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I. Docile bodies 

Let us take the ideal figure of the soldier as it was still seen in the 
early seventeenth century. To begin with, the soldier was someone 
who could be recognized from afar; he bore certain signs: the natural 
signs of his strength and his courage, the marks, too, of his pride; 
his body was the blazon of his strength and valour; and although it 
is true that he had to learn the profession of arms little by little ­
generally in actual fighting - movements like marching and attitudes 
like the bearing of the head belonged for the most part to a bodily 
rhetoric of honour; 'The signs for recognizing those most suited to 
this profession are a lively, alert manner, an erect head, a taut 
stomach, broad shoulders, long arms, strong fingers, a small belly, 
thick thighs, slender legs and dry feet, because a man of such a 
figure could not fail to be agile and strong'; when he becomes a pike­
bearer, the soldier 'will have to march in step in order to have as 
much grace and gravity as possible, for the pike is an honourable 
weapon, worthy to be borne with gravity and boldness' (Mont­
gommery, 6 and 7). By the late eighteenth century, the soldier has 
become something that can be made; out of a formless clay, an inapt 
body, the machine required can be constructed; posture is gradually 
corrected; a calculated constraint runs slowly through each part of 
the body, mastering it, making it pliable, ready at all times, turning 
silently into the automatism of habit; in short, one has 'got rid of 
the peasant' and given him 'the air of a sold ier' (ordinance of 20 

March 1764). Recruits become accustomed to 'holding their heads 
high and erect; to standing upright, without bending the back, to 
sticking out the belly, throwing out the chest and throwing back the 
shoulders; and, to help them acquire the habit, they are given this 
position while standing against a wall in such a way that the heels, 
the thighs, the waist and the shoulders touch it, as also do the backs 
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of the hands, as one turns the arms outwards, without moving 
away from the body ... Likewise, they will be taught never to fix 
their eyes on the ground, but to look straight at those they pass ... 
to remain motionless until the order is given, without moving the 
head, the hands or the feet ... lastly to march with a bold step, with 
knee and ham taut, on the points of the feet, which should face 
outwards' (ordinance of 20 March 1764). 

The classical age discovered the body as object and target of 
power. It is easy enough to find of the attention then paid to 
the body - to the body that is manipulated, shaped, trained, which 
obeys, responds, becomes skilful and increases its forces. The great 
book of Man-the-Machine was written simultaneously on two 
registers: the anatomico-metaphysical register, of which Descartes 
wrote the first pages and which the physicians and philosophers 
continued, and the technico-political register, which was constituted 

a whole set of regulations and by empirical and calculated 
methods relating to the army, the school and the hospital, for con­
trolling or correcting the operations of the body. These two regis­
ters are quite distinct, since it was a question, on the one hand, of 
submission and use and, on the other, of functioning and explana­
tion: there was a useful body and an intelligible body. And yet there 

tare points of overlap from one to the other. La Mettde's L'Homme­
~ machine is both a materialist reduction of the soul and a general 

theory of dressage, at the centre of which reigns the notion of 
-'dOCility" which joins the analysable body to the manipulable body. 

A body is docile that may be subjected, used, transformed and Qimproved. The celebrated automata, on the other hand, were not 
.~nIY a way of illustrating an organism, they were also political 
t uppets, small-scale models of power: Frederick II, the meticulous 
, jng of small machines, well-trained regiments and long exercises, 
was obsessed with them. 

What was so new in these projects of docility that interested the 
eighteenth century so much? It was certainly not the first time that 

Ae body had become the object of such imperious and pressing 
""- {investments; in every society, the body was in the grip of very 

