducing a
break into the domain of life that is under power’s control. . . . The first
function of racism [is] to fragment, to create caesura with the biological
continuum addressed by biopower’ (Foucault, 2003b: 254–5). Its second
function transforms the old power over life and death associated with
 sovereignty: ‘In the biopower system . . . killing or the imperative to kill is
acceptable 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 of race’ (Foucault, 2003b: 256).

Far from being a homogeneous body, the population that is regulated
and controlled by biopower is divided into human groups known as ‘races’.
They are at war, and one must die if the other is to go on existing. The
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end of the last lecture in ‘Society Must Be Defended’ contains assertions
that are as bold as they are provocative, not least: ‘We have to take the
example of Nazism. After all, Nazism was in fact the paroxysmal develop-
ment of the new power mechanisms that had been established since the
eighteenth century’ (Foucault, 2003b: 259). The provocation goes no
further than that, but ‘Society Must Be Defended’ can be seen as offering
an archaeology, or perhaps what might be termed a pre-archaeology, of the
idea of ‘race’.

Even attempting to identify a starting point for the emergence of
modern racism would be an enterprise as rash as it would have to be
 encyclopaedic. There are countless variations in and on its history, and the
very term ‘race’ has always been surrounded by both conceptual and
 political confusion. While ‘everyone’ understands expressions such as ‘race
 relations’, few could state with any precision just what they understand by
‘race’, especially now that, with few supporting biological or even genetic
theories of race, the notion is debated in terms that range from the ‘visible’
difference of certain minorities to religion and culture. The introduction of
a euphemistic vocabulary of ‘ethnic groups’ and ‘ethnicity’ has done little
to dispel the confusion.

In her introduction to a valuable historical anthology of writing on race
from 1762 (Buffon) to the mid-19th century (an extract from Robert Knox’s
The Races of Man), Hannah Franziska Augstein (1996: ix) remarks that the
discourses on race and races that proliferated in the 19th and early 20th
centuries were:

. . . answers to questions about the biological nature of man which were put
forward systematically in the middle of the eighteenth century. . . . The
origins of nineteenth-century racial theory can be grasped only through an
understanding of the eighteenth-century view of mankind.

Theories of race originate, in her view, in the classifications and taxonomies
analysed by Foucault in The Order of Things. That would be a legitimate
starting point for a pre-archaeology, but it is not the starting point chosen
by Foucault in his lectures. He goes back much earlier.

The central thesis of ‘Society Must Be Defended’ is the claim, put
forward from at least the 17th century, that ‘war is the uninterrupted frame
of history’ and that: ‘The war that is going on beneath order and peace, the
war that undermines our society and divides it in a binary mode is, basi-
cally, a race war’ (Foucault, 2003b: 59–60). And one of his textual starting
points is a voluminous report on the state of France submitted to Louis XIV
in 1727 and edited into two volumes by one Anne-Gabriel Henri Bernard,
Marquis de Boulainvilliers. A laconic Foucault remarks: ‘The discourse is
rather curious, as Boulainvilliers tried to shed light on the current state of
France by writing an essay on the ancient governments of France down to
the time of Hugh Capet’ (2003b: 128). The discourse may be ‘curious’, but
its content is not. It is, in its own terms, perfectly logical. Boulainvilliers
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was a member of an aristocracy that quite rightly sensed that it was being
exploited and marginalized by a centralist monarchy, and that wished to
reclaim rights and privileges that had been lost. Accordingly, he tries to
ground them in a past that restores their legitimacy. In that past, the history
of France becomes that of a race struggle between Germanic Franks (the
ancestors of the nobility) and Gallo-Romans, presided over by an illegiti-
mate monarch. That history can easily be grafted on to a tale that began to
circulate in the Middle Ages:

It tells how the French are descended from the Franks, and says that the
Franks themselves were Trojans who, having left Troy under the leadership
of Priam’s son King Francus when the city was set on fire, initially found
refuge on the banks of the Danube, then in Germany on the banks of the
Rhine, and finally found, or rather founded, their homeland in France.
(Foucault, 2003b: 115)

This Frankish-Trojan foundation myth has one great virtue: it allows, even
requires, Rome and Gaul to be elided.

Boulainvilliers is a figure who has probably been all but forgotten by
everyone except specialists, and tales of Franks, Trojans and Gauls may
seem to be of purely esoteric or antiquarian interest. Yet similar tales are
both widespread and still surprisingly influential. As Foucault notes at
several points in ‘Society Must Be Defended’, Boulainvilliers is exploiting an
equivalent to what is known in England as the ‘Norman yoke’ view of history,
as summarized by Walter Scott in Ivanhoe (Scott, 2000: 255; see also,
Macey, 2008):

Norman saw on English oak,
On English neck a Norman yoke
Norman Spoon in English dish;
Blither word in England ne’er will be no more
Till England’s rid of the four.

