
P A R T F I V E 

Right of Death 
and Power over Life 



F o r a long t ime, one of the charac ter i s t ic privileges of 
sovereign power was the r ight to decide life a n d dea th . In a 
formal sense, it der ived n o doub t from t h e ancient patria 
potestas t ha t g ran ted the father of the R o m a n family the 
r ight to "d i spose" of the life of his ch i ldren a n d his slaves; 
jus t as he h a d given t h e m life, so he cou ld t ake it away. By 
the t ime the r ight of life a n d dea th was f ramed by the classi
cal theoret ic ians , it was in a considerably d iminished form. 
I t was no longer considered tha t this power of the sovereign 
over his subjects could be exercised in an absolute and un
condi t ional way, bu t only in cases where thé sovereign's very 
existence was in j eopardy : a sort of r ight of rejoinder. If he 
were th rea tened by external enemies w h o sought to over
t h r o w h im or contes t his r ights , he could then legitimately 
wage war , and require his subjects to take pa r t in the defense 
of the state; wi thou t "d i rec t ly propos ing their d e a t h , " he was 
empowered to "expose their life": in this sense, he wielded 
an " ind i r ec t " power over t h e m of life a n d dea th . 1 But if 
someone dared to rise u p against h im and t ransgress his laws, 
then he could exercise a direct power over the offender's life: 
as pun i shmen t , t he lat ter wou ld be pu t to dea th . Viewed in 
this way, the power of life and dea th was not an absolute 
privilege: it was condi t ioned by the defense of the sovereign, 
a n d his own survival. M u s t we follow Hobbes in seeing it as 
the t ransfer to the p r ince of the na tu ra l r ight possessed by 
every individual to defend his life even if this mean t the dea th 
of others? O r should it be regarded as a specific r ight tha t was 
manifested wi th the format ion of tha t new jur idical being, 

' Samuel von Pufendorf, Le Droit de la nature (French trans., 1734), p. 445. 
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the sovereign? 2 I n any case, in its m o d e r n form—rela t ive and 

l imi t ed -as in its ancient and absolute form, the right of life 

and dea th is a d issymmetr ica l one. T h e sovereign exercised 

his r ight of life only by exercising his r ight to kill, o r by 

refraining from killing; he evidenced his power over life only 

t h r o u g h the dea th he was capable of requir ing . T h e right 

which was formula ted as the " p o w e r of life a n d d e a t h " was 

in reali ty the r ight to take life or let live. I t s symbol , after 

all, was the sword. P e r h a p s this jur id ica l form m u s t be re

ferred to a historical type of society in which power was 

exercised main ly as a m e a n s of deduc t ion (prélèvement), a 

subt rac t ion mechan i sm, a r ight to app rop r i a t e a por t ion of 

the weal th , a tax of p roduc t s , goods a n d services, labor and 

blood, levied on the subjects. P o w e r in this ins tance was 

essentially a r ight of seizure: of th ings , t ime, bodies, a n d 

ul t imate ly life itself; it cu lmina ted in the privilege to seize 

hold of life in order to suppress it. 

Since the classical age the Wes t has unde rgone a very 

p ro found t rans format ion of these m e c h a n i s m s of power . 

" D e d u c t i o n " has t ended to be no longer the major form of 

power bu t merely one e lement a m o n g o thers , work ing to 

incite, reinforce, cont ro l , mon i to r , op t imize , and organize 

the forces unde r it: a power bent on genera t ing forces, m a k 

ing t h e m grow, and order ing them, r a t h e r t h a n one dedica ted 

to impeding them, m a k i n g t h e m submit , or des t roying them. 