~ strict powers, which imposed on it constraints, prohibitions or 
\~bligations. However; there were several new things in these tech­

niques. To begin with, there was the scale of the control: it was a 
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question not of treating the body, en masse, 'wholesale', as if it were 
an indissociable unity, but of working it 'retail', individually; of 
exercising upon it a subtle coercion, ofobtaining holds upon it at the 
level of the mechanism itself movements, gestures, attitudes, 

wapidity: an infinitesimal power over the active body. Then there 
was the object of the control: it was not or was no longer the signify­
ing elements of behaviour or the language of the body, but the 
economy, the efficiency of movements, their internal organization; 
constraint bears upon the forces rather than upon the signs; the only 
truly important ceremony is that of exercise. Lastly, there is the 
modality: it implies an uninterrupted, constant coercion, super­
vising the processes of the activity rather than its result and it is 
exercised according to a codification that partitions as closely as 
possible time, space, movement. These methods, which made 
possible the meticulous control of the operations of the body, 
which assured the constant subjection of its forces and imposed 
upon them a relation ofdocility-utility, might be called 'disciplines'. 
Many disciplinary methods had long been in existence in monas­
teries, armies, workshops. But in the course of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries the disciplines became general formulas of 
domination. They were different from slavery because they were 
not based on a relation of appropriation of bodies; indeed, the 
elegance of the discipline lay in the fact that it could dispense with 
this costly and violent relation by obtaining effects of utility at least 
as great. They were different, too, from 'service', which was a 
constant, total, massive, non-analytical, unlimited relation of 
domination, established in the form of the individual will of the 
master, his 'caprice'. They were different from vassalage, which was 
a highly coded, but distant relation of submission, which bore less 
on the operations of the body than on the products of labour and 
the ritual marks of allegiance. Again, they were different from 
asceticism and from 'disciplines' of a monastic type, whose function 
was to obtain renunciations rather than increases of utility and 
which, although they involved obedience to others, had as their 
principal aim an increase of the mastery of each individual over his 
own body. The historical moment of the disciplines was the moment 
when an art of the human body was born, which was directed not 
only at the growth of its skills, nor at the intensification of its 
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subjection, but at the formation of a relation that in the mechanism 
itself makes it more obedient as it becomes more useful, and con­
versely. What was then formed 
that act upon the body, a 
its gestures, its behaviour. 1 he human body was entering a machin­
ery of power that explores it, breaks it down and rearranges it. A 
'political anatomy', which was also a 'mechanics of power', was 
being born; it defined how one may have a hold over others' bodies, 
not only so that they may do what one wishes, but so that they may 
operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the speed and the effi­
ciency that one determines. Thus discipline produces subjected and 
practised bodies, 'docile' bodies. Discipline increases the forces of 
the bodv (in economic terms of utility) and diminishes these same 

political terms ofobedience). In short, it power 
body; on the one hand, it turns it into an 'aptitude', a 

'capacity', which it seeks to increase; on the other hand, it reverses 
the course of the energy, the power that might result from it, and 
turns it into a relation of strict subjection. If economic exploit­
ation separates the force and the product of labour, let us say 
that disciplinary coercion establishes in the body the con­
stricting link between an increased aptitude and an increased 
domination. 

The 'invention' of this new political anatomy must not be seen 
as a sudden discovery. It is rather a multiplicity of often minor 
processes, of different origin and scattered location, which overlap, 
repeat, or imitate one another, support one another, distinguish 
themselves from one another according to their domain of applica­
tion, converge and gradually produce the blueprint of a general 
method. They were at work in secondary education at a very early 
date, later in primary schools; slowly invested the space of the 

in a few decades, restructured the 
sometimes circulated very rapidly from one 

point to another (between the army and the technical schools or 
secondary schools), sometimes slowly and discreetly (the insidious 
militarization of the large workshops). On almost every occasion, 
they were adopted in response to particular needs: an industrial 
innovation, a renewed outbreak of certain epidemic diseases, the 
invention of the rifle or the victories of Prussia. This did not prevent 
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them being totally inscribed in general and essential transforma­
tions, which we must now try to 

There can be no question here of writing the of the 
,,"dth all their individual differ­

ences. I simply intend to map on a series of examples some of the 
essential techniques that most easily spread from one to another. 
These were always meticulous, often minute, techniques, but they 
had their importance: because they defined a certain mode of 
detailed political investment of the body, a 'new micro-physics' of 
power; and because, since the seventeenth century, had con­
stantly reached out to ever broader domains, as if tended to 
cover the entire social body. Small acts of cunninl!: endowed with a 

power of diffusion, subtle arrangements, 
but profoundly suspicious, mechanisms that obeyed economies too 
shameful to be acknowledged, or pursued petty forms of coercion ­