In this version of the tale, as in Foucault’s analysis of the Norman conquest
and its consequences, the history of England is that of the struggle between
Normans and Anglo-Saxons (or simply Saxons): it is another race war:
‘Certain of these rebellions [against the Norman conquerors], such as
Monmouth’s Rebellion, which was the first, were no doubt racial in nature’
(2003b: 101). The story has been pressed into service by radical groups
since at least the time of the Civil War, exemplarily in Hill (1968). In
Ivanhoe, the Saxon-Norman race war ends in reconciliation when, with the
blessing of the Good King, the Norman Ivanhoe weds the Saxon Rowena:
‘the marriage of two individuals as a type of the future harmony betwixt two
races, which, since that period, have been so completely mingled, that the
distinction has become utterly invisible’ (Scott, 2000: 398). The harmony is
not complete, however. The Jewish Rebecca and her father Isaac resolve to
leave England because, in her words:
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The people of England are a fierce race, quarrelling ever with their neighbours
or among themselves, and ready to plunge the sword into the bowels of each
other. Such is no safe abode for the children of my people. (Scott, 2000: 399)

The price of reconciliation between the two races is the exclusion of Others
who cannot be accommodated within either the binary opposition or its
 resolution.

Neither Boulainvilliers nor (presumably) Scott is operating with the
‘modern’ notion of race, which is, at least in terms of its origins, based on
a vaguely biological idea of race as a division within a species. Boulainvil-
liers is probably using ‘race’ in something of an approximation to its original
meaning in French, or as applied to the country’s medieval monarchs. In
that usage a ‘race’ was a family, defined as a series of generations with
similar characteristics. Only great or royal families were ‘races’. Something
of that archaic sense still survives in everyday usage: a chien de race is a
pedigree dog, and a cheval de race is a thoroughbred horse. Boulainvilliers’
‘races’ have more to do with lineage, breeding and lines of descent than with
the difference between, say, ‘French’ and ‘Arab’.

The continued circulation of tales of Gauls and Franks, or their equiv-
alents elsewhere, facilitates the description of sub-groups within what is
constitutionally defined as a homogeneous population in quasi-racial terms.
In the early 19th century, waves of internal migration brought large numbers
of people from Brittany and the south-central Auvergne region to Paris.
Politicians and the press happily described the migrants as ‘barbarians’ and
‘nomads’, and invoked the Frank/Gaul distinction to establish native
Parisians as the descendants of the victorious Franks, and the migrants as
savages descended from the defeated and degenerate Gauls (Pinçon and
Pinçon-Charlot, 2004: 28–9). For its part, the fledgling discipline of anthro-
pology could argue that the suburban savages on the fringes of the indus-
trializing cities and the ‘dangerous’ classes ‘were dark and stunted, not
because of poor living conditions but because they belonged to very prim-
itive races’ (Robb, 2008: 317). Similar tropes and race metaphors abound
in the 19th-century literature of both France and England, and spill over
into other areas. Elizabeth Gaskell’s great industrial novel North and South
(1854–5) divides England into two nations: an industrial north and a rural
south populated, respectively, by what are effectively two ‘races’. Urban
observers such as Henry Mayhew explore working-class London as though
it were a foreign country (Mayhew, 1985). The widespread use of the expres-
sion ‘street Arab’ to describe the homeless children who lived mainly on the
streets is highly significant, as are the contemporary newspaper stories that
report: ‘Most adults think “children are feral and a danger to society”’
(Guardian, 7 November 2008): something ‘within’ our homogeneous
 societies is ‘alien’, ‘other’ or ‘not-quite human’. The terminology may not be
quite the same, but current discourses about the ‘under-class’ reproduce
many of the ‘two-race’ tropes: they (the population of the inner cities and
the sink estates) are not us.
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Like Ivanhoe, North and South ends with a marriage: the North–South
conflict ends, or at least abates, when Margaret Hale (daughter of an impov-
erished clergyman from the rural south) agrees to marry John Thornton
(northern mill-owner). In narratological terms, the marriages are structurally
necessary if the novels are to achieve a satisfactory closure.3 Yet while
neither Scott nor Gaskell could seriously be described as ‘race theorists’ in
an anthropological sense, their structural solutions to a ‘race’ conflict do
echo some strands within race theory.4 In his Pure Sociology (1903), the
sociologist Lester F. Ward summarizes the accounts of the origins of society
given in Gumplovitz’s Rassenkamp (1883) and Ratzenhofer’s Sociologische
Erkenntnis (1898). At its simplest, the race struggle results in the subjuga-
tion of one race by another; at a higher stage of evolution, it can lead to a
‘cementing of the mass of heterogeneous elements into a more or less homo-
geneous people’ and the ‘rise and development of a sentiment of patriotism
and formation of a nation’ (cited in Pichot, 2009: 287). This process is some-
times referred to as ‘synergism’: ‘multiple syngenetic bands’ (diverse human
races) engage in struggle or warfare when they first come into contact, but
the biological homogenization that results from interbreeding can lead to
the formation of a new race, or will do so in a distant and utopian future
(Pichot, 2009: 289).