T h e r e has been a paral lel shift in the r ight of dea th , or at least 

a t endency to align itself wi th the exigencies of a l ife-adminis

tering power a n d to define itself accordingly . This dea th t ha t 

was based on the r ight of the sovereign is now manifested as 

s imply the reverse of the r ight of the social body to ensure , 

main ta in , or develop its life. Ye t wars were never as b loody 

as they have been since the n ine teen th cen tury , a n d all th ings 
2 "Just as a composite body can have properties not found in any of the 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 la nature, p. 452. 
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being equal , never before did regimes visit such holocaus ts 
on their o w n popula t ions . But this formidable power of dea th 
— a n d this is pe rhaps w h a t accounts for pa r t of its force and 
the cynicism wi th which it has so great ly expanded its l imits 
— n o w presents itself as the coun te rpa r t of a power t ha t 
exerts a posit ive influence on life, t ha t endeavors to adminis 
ter, opt imize, and mul t ip ly it, subjecting it to precise cont ro ls 
and comprehens ive regulat ions . W a r s a re no longer waged in 
the n a m e of a sovereign w h o m u s t be defended; they are 
waged on behalf of the existence of everyone; ent ire popula
t ions a re mobi l ized for the purpose of wholesale s laughter in 
the n a m e of life necessity: massacres have become vital. I t is 
as m a n a g e r s of life a n d survival, of bodies _and the race, tha t 
so m a n y regimes have been able to wage so m a n y wars , 
caus ing so m a n y m e n to be killed. A n d t h r o u g h a t u rn t ha t 
closes the circle, as the technology of wa r s has caused t h e m 
to t end increasingly t o w a r d all-out des t ruc t ion , the decision 
tha t initiates thetti and the one tha t t e rmina tes t h e m are in 
fact increasingly informed by the naked quest ion of survival. 
T h e a tomic s i tuat ion is now at the end poin t of this process: 
the power to expose a whole popula t ion to dea th is the 
unders ide of the power to guaran tee an individual ' s con
t inued existence. T h e pr inciple under ly ing the tact ics of bat
t l e—tha t one has to be capable of kill ing in order to go on 
l iv ing—has become the pr inciple tha t defines the strategy of 
states. But the existence in quest ion is no longer the jur idical 
existence of sovereignty; a t s take is the biological existence 
of a popula t ion . If genocide is indeed the d r e a m of m o d e r n 
powers , this is no t because of a recent r e tu rn of the ancient 
r ight to kill; it is because power is s i tua ted a n d exercised at 
the level of life, t he species, t he race, a n d the large-scale 
p h e n o m e n a of popula t ion . 

O n ano the r level, I migh t have t aken u p the example of the 
dea th penal ty . Toge the r wi th war , it was for a long t ime t h e 
o the r form of the r ight of the sword; it cons t i tu ted the reply 
of the sovereign to those w h o a t tacked his will, his law, or 
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his person. Those w h o died on the scaffold became fewer a n d 
fewer, in cont ras t to those w h o died in wars . But it was for 
the same reasons t ha t the la t ter became m o r e n u m e r o u s and 
the former m o r e a n d m o r e rare . A s soon as power gave itself 
the function of adminis te r ing life, its reason for being and the 
logic of its exerc ise—and no t the awaken ing of h u m a n i t a r i a n 
feel ings—made it m o r e a n d m o r e difficult to apply the dea th 
penal ty . H o w could power exercise its h ighest prerogat ives 
by pu t t ing people to dea th , w h e n its m a i n role was to ensure , 
sustain, a n d mul t ip ly life, to pu t this life in order? F o r such 
a power, execut ion was at t he same t ime a limit, a scandal , 
and a cont radic t ion . H e n c e capi tal p u n i s h m e n t could no t be 
ma in ta ined except by invoking less the eno rmi ty of the c r ime 
itself t han the mons t ros i ty of the cr iminal , his incorrigibil i ty, 
and the safeguard of society. O n e h a d the r ight to kill those 
w h o represented a k ind of biological danger to o thers . 

O n e migh t say tha t the ancient r ight to take life o r let live 
was replaced by a power to foster life o r disallow it to the 
po in t of dea th . Th i s is pe rhaps w h a t explains tha t disqualifi
ca t ion of dea th which m a r k s the recent wane of the r i tuals 
tha t accompan ied it. T h a t dea th is so carefully evaded is 
l inked less to a new anxiety which m a k e s dea th unbearab le 
for ou r societies t h a n to the fact tha t the p rocedures of power 
have no t ceased to t u rn away from dea th . In the passage from 
this wor ld to the o ther , dea th was the m a n n e r in which a 
terrestr ial sovereignty was relieved by ano ther , s ingularly 
m o r e powerful sovereignty; the pagean t ry t ha t s u r r o u n d e d it 
was in the category of polit ical ce remony . N o w it is over life, 
t h r o u g h o u t its unfolding, tha t power establishes its d o m i n 
ion; dea th is power ' s limit, t he m o m e n t t ha t escapes it; dea th 
becomes the mos t secret aspect of existence, the mos t "p r i 
va t e . " I t is not surpr is ing tha t su ic ide—once a cr ime, since 
it was a way to usu rp the power of dea th wh ich the sovereign 
alone, whe the r the one here below or t h e L o r d above, h a d the 
r ight to exerc ise—became, in the course of the n ine teen th 
century , one of the first conduc t s to enter in to the sphere of 