[ 
it was nevertheless they that brought about the mutation of the 
punitive system, at the threshold of the contemporary period. De­
scribing them will require great attention to detail: beneath every set 
of figures, we must seek not a meaning, but a precaution; v>'e must 
situate them not only in the inextricability of a functioning, but in 

coherence of a tactic. They are the acts of cunninl!. not so much 
of the reason that works even in its sleep and 
to the insignificant, as of the attentive 'malevolence' that turns 
everything to account. Discipline is a political anatomy of detai1.J 

Before we lose patience we would do well to recall the words of 
Marshal de Saxe: 'Although those who concern themselves with 
details are regarded as folk of limited intelligence, it seems to me 
that this part is essential, because it is the foundation, and it is 
impossible to erect any building or establish any method without 
understanding its principles. It is not enough to have a liking for 
architecture. One must also know stone-cutting' (Saxe, 5). There is 
a whole history to be written about such 'stone-cutting' ­ a 
of the utilitarian rationalization of detail in moral accountability and 
political control. The classical age did not initiate it; rather it 
accelerated it, changed its scale, gave it precise instruments, and 
perhaps found some echoes for it in the calculation of the infinitely 
small or in the description of the most detailed characteristics of 
natural beings. In any case, 'detail' had long been a category of 
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and asceticism: every detail is important since, in the 
no immensity is greater than a detail, nor is anything so 

that it was not willed one of his individual wishes. In this 
great tradition of the eminence of detail, all the minutiae of Chris­
tian education, of scholastic or military pedagogy, all forms of 
'training' found their place easily enough. For the disciplined man, 

Qs for the true believer, no detail is unimportant, but not so much 
for the meaning that it conceals within it as for the hold it provides 
for the power that wishes to seize it. Characteristic is the great hymn 
to the 'little things' and to their eternal importance, sung by Jean-
Baptiste de La Salle, in his Trait! sur les obligations des des 
Ecoles chritiennes. The mystique of the everyday is joined 

( the discipline of the minute. 'How dangerous it is to 

It is a very consoling reflection for a soul like mine, little 
disposed to great actions, to think that fidelity to little things may, 

( by an imperceptible progress, raise us to the most eminent sanctity: 
. because little things lead to greater ... Little things; it will be said, 
alas, my God, what can we do that is great for you, weak and mortal 
creatures that we are. Little things; if great things presented them­
selves would we perform them? Would we not think them beyond 
our strength? Little things; and if God accepts them and wishes to 
receive them as great things? Little things; has one ever felt this? 
Does one iudge according to experience? Little things; one is cer­

therefore, if seeing them as such, one refuses them? 
Little things; yet it is they that in the end have made great saints! 
Yes, little things; but great motives, great feelings, great fervour, 
great ardour, and consequently great merits, great treasures, great 

( 

rewards' (La Salle, Trait! ..., 238-9). The meticulousness of 
the regulations, the fussiness of the inspections, the supervision of 

\ the smallest fragment of life and of the body will soon provide, in the 
\·context of the school, the barracks, the hospital or the 
a laicized content, an economic or technical rationality for this 
mystical calculus of the infinitesimal and the infinite. And a History 
of Detail in the eighteenth century, presided over by Jean-Baptiste 
de La Salle, touching on Leibniz and Buffon, via Frederick II, 
covering pedagogy, medicine, military tactics and economics, 
should bring us, at the end of the century, to the man who dreamt 
of being another Newton, not the Newton of the immensities of 
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heavens and the planetary masses, but a Newton of 
bodies', small movements, small actions; to the man who replied 
to Monge's remark, 'there was only one world to discover': 'What 
do I hear? But the world of details, who has never dreamt of that 
other world, what of that world? I have believed in it ever since I 
was fifteen. I was concerned with it then, and this memory lives 
within me, as an obsession never to be abandoned ... That other 
world is the most important of all that I flatter myself I have dis­
covered: when I think of it, my heart aches' (these words are 
attributed to Bonaparte in Introduction to Saint-Hilaire's 
Notions synthhiques et historiques de philosophie naturelle). I 
did not discover this world; but we know that he set out to ' 

it; and he wished to arrange around him a mechanism of power that 
would enable him to see the smallest event that occurred in the state 
he governed; he intended, by means of the rigorous discipline that he 
imposed, 'to embrace the whole of this vast machine without the \ 
slightest detail escaping his attention' (Treilhard, 14). 