A Paroxysmal Development?
When Foucault suddenly refers to Nazism in March 1976, he takes an
enormous historical leap and asserts, rather than demonstrates, that: ‘After
all, Nazism was in fact the paroxysmal development of the new power
 mechanisms that had been established since the eighteenth century . . .
murderous power and sovereign power are unleashed throughout the entire
social body’ (2003b: 259). His leap brings him very close to the now-
 widespread view that, far from representing a lapse into irrational barbarity,
Nazism is the final realization of one of the possibilities inherent in the very
project of modernity, or even the Enlightenment itself (see, inter alia,
Bauman, 1989). It could be argued that, in Foucault’s analysis of the shifts
from the power over life associated with sovereignty to the technology of
power associated with biopolitics, two developments establish the links
between ‘state racism’ and biopolitical rationality. That rationality, emerging
from the 18th century, takes ‘man-as-species’ as its target, so that one sees
the constitution of ‘what I would call a “biopolitics” of the human race’
(2003b: 243); this is a technology of power that at first intervenes at the
level of a demographics centred on the health of the population, its birth
rate, its productivity, etc., resulting in a ‘medicine whose main function will
now be public hygiene’ (2003b: 244). Biopolitics later focuses on ‘control
over relations between the human race, or human beings insofar as they are
as species, insofar as they are living beings, and their environment, the
milieu in which they live’ (2003b: 245).

So, on the one hand, the arguments in ‘Society Must Be Defended’ allow
us to trace the development of state racism to the shift from the ‘discourse
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of race war’ waged between two groups whose relationship is structured by
sovereign power, that is, the power of the conquerors over the vanquished,
to the time when:

. . . the State is no longer an instrument that one race uses against another:
the State is, and must be, the protector of the integrity, the superiority, and
the purity of the race. . . . I think that racism is born at the point when the
theme of racial purity replaces that of race struggle, and when counterhistory
begins to be converted into a biological racism. (2003b: 81)

Foucault goes on to state: ‘Thanks to the shift from law to norm, from races
in the plural to race in the singular, sovereignty was able to invest or take
over the discourse of race struggle and reutilize it for its own strategy’
(2003b: 81).

On the other hand, the emergence of biopolitics and its ‘medico-
normalizing techniques’ has one point of departure in the constitution of a
historico-political field in which power has a purchase. And it is to
Boulainvilliers that Foucault attributes this discursive shift away from the
analysis of power in terms of sovereignty, to one that recognizes the
 relational character of power:

. . . he [Boulainvilliers] defined the principle of what might be called the
 relational character of power: power is not something that can be possessed,
and it is not a form of might; power is never anything more than a relation-
ship that can, and must, be studied only by looking at the interplay between
the terms of that relationship. (2003b: 168)

The analysis of power is here understood not in ‘juridical terms of
 sovereignty but in historical terms of domination and the play of relations
of force’ (2003b: 169). This opens up a historico-political field in which the
telling of the history of the nation as a history of war no longer functions to
establish the right of the sovereign but:

. . . a history that continues the war by deciphering the war and the struggles
that are going on within all institutions of right and peace . . . there is now a
link between the political fight and historical knowledge . . . [so that] politi-
cal life and political knowledge begin to be inscribed in society’s real
 struggles [and] . . . historical knowledge becomes an element of the struggle.
(2003b: 171–2)

The upshot is on the one hand the emergence of population as a ‘multiple
body’ for biopolitical interventions, that is, ‘the population as a political
problem, as a biological problem and as power’s problem. And I think that
biopolitics emerges at this point’ (2003b: 245). On the other hand, a
discourse about race emerges that binds the history of the nation or race
with a history of its triumph over other races and aligns this history with the
health and purity of the race, classically in the work of de Gobineau whose

194 Theory, Culture & Society 26(6)

186-205 TCS349278 Macey_Article 156 x 234mm  16/11/2009  16:28  Page 194



Essay on the Inequality of Human Races (1853–5) asserts white superiority
and invents the relay between race, culture and civilization, especially by
reference to the concept of degeneration, ideas later converted by the Nazis
into the doctrine of Aryanism. Foucault does not dwell on the question of
Nazism and its death camps, however, somewhat to the surprise or dis -
appointment of Agamben: ‘Foucault . . . never dwelt on the exemplary places
of modern biopolitics: the concentration camp and the structure of the great
totalitarian states of the twentieth century’ (1998: 4).

