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Sovereign, governmental 
power, Foucault argues, 
used to be exercised 
primarily REPRESSIVELY, in 
a mode he calls THE 
RIGHT OF DEATH. 
Governments, mostly 
kingly, ruled through the 
threat of force against their 
subjects. The symbol is the 
SWORD, the tool of 
execution. 
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The execution of Anne Boleyn, on 19 May 1536 
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In the nineteenth century, 
with the rise of the 
modern, secular, nation-
state in Europe (think of 
France), sovereign, 
governmental power, 
Foucault argues, came to 
be exercised 
PRODUCTIVELY in a mode 
he calls POWER OVER 
LIFE — though the use of 
the census and of statistics 
to CREATE CATEGORIES 
of people; and the making 
of  programs of social 
welfare to cultivate the 
GROWTH of particular 
parts of a nation’s 
POPULATION. The symbol 
might be PRUNING 
SCISSORS. 

© The National Archives. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more 
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A page from the 1851 census. This page, from the enumeration books, shows part of the 
head count at Buckingham Palace (catalogue reference HO 107/1478):
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In the nineteenth century, 
with the rise of the 
modern, secular, nation-
state in Europe (think of 
France), sovereign, 
governmental power, 
Foucault argues, came to 
be exercised 
PRODUCTIVELY in a mode 
he calls POWER OVER 
LIFE — though the use of 
the census and of statistics 
to CREATE CATEGORIES 
of people; and the making 
of  programs of social 
welfare to cultivate the 
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This is BIOPOWER, 

“a power bent on generating forces, 
making them grow, and ordering 
them, rather than one dedicated to 
impeding them, making them submit, 
or destroying them”  (136). 

“a power that exerts a positive 
influence on LIFE, that endeavors to 
administer, organize, and multiply it, 
subjecting it to precise controls and 
regulations” (137) 
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he calls POWER OVER 
LIFE — though the use of 
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welfare to cultivate the 
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This is BIOPOWER, 

that which “brought life and its 
mechanisms into the realm of explicit 
calculations and made knowledge-
power an agent of transformation of 
human life” (143). 
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BIOPOWER operates thru two poles: 

anatomo-politics of the human body 

bio-politics of the population 

these often met in the domain of sex 
— as behavior, as reproduction, as 
identity 
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BIOPOWER often operates 
through 

THE CREATION OF NEW 
CATEGORIES OF PEOPLE 

THE NATURALIZATION OF THESE 
CATEGORIES, SOMETIMES 
THROUGH BIOLOGY 

THE IDEA OF THE 
POPULATION/STATE/NATION 

PROMOTING THE LIVES OF SOME 
MEMBERS OF THE POPULATION 
AND NOT OTHERS 
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This image is in the public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

Logo from the Second International Eugenics Congress, held at American Museum 
of Natural History, New York1921 
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Laughlin, Harry Hamilton, 1880-1943, “Map of eugenic sterilization laws by state,” OnView: Digital Collections & Exhibits, accessed November 14, 2022, https://collections.countway.harvard.edu/onview/items/show/6230. 
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“We all live inside a world saturated by 
genetic discourses. Yet the consequences 
of dwelling inside these geneticized 
perspectives and practices are highly 
differentiated” (60).

BIOSOCIALITY: “when people align 
themselves in terms of genetic narratives 
and practices” (60)
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A surrogate mother poses at Surrogacy Centre India clinic in New Delhi. 
Photograph: Sajjad Hussain/AFP/Getty Images
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The remains of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant after the explosion. 
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Soviet military medal awarded to “Chernobyl liquidators”

Image courtesy of Kelly Michals on Flickr. License CC BY-NC.
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