A meticulous observation of detail, and at the same time a 
awareness of these small things, for the control and use of 

men, emerge through the classical age bearing with them a whole 
set of techniques, a whole corpus of methods and 
descriptions, plans and data. And from such trifles. no 
man of modern humanism was born.! 

The art ofdistributions 

In the first instance, discipline proceeds from the distribution of in­
dividuals in space. To achieve this end, it employs several techniques. 

I. Discipline sometimes requires the specification of a 
place to all others and in upon itself. It is the 
,pr_otected disciplinary There was the great 
'confinement' of vagabonds and paupers; there were other more 
discreet, but insidious and effective ones. There were the colleges, 
or secondary schools: the monastic model was gradually imposed; 
boarding appeared as the most perfect, if not the most frequent, 
educational regime; it became obligatory at Louis-le-Grand when, 
after the departure of the Jesuits, it was turned into a model school 
(cf. Aries, 308-13 and Snyders, 35-41). There ,vere the military 
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For a long time, one of the characteristic privileges of 
sovereign power was the right to decide life and death. In a 
formal sense, it derived no doubt from the ancient patria 
potestas that granted the father of the Roman family the 
right to "dispose" of the life of his children and his slaves; 
just as he had given them life, so he could take it away. By 
the time the right of life and death was framed by the classi­
cal theoreticians, it was in a considerably diminished form. 
It was no longer considered that this power of the sovereign 
over his subjects could be exercised in an absolute and un­
conditional way, but only in cases where the sovereign's very 
existence was in jeopardy: a sort of right of rejoinder. If he 
were threatened by external enemies who sought to over­
throw him or contest his rights, he could then legitimately 
wage war, and require his subjects to take part in the defense 
of the state; without "directly proposing their death," he was 
empowered to "expose their life": in this sense, he wielded 
an "indirect" power over them of life and death. I But if 
someone dared to rise up against him and transgress his laws, 
then he could exercise a direct power over the offender's life: 
as punishment, the latter would be put to death. Viewed in 
this way, the power of life and death was not an absolute ,-,-..;:::.------­ " ' ' " ' 

privilege: it was conditioned by mea:eIense 'onfiesovereign, 
aiiO]jl'S~-ust-we-feHowHobbes ill seeing Ii as 
the transfer to the prince of the natural right possessed by 
every individual to defend his life even if this meant the death 
of others? Or should it be regarded as a specific right that was 
manifested with the formation of that new juridical being, 
I Samuel von Pufendorf, Le Droit de la nature (French trans., 1734). p. 445. 
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the sovereign?2 In any case, in its modern form-relative and 
limited-as in its ancient and absolute form, the right of life 
and death is a dissymmetrical one. The sovereign exercised 
his right of life only by exercising his right to kill, or by 
refraining from killing; he evidenced his power over life only 
through the death he was capable of requiring. The right 
which was formulated as the "power of life and death" was 
in reality the right to take life or let live. Its symbol, after 
all, was the sword. Perhaps this juridical form must be re­
ferred to a historical type of society in which power was 
exercised mainly as a means of deduction (pre!evement), a 
subtraction mechanism, a right to appropriate a portion of 
the wealth, a tax of products, goods and services, labor and 

t 	 blood, levied on the subjects. Power in this instance was 
essentially a right of seizure: of things, time, bodies, and 
ultimately life itself; it culminated in the privilege to seize 
hold of life in order to suppress it. 