Leaving aside the issue of the validity (or invalidity) of that thesis, it
is clear that many discourses had to be developed, and many mechanisms
had to be set in place before that paroxysmal development could take place.
But at least one well-informed historian of the emergence of Nazism’s bio -
logical racism, who makes no reference to Foucault, detects an almost direct
link between Boulainvilliers’ tales of Franks and Gauls and the myth of the
Teutonic ‘blond beast’ that flourished in northern Europe and the Aryanism
that informed much of Nazism’s self-perception (Pichot, 2009: 310).
 Eighteenth-century descriptions of ‘race differences’ were often predicated
on little more than descriptions of visible features such as pigmentation,
and could be backed up, as in Montesquieu, by theories of climatic deter-
minism: hot climates gave birth to indolent populations. More sophisticated
terminologies and distinctive criteria then began to emerge. Taxonomies and
interpretive grids proliferated, many of them greatly influenced by Darwin,
whose Origin of Species appeared in 1859, even though the Origin contains
no reference to human evolution.5 For example, the discovery of the cephalic
index by Retzius in the 1840s signals an early attempt to ground race theory
in a scientific anthropology that draws upon human biology. There have been
other similar attempts. Research into the biochemistry of blood carried out
in the 1920s identified distinct types of blood groups, and some scientists
argued that the types could be inherited according to Mendelian rules. It
was therefore possible to establish a biochemical index of ‘race’ (Weindling,
1989: 464). Contemporary popularizations of genetics (which often boil
down to the simplistic equation ‘one gene = one condition or trait’ in an
attempt to identify such things as ‘gay genes’) can lead to similar hasty
conclusions, though most geneticists would accept that there can be as
many genetic variations within a human population as there are genetic
differences between any two human populations.

The early theories have never disappeared entirely, and can unexpect-
edly resurface. One of the myths commonly used to justify the ‘civilizing
mission’ France took on when it invaded and then annexed Algeria referred
to the indolence of the Arab and Berber populations, who were content to
let ‘nature provide’ and who sat under trees waiting for the fruit to fall.
Myths, their makers and those who subscribe to them are rarely troubled by
the empirical, but it is obvious to others that cultivating barley and figs in
the mountains of Kabylia is a very labour-intensive process.6 Studies
published in the former Yugoslavia in the late 1980s identified 20 racial
‘types’ in Serbia alone, and used the cephalic index as a way of describing

Macey – Rethinking Biopolitics, Race and Power  195

186-205 TCS349278 Macey_Article 156 x 234mm  16/11/2009  16:28  Page 195



them. It was not long before such research, augmented by folk anthropol-
ogy, found its expression on the battlefield and in the practice of ethnic
cleansing (Kohn, 1996: 17, 18).

What is striking from the above is not just the resilience and ubiquity
of race as a figure in discourses and politics centred on the constitution and
management of populations, and thus as an element of biopolitics; it is
equally the discursive slippages whereby race, norm and conduct easily run
into each other because of the affinities that were present from the beginning
in the emergence of biopolitics. A metonymic chain has emerged that links
the norm to genetics, culture and civilization as well as to medico-biological
discourse of healthy bodies and healthy, and thus strong, nation or race.
Foucault argued that one of the aims of biopolitical technology, centred on
the life of the population as a statistical corpus and as a ‘living mass’, has
been to ‘establish a sort of homeostasis . . . by achieving an overall equilib-
rium that protects the security of the whole from internal dangers [through]
a technology in which bodies are replaced by general biological processes’
(2003b: 249). These internal dangers have often been represented as an alien
other, a contagion in both the discourse of bio politics and that of public
hygiene in the 19th century; a brief examination will  illustrate the affinities
and slippages between norm, a dangerous other, and race.

Biopower: Cholera, Eugenics
The concept of ‘power’ operative throughout all of Foucault’s work is not
easy to circumscribe or define, not least because it is so extensive and
 generalized, which does raise certain problems relating to its agency and
actors. The term itself if ambiguous, as ‘le pouvoir’ is, in both common and
journalistic usage, often synonymous with ‘state’ or ‘government’, and those
connotations inevitably invest Foucault’s use of it. Negative definitions
provide the best point of departure. Power is not located in a single place
or vested in a single authority. It is not an ‘object’ that can be held, and nor
is it something that can be seized, as the revolutionary-insurrectionary
 tradition would have it. Power consists, rather, of multiple networks and
relations of force that are always open to conflict and negotiations, but rarely
to resolution. To that extent, it is not something that can be escaped, even
though it can always be resisted. Nor is power a purely negative or repres-
sive force. It can also be a force that creates its subjects, who may rebel
and react against it. By the same criterion, biopower is not simply a force
that oppresses bodies. It is also creative and productive and can have effects
that can be as beneficial as they can be malignant. And its effects can be
both far-reaching and surprising. Two of the instances of biopower that are
mentioned are the handling of disease (typified by the exclusion of the leper
and the surveillance of the plague-bearer) and the organization of urban
space. Moving away from Foucault himself, the concept of biopower may,
perhaps, be illustrated with reference to 19th-century England, though the
outcome can, for the moment, be no more than a preliminary outline for
further research.
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When cholera entered Britain via the port of Sunderland in December
1831, it was very much an unknown quantity (see Hempel, 2006; Johnson,
2006). Ignorance was compounded by a stubborn refusal to acknowledge
that this was the deadly ‘Asian cholera’ that had first been observed in India
in the 16th century. That denial was no doubt overdetermined by a fear of
foreign invasion, especially from the East.7 The disease was widely viewed
as the ill-defined cholera morbus, a category covering everything from
 diarrhoea to ‘jail fever’ and what would now be termed gastro-enteritis. In
a spontaneous reversion to the trope of ‘resemblance’ analysed in The Order
of Things, one doctor observed that the corpses of cholera victims took on
the hue of coal or anthracite, dubbed the condition ‘hyperanthraxis’ and
concluded that the causal agent was an excess of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere. Bizarre as it may sound, that diagnosis was a minor variant on
the miasma theory, which held that diseases were spread by foul smells
emanating, typically, from disused burial grounds (or, in London, the old
plague pits). Significantly, the doctor who did most to discredit the miasma
theory and to identify cholera’s transmission vector was a pioneering
 anaesthetist whose experiments with toxic gases had convinced him that
odours, no matter how nauseating, did not carry disease. John Snow
(1813–58) was convinced that cholera was water-borne and had already
published his views of the matter in 1849. They had been ignored. The
London cholera outbreak of 1853–4 allowed him to verify his theory.

Snow’s methodology was a hybrid of theory and empirical research,
using techniques developed for other purposes. He employed a variant on
the ‘dot mapping’ technique to plot the progress of the disease. Sampling
techniques that compared water from sources all over London suggested a
strong correlation between the incidence of cholera and contaminated water
supplies. A line drawn on a detailed map that recorded where every death
had occurred revealed a further spatial pattern. Although the outbreak
centred on Soho, not all streets were affected to the same extent, and it could
be demonstrated that its source was a pump in Broad Street (now Broadwick
Street), where the supply had been contaminated with human faeces. Snow’s
research had identified a statistical population (as opposed to a sum total
of individual cases and casualties) and the spatial distribution of a disease.
The causal agent had yet to be identified, and it was not until 1883 that
Koch’s bacillus (vibrio cholera) was identified, but the existence of a vector
had been demonstrated: cholera could be contained. Mapping, statistics and
the spatialization of the incidence of infection are now the basic tools of
epidemiology, one of the most obvious examples of biopower at work. Similar
mapping-distribution techniques soon gave rise to the ‘poverty maps’ used
by reformer-observers such as Mayhew and Booth, and eventually mutated
into the choropleth maps that shade areas in proportion to statistical vari-
ables such as population density, mortality rates and the incidence of crime.
Biopower is protean and, like a virus, prone to mutations: mapping can plot
the incidence of disease, but also that of crime. Prevention mutates into
policing.
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The first lecture in the ‘Security, Territory, Population’ series of
1977–8 (Foucault, 2007: 1–28) includes a brief discussion of the origins of
urbanism or town planning, which exemplify the ways in which biopower
deals with the intrication, within a geographical space, of a milieu with the
human species and the human body. The history of London’s sanitation
exemplifies its dealings with a complex urban environment (see Halliday,
2001). The specific phenomenon that triggered the movement for reform was
the ‘great stink’ from the Thames, so appalling that it led to the suspension
of parliamentary sittings in the hot summer of 1858. The growing popular-
ity of water closets from the 1830s onwards, the establishment of a Metro-
politan Sewers Board in 1848, and the connection of all drains and cesspools
to the sewers improved many aspects of life in what was still, in sanitary
terms, a medieval city, but also had the effect of turning the Thames into
an open sewer: raw sewage was discharged into the source of most London-
ers’ drinking water. The stench, and the continued threat of cholera,
provided the impetus for one of Victorian Britain’s greatest civil engineer-
ing projects. The works inaugurated in 1858 by the Metropolitan Boards of
Works’ chief engineer Joseph Bazalgette comprised a system of inter -
connecting storm-relief and outfall sewers discharging into the Thames
estuary (where they would eventually create a new pollution problem).
Whole areas of the city were demolished and rebuilt; the construction of the
Victoria and Albert Embankments was a by-product of the sewer project.
The benefits soon became apparent. In 1866, a new cholera outbreak devas-
tated the East End, but areas already connected to the new system were
spared. The effects were not restricted to the health and sanitary domain.
The Board of Works was the first body to have the power to override the
patchwork of parish councils and vestries that passed for a system of local
government.

Both Snow’s medical detective work and Bazalgette’s civil engineering
projects could be described, in Foucault’s terms, as biopolitical. Neither
could be described as being racially motivated, but they do contribute,
 indirectly, to a spatialization of the city that can have quasi-racial connota-
tions. Sanitary reform still leaves the city divided into zones of light and
darkness, with the ‘dark’ insanitary areas still prone to, for example, cholera.
The inhabitants of such areas could be (and are) described as ‘other’ and
in need of civilizing. The social reform movements that would eventually
coalesce into the profession of social work commonly used a vocabulary of
colonization, establishing ‘settlements’ and sending ‘missionaries’ into the
dark areas: the civilizing mission began at home with an attempt to police
 quasi-racial groups.