Since the classical age the West has undergone a very 
profound transformation of these mechanisms of power. 
"Deduction" has tended to be no longer the major form of 
power but merely one element among others, working to 
incite, reinforce, control, monitor, optimize, and organize ~ 	 the forces under it: a power bent on generating forces, mak­
ing them grow, and ordering them, rather than one dedicated 
to impeding them, making them submit, or destroying them. 
There has been a parallel shift in the right of death, or at least 
a tendency to align itself with the exigencies ofa life-adminis­
tering power and to define itself accordingly. This dea~ 
was based on tbe-cigbt of the sovereign is now-rffiiiiifested as.-----------	 .-~;-.~"'. ....
Simply the reverse of the nght oIffie sQ~laJJ)~.to_en.~ure, 
maintain, or de~rrre.yeCwa'rs-were never...as..hlQody 
as'ttiey have been since th-etiTiiefeentn century, an<!~IHhID.iS 

."',--.-----------~,-.,.- ...- ,"'­
, "Just as a composite body can have not found in any ofthe simple bodies 
of which the mixture consists, so a moral body, by virtue of the very union of 
persons of which it is composed, can have certain rights which none of the individu­
als could expressly claim and whose exercise is the proper function of leaders 
alone." Pufendorf, Le Droit de fa nature, p. 452. 

1 Right of Death and Power over Life 

be!I!g_~~~=~_~ef()re die:!: r~gif!1es ~isit .such holocau!?ts 
on their o\Vnp'opulations. But th~Jormi~-death 
-and this is perhaps what accounts for part of its force and 
the cynicism with which it has so greatly expanded its limits 
-n()w""presents -itself-as..l11e. c01:1..!1..!.~Epal~ gLI!. J~o.wex that 
exerts a positiv~ influen<;e on life, that endeavors to adminis­
ter;·oprtmtze~ and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls 
and comprehensive regulations. W~rs are no longM-wagedirr 
the name of a sovereign who must be defended; they are .. 
wagecron benalfoflhe-eXlstefiCe of everyone; entire popula­
ti0I1;; are mobilized for the pu~o1'wholesale slaughter in 
the name of life necessity: t¢lssacres have becomeyiial. It is 
as managers of life and survi~oThodies and the race, that 
so many regimes have been able to wage so many wars, 
causing so many men to be killed. And through a turn that 
closes the circle, as the technology of wars has caused them 
to tend increasingly toward all-out destruction, the decision 
that initiates them and the one that terminates them are in 
fact increasingly informed by the naked question of survival. 
The atomic situation is now at the end point of this process: 
the power to expose a whole population to death is the 
underside of the power to guarantee an individual's con­
tinued existence. The principle underlying the tactics of bat­
tle-that one has to be capable of killing in order to go on 
living-has become the principle that defines the strategy of 
states. But the existence in question is no longer the juridical 
existence of sovereignty; at stake is the biological existence 
of a population. If genocide is indeed the dream of modern 
powers, this is not because of a recent return of the ancient 
right to kill; it is because power is situated and exercised at 
the level of life, the species, the race, and the large-scale 
phenomena of population . 

On another level, I might have taken up the example of the 
death penalty. Together with war, it was for a long time the 
other form of the right of the sword; it constituted the reply 
of the sovereign to those who attacked his will, his law, or 
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his person. Those who died on the scaffold became fewer and 
fewer, in contrast to those who died in wars. But it was for 
the same reasons that the latter became more numerous and 
the former more and more rare. As soon as power gave itself 

n the function of administering life, its reason for being and the 
~\\ 

~/ 	
. logic of its exercise-and not the awakening of humanitarian 
, feelings-made it more and more difficult to apply the death ,,') 

penalty. How could power exercise its highest prerogatives ''\fJ~.{ by putting people to death, when its main roie was to ensure, 
sustain, and multiply life, to put this life in order? For such 
a power, execution was at the same time a limit, a scandal, 
and a contradiction. Hence capital punishment could not be 
maintained except by invoking less the enormity of the crime 
itself than the monstrosity of the criminal, his incorrigibility, 
and the safeguard of society. o.~t:..had the right t~ kil~~~ose 
who represented a kind of biological danger to QtlIers. 

o;;-e might say ffiartI1e ancient righitolaKelife or let live 
was replaced by a power to Joster life or disallow it to the 
point of death. This is perhaps what explains that disqualifi­