The work of Snow and Bazalgette could also be described as eugenic,
assuming that the expression is defined in very broad terms. Eugenics now
has very sulphurous connotations because of the association with forced
sterilization campaigns and the Nazi death camps. Those connotations are
not to be dismissed, but eugenics could also take quite benign forms. The
expression (derived from the Greek and meaning, etymologically, ‘good
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birth’) was, of course coined by Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton and defined
by him in 1883 as ‘the science of improving stock’ by giving ‘more suitable
races or strains of blood’ a chance of prevailing over less suitable strains’
(Schneider, 1990: 5). In 1912, Charles Richet, French Nobel laureate and
scientific popularizer, wrote that:

Nothing is more extraordinary than our indifference to human selection. One
could laugh if it was not so sad. We improve breeds of chickens, ducks,
horses, pigs, lambs, even species of cauliflower, beets, strawberries and
violets! Man improves and perfects everything except man himself. (in
Schneider, 1990: 110)

As Schneider demonstrates in his major study of eugenics in France,
Richet’s blunt view that ‘The individual is nothing, the species is every-
thing’ (1990: 110) was not universally shared, and French eugenicism was,
in practice, much milder than this. The eradication of social scourges such
as tuberculosis, venereal disease and alcoholism were of greater concern to
most than ‘race improvement’ in the strictest sense. A great deal of effort
went into programmes designed to provide better ante- and post-natal care
for mothers and their babies, and eugenics was often referred to simply as
‘puericulture’. Few would now describe campaigns for improved ante-natal
care as ‘eugenic’ and most would probably regard them as eminently desir-
able public health measures. Relatively benign forms of eugenics did
coexist, however, alongside more virulently racist forms, especially when
the rate of immigration rose sharply during and after the First World War
(largely in response to labour shortages). Such population movements were
described as ‘advanced indices of the twilight of our Western civilization
and the decline of the white race’ (cited in Schneider, 1990: 236). The fear
was that ‘inferior’ races that did not restrain their birth rate would outbreed
the white race and eventually eliminate it through biological competition.
Some within the eugenics movement also insisted that specific immigrant
groups were potentially carriers of distinct diseases: Moroccans, for
instance, were thought naturally prone to typhus (Schneider, 1990: 235).
The author of that observation was in fact calling for improved health care
and housing for immigrant workers, and fully accepted the economic need
for their presence, but the same argument could be used to back calls for
controls on immigration. Eugenics, like biopower, can be a very ambiguous
discourse.

While all versions of eugenics derive from post-Darwinian theories
of evolution and the struggle for existence, they can also be read as a
response to the 19th century’s almost obsessional concern with degenera-
tion, which can itself be read as a reaction to the human effects of rapid
and unplanned industrialization and urbanization, which did indeed
produce an unhealthy population living in atrocious conditions. In France,
the defeat of the French army in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870–1 was
explained in terms of the degeneration of the nation and its soldiers, who
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were simply not as fit as their enemy, in either physical or moral terms.
The 20 novels of Emile Zola’s Rougon-Macquart series record the degener-
ation of an extended family that is a microcosm of the Second Empire; the
debacle of the war is one of the great set pieces in the series. Significantly,
Zola’s epistemological-theoretical model is derived from a loose interpreta-
tion of the positivist medicine of Claude Bernard, which placed great
emphasis on the interaction between ‘a temperament’ and ‘a milieu’. ‘Degen-
eration’ is effectively the only diagnostic-aetiological notion to be evoked in
Krafft-Ebbing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, a catalogue of the sexual aberrations
that is as voluminous as it is monotonous, the other being ‘hereditary dis -
position’, which, in the absence of any knowledge of genetics means little
more than ‘runs in the family’; first printed in 1886, the Psychopathia went
through 12 editions. Even the Gothic revival in English architecture
pioneered by Augustus Welby Pugin (1812–52) can be seen as an attempt
to resist the tide of degeneration by retreating into a more humane but
largely imaginary medieval society (and a supposedly English form of
Catholicism). One of Pugin’s many utopian schemes was to build hospitable
Christian monasteries to replace utilitarian workhouses: the workhouse
depicted in his ‘Contrasted Residences for the Poor’ (1841) is very recog-
nizably a variant on the Panopticon described in Discipline and Punish (the
drawings are reproduced in Hill, 2008: 33).