J 	 cation of death which marks the recent wane of the rituals 
that accompanied it. That death is so carefully evaded is 
linked less to a new anxiety which makes death unbearable 
for our societies than to the fact that the procedures of power~ 	 have not ceased to tum away from death. In the passage from 
this world to the other, death was the manner in which a 
terrestrial sovereignty was relieved by another, singularly 
more powerful sovereignty; the pageantry that surrounded it 
was in the category of political ceremony. Now it is over life, 
throughout its unfolding, that power establishes its domin­
ion; death is power's limit, the moment that escapes it; death 
becomes the most secret aspect of existence, the most "pri­
vate." It is not surprising that suicide--once a crime, since 
it was a way to usurp the power of death which the sovereign 
alone, whether the one here below or the Lord above, had the 
right to exercise-became, in the course of the nineteenth 
century, one of the first conducts to enter into the sphere of 
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sociological analysis; it testified to the individual and private 
right to die, at the borders and in the interstices of power that 
was exercised over life. This determination to die, strange 
and yet so persistent and constant in its manifestations, and 
consequently so difficult to explain as being due to particular 
circumstances or individual accidents, was one of the first 
astonishments of a society in which political power had as­
signed itself the task of administering life. 

In concrete terms, starting in the seventeenth century, this \ 
power over life evolved in two basic forms; these forms were ~ 
not antithetical, however; they constituted rather two poles V 
of development linked together by a whole intermediary '/ 0 
cluster of relations. One of these poles-the first to be V'(" \ 

formed, it seems-centered on the b~ne: its 0\ ( 
disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion .u'-r 
of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its (j\J' 
docility, its integration into systems ofefficient and economic \ ,\~ 
controls, all this was ensured by the procedures ofpower that . 
characterized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics oj the 
human body. The second, formed somewhat later, focused 
on the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of 
life a~ the basis of the biological processes: propa­
gation, births and mortality, the level of health, life expect­
ancy and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause 
these to vary. Their supervision was effected through an 
entire series of interventions and regulatory controls: a bio­
politics oj the population. The disciplines of the body and the 
regulations of the population constituted the two poles 
around which the organization of power over life was de­
ployed. The setting up, in the course of the classical age, of 
this great bipolar technology-anatomic and biological, in­
dividualizing and specifying, directed toward the perfor­
mances of the body, with attention to the processes of life­
characterized a power whose highest function was perhaps 
no longer to kill, but to invest life through and through. 


The old power of death that symbolized sovereign power 
--------- ------_...._-_._-_ .... _----------­
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~~s now care~lanted byth~ adE!~t_ration ofbodies 
an~m~~jl!~_~Ef_life. During tne classical 
period, there was a rapid development of various disciplines 
-universities, secondary schools, barracks, workshops; 
there was also the emergence, in the field of political prac­
tices and economic observation, of the problems of birthrate, 
longevity, public health, housing, and migration. Hence 
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." The two directions taken by its development still 
appeared to be clearly separate in the eighteenth century. 
With regard to discipline, this development was embodied in 
institutions such as the army and the schools, and in reflec­• 	 tions on tactics, apprenticeship, education, and the nature of 

1 	
societies, ranging from the strictly military analyses of Mar­
shal de Saxe to the political reveries of Guibert or Servan. As 

j.
I for population controls, one notes the emergence of demog­

raphy, the evaluation of the relationship between resources 
and inhabitants, the constructing of tables analyzing wealth 
and its circulation: the work of Quesnay, Moheau, and Suss­
milch. The philosophy of the "Ideologists," as a theory of 
ideas, signs, and the individual genesis of sensations, but also 
a theory of the social composition of interests-Ideology 
being a doctrine of apprenticeship, but also a doctrine of 
contracts and the regulated formation of the social body­
no doubt constituted the abstract discourse in which one 
sought to coordinate these two techniques of power in order 
to construct a general theory of it. In point of fact, however, 
they were not to be joined at the level of a speculative 
discourse, but in the form of concrete arrangements (agence­
ments concrets) that would go to make up the great technol­
ogy of power in the nineteenth century: the deployment of 
sexuality would be one of them, and one of the most impor­
tant. 

This bio-power was without question an indispensable ele-
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ment in the development of capitalism; the latter would not 
have been possible without the controlled insertion of bodies 
into the machinery of production and the adjustment of the 
phenomena of population to economic processes. But this 
was not all it required; it also needed the growth ofboth these 
factors, their reinforcement as well as their availability and 
docility; it had to have methods of power capable of optimiz­
ing forces, aptitudes, and life in general without at the same 
time making them more difficult to govern. If the develop­
ment of the great instruments of the state, as institutions of 
power, ensured the maintenance of production relations, the 
rudiments of anatomo- and bio-politics, created in the eigh­
teenth century as techniques of power present at every level 
of the social body and utilized by very diverse institutions 
(the family and the army, schools and the police, individual 
medicine and the administration of collective bodies), ope­
rated in the sphere of economic processes, their development, 
and the forces working to sustain them. They also acted as 
factors of segregation and social hierarchization, exerting 
their influence on the respective forces of both these move­
ments, guaranteeing relations of domination and effects of 
hegemony. The adjustment of the accumulation of men to 
that of capital, the joining of the growth of human groups to 
the expansion of productive forces and the differential alloca­
tion of profit, were made possible in part by the exercise of 
bio-power in its many forms and modes of application. The 
investment of the body, its valorization, and the distributive 
management of its forces were at the time indispensable. 

One knows how many times the question has been raised 
concerning the role of an ascetic morality in the first forma­
tion of capitalism; but what occurred in the eighteenth cen­
tury in some Western countries, an event bound up with the 
development of capitalism, was a different phenomenon hav­
ing perhaps a wider impact than the new morality; this was 
nothing less than the entry of life into history, that is, the 
entry of phenomena peculiar to the life of the human species 
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into the order of knowledge and power, into the sphere of 
political techniques. It is not a question of claiming that this 
was the moment when the first contact between life and 
history was brought about. On the contrary, the pressure 
exerted by the biological on the historical had remained very 
strong for thousands of years; epidemics and famine were the 
two great dramatic forms of this relationship that was always 
dominated by the menace of death_ But through a circular 
process, the economic-and primarily agricultural-devel­
opment of the eighteenth century, and an increase in produc­
tivity and resources even more rapid than the demographic 
growth it encouraged, allowed a measure of relief from these 
profound threats: despite some renewed outbreaks, the pe­
riod of great ravages from starvation and plague had come 
to a close before the French Revolution; death was ceasing 
to torment life so directly. But at the same time, the develop­

~ 

ment of the different fields of knowledge concerned with life 
, 

..~ 	
in general, the improvement of agricultural techniques, and 
the observations and measures relative to man's life and 

'.~, ) survival contributed to this relaxation: a relative control over 
.,_/ 	

life averted some of the imminent risks of death. In the space 
for movement thus conquered, and broadening and organiz­
ing that space, methods of power and knowledge assumed 
responsibility for the life processes and undertook to control 
and modify them. Western man was gradually learning what 
it meant to be a living species in a living world, to have a 
body, conditions of existence, probabilities of life, an individ­
ual and collective welfare, forces that could be modified, and 
a space in which they could be distributed in an optimal 
manner. For the first time in history, no doubt, biological 
existence was reflected in political existence; the fact of living 
was no longer an inaccessible substrate that only emerged 
from time to time, amid the randomness of death and its 
fatality; part of it passed into knowledge's field of control and 
power's sphere of intervention. Power would no longer be 
dealing simply with legal subjects over whom the ultimate 
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dominion was death, but with living beings, and the mastery 
it would be able to exercise over them would have to be 
applied 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. Ifone can apply the term bio-history to the 
pressures through which the movements of life and the proc­
esses of history interfere with one another, 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. 
It is not that life has been totally integrated into techniques 
that govern and administer it; it constantly escapes them. 
Outside the Western world, famine exists, on a greater scale 
than ever; and the biological risks confronting the species are 
perhaps greater, and certainly more serious, than before the 
birth of miGfOOiG1ogy.B..l.!~ what might be called a society's 
"threshold..QImodernity" ha$l been reached when the life of 
the spect;s Is--wagereo on it~ own political strategies. For 
millennia, man remained what he was for Aristotle: a living 
animal with the additional capacity for a political existence; 
modern man is an animal whose politics places his existence 
as a living being in question. 