It is, of course, the grimmer side of eugenics that dominates our
memories. Yet, while certain implications of the ‘science of improving stock’
find their ‘paroxysmal’ expression in the death camps, they had been spelled
out long before the Final Solution to the ‘Jewish question’ was planned in
1942 and then implemented in the camps (see Roseman, 2003). In 1895,
the physician Adolf Jost argued in his Das Recht auf den Tod (‘The Right
to Death’) that the death of the individual must be placed in the hands of
the state. Whereas sovereignty once wielded power over life and death, the
biopolitical state must ‘own death’: ‘The rights to death [are] the key to the
fitness of life.’ The social body must, in other words, ‘kill to protect its own
health’ (Lifton, 2000: 46). Similar claims were quite commonly put forward
by early ‘race scientists’, but they do not necessarily result in recommen-
dations that social groups must be immediately exterminated. The steriliza-
tion laws adopted by a surprising number of countries were designed to
prevent ‘undesirable’ groups from reproducing and to ‘breed out’ their
 characteristics.8 Twenty years before Jost, Galton himself noted in an article
of the theory of heredity that diseases could result from ‘alien germs’, and
that there were ‘aliens’ residing in all nations (Weindling, 1989: 92). The
implications were chilling. In Germany, a law to ‘Prevent Hereditarily Sick
Offspring’ by compulsory sterilization was decreed in 1933 (Weindling,
1989: 522). One of the best historians of German ‘racial hygiene’ comments:
‘The time had come to extend the authority of experts in medical genetics
over the totality of society, as though it were one vast closed institution’
(Weindling, 1989: 523). Immediately after the outbreak of war and the
invasion of Poland, mass killings of patients from mental hospitals began.
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The following year, a euthanasia campaign began in Germany itself. The
first mass gassings began.

It is arguable that all those discourses that, from Hobbes onwards,
conceptualize a society or nation as a ‘social body’ or ‘body politic’ lend
themselves to such theses: the body can be infected from within by resident
aliens, and must therefore be cleansed of them. The trope of the immigrant-
alien-carrier-of-disease (or simply the equation immigrant/minority =
disease = threat) is, after all, one of the commonplaces of everyday racism,
but everyday racism does not always imply a desire for extermination. In
November 2005, serious disturbances broke out in the disaffected suburban
estates around Paris. Nicholas Sarkozy, Minister for the Interior (and future
President), described the young rioters, many of whom were of immigrant
origin, as ‘scum’ (racaille) and suggested that they should be flushed away
by using power hoses (Le Monde, 10 November 2005). His words, which
appeared to come dangerously close to the rhetoric of ethnic cleansing,
shocked many, but he was – presumably unwittingly – using language
steeped in traditional stereotypes: the social body had become diseased and
had to be disinfected. It is the subterranean connections that exist between
perceptions of race, disease and hygiene that establish a link between such
apparently disparate phenomena as Boulainvilliers’ theses on ‘race’ and the
achievements of Snow and Bazalgette, and that define them as biopolitical,
or even eugenic. They are all concerned, haunted even, by the phantasy of
a pure body, be it the individual body or the body politic itself.

In Germany, which developed both a very centralized state and a
centralized and powerfully organized medical profession after the unifica-
tion of 1870, eugenics was commonly referred to as ‘race hygiene’. The
response to the ‘degeneration’ that resulted from urbanization and industri-
alization was to develop a collectivist approach to social hygiene: ‘the doctor
became a demagogue, asserting authority as a “Führer”, organizing welfare
institutions and ordering the nation to adopt a healthier and more orderly
lifestyle’ (Weindling, 1989: 214). This response was not purely a German
phenomenon. Writing on the ‘problem of mental prophylaxis’ in 1929, the
French psychiatrist Edouard Toulouse, who regarded himself (with some
justification) as a man of progress, was able to dream of a ‘state in which
the rules of social evolution would be directed by the life sciences’ (Keller,
2007: 55). He called his utopia a ‘biocracy’, a state ruled and governed by
biopower.

That there is a direct line of descent running from some varieties of
eugenics, to an exterminationist and racist concern with race hygiene and
purity, to Auschwitz, cannot be disputed. All but the most revisionist of
historians of Germany accept that the sterilization and then euthanasia
programmes developed to cleanse the Reich of the sick and the mentally ill
were the prototypes for the use of gas chambers (see, for example, Browning,
2004). In that sense, Foucault is justified in seeing Nazism as a ‘paroxys-
mal development’ of biopower and biopolitics. If, however, that is the case,
he is justified only in the loosest of senses. The theory of biopower outlined,
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in a surprisingly tentative way, from 1976 onwards cannot (and does not
attempt to) begin to analyse either the true nature of Nazism’s murderous
anti-Semitism (which it appears to view as a sub-category within a widely
defined racism rather than a discourse with its own history) or the vast liter-
ature that is now devoted to it. Even to begin to do so would require a very
different and much more extensive archaeology of biopower and biopolitics.

In 1973–4, Michel Foucault’s seminar, which ran in parallel with the
lectures at the Collège de France, examined the ‘origins of the model
hospital’, which were found to lie in three factors that emerged in the 18th
century: the valorization of health; the quantification of medical needs; and
the appearance of a population as a site of and for medical knowledge. From
being repositories for the dying, hospitals became ‘curing machines’
(Foucault et al., 1976). They might also be described as ‘machines for
producing patients’. A sick individual is precisely that: an individual who
is sick and who may either live or die. A patient who is hospitalized becomes
part of a medicalized population and of a statistical series whose chances
of survival can be calculated on a probability basis and improved (and, of
course, reduced). In modern hospitals, life and death are not decided by
sovereign powers, but by advances in medical terminology. Machines and
technology can prolong lives that previously could not have been saved, but
the life-support systems can also be turned off. Medical advances have
greatly expanded the realm of biopower. Pre-natal scanning, screening for
genetic defects and new reproductive technologies can imply the difficult
decision that a life should not and therefore will not continue outside the
womb. We are on very intimate terms with biopower. And that intimacy can
result in the return of some unexpected things.