This transformation had considerable consequences. It 
would serve no purpose here to dwell on the rupture that 
occurred then in the pattern of scientific discourse and on the 
manner in which the twofold problematic of life and man 
disrupted and redistributed the order of the classical epis­
teme. If the qnestioo .of-man··was;:aised-insofar as he was 
a specific living being, and specifically related to other living 
beings-the reason for this is to be sought in the new mode 
of..re1~"'"mstory· aitd"~=in:this' duaLpositi9lJ of 
li((!__that-Ph!9~j~ at_!..~C?_ ~a.m~!}me outside history, in its 
bio!Qgi~a.l~nYironment,....and-inside lilifilah historicity,. pene­
trated by the .lattef's-teGhniques. of knowledge and power. 
There is no need either to lay further stress on the prolifera­
tion of political technologies that ensued, investing the body, 
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health, modes of subsistence and habitation, living Condi­
tions, the whole space of existence. 

Another consequence of this development of bio-power 
was the growing importance assumed by the action of the 
norm, at the expense of the juridical system of the law. Law 
cannot help but but be armed, and its arm, par excellence, 
is death; to those who transgress it, it replies, at least as a last 
resort, with that absolute menace. T.~to 
the sword. Bu~ a power whose task is to tak~_c_hargC!9f life 
needs coiilin;o~~orreCtkmechanisms. It 
is_~o-fol1g~junauer of bri~deati!-in-!o pia y jnJll~ tleld 
ohoveragnty, but of distributing the living In the dOInain of 
-var~. u I' ._ --~lias-ioqualifY~_IE.:.asure, 
appraise,and liierarchize, rather than display itself in its 
m.i!iderOu§ s.ii&!.1.~r; it-':!~~!lOtliav(f to dJ aw the line-that 
se~ the eRemies -ef-the.}overeTgn-fromli1s-o"bedient 
subjects; it effects distribJ!tiQDs-='arounalhenotm:Tdo not 
mean--io sJythat the law fades imothe-background or that 
the institutions of justice tend to disappear, but rather that 
the law operates more and more as a norm, and that the 
judicial institution is increasingly incorporated into a con­
tinuum of apparatuses (medical, administrative, and so on) 
whose functions are for the most part regulatory. A nonnal­
izing society is the historical outcome of a technology of 
power centered on life. We have entered a phase of juridical 
regressi,on in comparison with the pre-seventeenth-century 
societies we are acquainted with; we should not be deceived 
by all the Constitutions framed throughout the world since 
the French Revolution, the Codes written and revised, a 
whole continual and clamorous legislative activity: these 
were the forms that made an essentially normalizing power 
acceptable. 

Moreover, against this power that was still new in the 
nineteenth century, the forces that resisted relied for support 
on the very thing it invested, that is, on life and man as a 
living being. Since the last century, the great struggles that 
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have challenged the general system of power were not guided 
by the belief in a return to former rights, or by the age-old 
dream of a cycle of time or a Golden Age. One no longer 
aspired toward the coming of the emperor of the poor, or the 
kingdom of the latter days, or even the restoration of our 
imagined ancestral rights; what was demanded and what 
served as an objective was life, understood as the basic needs, 
man's concrete essence, the realization of his potential, a 
plenitude of the possible. Whether or not it was Utopia that 
was wanted is of little importance; what we have seen has 
been a very real process of struggle; life as a political object 
was in a sense taken at face value and turned back against 
the system that was bent on controlling it. It was life more 
than the law that became the issue of political struggles, even 
if the latter were formulated through affirmations concerning 
rights. The "right" to life, to one's body, to health, to happi­
ness, to the satisfaction of needs, and beyond all the oppres­
sions or "alienations," the "right" to rediscover what one is 
and all that one can be, this "right"-which the classical 
juridical system was utterly incapable of comprehending­
was the political response to all these new procedures of 
power which did not derive, either, from the traditional right 
of sovereignty. 

This is the background that enables us to understand the 
importance assumed by sex as a political issue. It was at the 
pivot of the two axes along which developed the entire politi­
cal technology of life. On the one hand it was tied to the 
disciplines of the body: the harnessing, intensification, and 
distribution of forces, the adjustment and economy of ener­
gies. On the other hand, it was applied to the regulation of 
popUlations, through all the far-reaching effects of its activ­
ity. It fitted in both categories at once, giving rise to infinitesi­
mal surveillances, permanent controls, extremely meticulous 
orderings of space, indeterminate medical or psychological 
examinations, to an entire micro-power concerned with the 