One is reminded of Foucault’s warning that:

. . . [in] a normalizing society, you have a power which is . . . a biopower, and
racism is the indispensable precondition that allows someone to be killed,
that allows others to be killed. . . . If the power of normalization wished to
exercise the old sovereign right to kill, it must become racist. (2003b: 256)

And he adds: ‘When I say “killing”, I obviously do not mean simply murder
as such, but every other 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: 256).
However, biopolitics is supposed to ‘complement’ the old state’s right ‘to
take life or let live’ by ‘the opposite of right. It is the power to “make” live
and “let” die’ (2003b: 241). So the ambivalence in the analysis of biopower
in Foucault is repeated in the ambivalence buried in the discourse of bio -
politics at the level of state policy and the law, say regarding euthanasia,
but also in other policies, such as forms of exclusion and punishment that
in effect deny to some categories of people the right to ‘live’.

Although Foucault does not return to the theme of racism in the further
elaboration of biopolitics in Security, Territory, Population, and The Birth of
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Biopolitics, the arguments in ‘Society Must Be Defended’ already prompt us
to be vigilant in analysing all forms of power over life. My extension of the
arguments to show the ambivalent and continuing inscription of the tropes
of race in social policy adds a warning about slippages that allow power to
maintain its hold over life, either by displacing struggles over control of
one’s life to struggles against a threatening other, or by reasserting the state
as the last bastion of a sovereign right over life.

Notes

1. The lectures were probably never intended for publication. Foucault was always
adamant that there should be no ‘posthumous publications’ and his wishes have
been respected almost to the letter. The four volumes of Dits et écrits, published in
1994, bring together, in chronological order, the many texts that had been published
but never collected, and the editorial scholarship that went into their production
represents a major advance in Foucault scholarship (Foucault, 1994). Sadly, the
three translated volumes of Essential Works published in English (Foucault, 1997,
1998, 2001) mark something of a retreat from that standard, not least because they
impose a thematic order, and therefore an interpretation, on the texts. In 1994, the
lectures Foucault gave at the Collège de France, where he had held a chair in the
History of Systems of Thought from 1970 onwards, remained unpublished – though
giving a public lecture was in itself a form of publication and versions transcribed
from private cassette recordings circulated widely. Publication of these lectures,
edited for the purpose, began in 2003 with ‘Society Must Be Defended’, which I
translated.
2. The period defined as ‘the classical age’, for example, is notoriously elastic.
On the other hand, it is fairly recognizable; for French readers, la littérature
 classique means the literature of the 17th century. Foucault would presumably
argue in his defence that the processes he describes do not have punctual dates
and places.
3. Rebecca’s departure from England can also be explained in formal terms:
Ivanhoe cannot marry both her and Rowena, and narrative closure therefore
requires her exclusion from a binary marriage structure.
4. Scott’s novel is, on the other hand, a major influence on the romantic national-
ism that still survives in many areas, not least in that it reconstructs the old Robin
Hood tales as a national epic with an enduring appeal.
5. To take one crude index of their proliferation: in 1795, Johann Friedrich
Blumenbach, Professor of Anatomy at the University of Götingen, identified five
varieties or races within the human species (Caucasian, Mongolian, Ethiopian,
American and Malay); a century later, Ernst Haekel, one of Darwin’s great popu-
larizers, had identified 12 species of men and 36 races, and produced genea logical
trees to illustrate their origins and development (see Augstein, 1996: xvii; for
extracts from Blumenbach, see Augstein, 1996: 58–67; Haekel’s ‘trees’ are
 reproduced by Pichot, 2009: 252–6).

In the 1840s the Swedish anthropologist Anders Retzius proposed that the
‘cephalic index’ could be used to identify the physical characteristics of races. The
ratio between the width and the length of the skull allowed, that is, a distinction to
be made between dolichocephalic (long-headed, blond) Aryan peoples and
 brachycephalic (short-headed, dark) southern races (Schneider, 1990: 217).
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6. Perhaps the last major exponent of the ‘cephalic’ theory was the American
anthropologist Carleton Coons, whose The Races of Europe appeared in 1939. His
observations of the Balkans led him to conclude, among other things, that Bosnian
Catholics (otherwise known as Croats) had broader skulls than Bosnian Muslims
(Kohn, 1996: 12).
7. The vector was probably the timber trade with the Baltic countries and Russia,
where the disease claimed 10,000 lives in St Petersburg alone in the summer.
8. Several American states and Canadian provinces passed sterilization laws at the
end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th. In Europe, similar laws were
adopted by Denmark (1929), Sweden (1935) and Norway (1940). Sterilization
continued in Sweden until the 1950s; the relevant law was not formally abolished
until 1976.
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