Right of Death and Power over Life 139 

sociological analysis; it testified to the individual and pr iva te 
r ight to die, at the borde r s a n d in the interst ices of power t ha t 
was exercised over life. Th i s de te rmina t ion to die, s t range 
a n d yet so persis tent a n d cons tan t in its manifestat ions, and 
consequent ly so difficult to explain as being d u e to par t i cu la r 
c i rcumstances o r individual accidents , was one of the first 
a s ton i shments of a society in which poli t ical power h a d as
signed itself the task of adminis te r ing life. 

In concre te t e rms , s ta r t ing in the seventeenth century , this 
power over life evolved in two basic forms; these forms were 
not ant i thet ical , however ; they cons t i tu ted r a the r two poles 
of deve lopment l inked toge ther by a who le in te rmediary 
cluster of relat ions. O n e of these po les—the first to be 
formed, it seems—cente red on the body as a mach ine : its 
disciplining, the op t imiza t ion of its capabil i t ies, the extor t ion 
of its forces, the paral lel increase of its usefulness and its 
docili ty, its in tegrat ion into systems of efficient and economic 
controls , all this was ensured by the p rocedures of power t ha t 
charac te r ized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the 
human body. T h e second, formed s o m e w h a t later, focused 
on the species body, the body imbued wi th the mechan ics of 
life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: p ropa
gation, b i r ths and mor ta l i ty , t he level of hea l th , life expect
ancy and longevity, wi th all the condi t ions tha t can cause 
these to vary. The i r supervision was effected t h r o u g h an 
ent i re series of in tervent ions and regulatory controls: a bio-
politics of the population. T h e disciplines of the body and the 
regula t ions of the popula t ion cons t i tu ted the two poles 
a r o u n d which the organiza t ion of power over life was de
ployed. T h e set t ing up , in the course of the classical age, of 
this great bipolar t e chno logy—ana tomic a n d biological, in
dividual iz ing and specifying, d i rected t o w a r d the perfor
mances of the body, wi th a t tent ion to the processes of life— 
charac te r ized a power whose highest function was pe rhaps 
n o longer to kill, bu t t o invest life t h r o u g h and th rough . 

T h e old power of dea th tha t symbol ized sovereign power 
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was now carefully supplanted by the administration of bodies 
and the calculated management of life. During the 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 
societies, ranging from the strictly military analyses of Mar
shal de Saxe to the political reveries of Guibert or Servan. As 
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 Siiss-
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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m e n t in the deve lopment of capi tal ism; t h e la t ter wou ld not 
„ have been possible wi thou t the contro l led insert ion of bodies 

in to the mach ine ry of p roduc t ion and the ad jus tment of the 
p h e n o m e n a of popula t ion to economic processes. But this 
was not all it required; it also needed the g rowth of bo th these 
factors, their re inforcement as well as the i r availability and 
docili ty; it h a d to have m e t h o d s of power capable of opt imiz
ing forces, apt i tudes , a n d life in general w i thou t at t he same 
t ime m a k i n g t h e m m o r e difficult to govern. If the develop
m e n t of the great i n s t rumen t s of the state, as institutions of 
power , ensured the ma in t enance of p roduc t i on relat ions, t he 
rud imen t s of a n a t o m o - and bio-polit ics, c rea ted in the eigh
teenth cen tury as techniques of power present at every level 
of the social body and uti l ized by very diverse ins t i tu t ions 
( the family and the a rmy, schools a n d the police, individual 
medic ine and the admin i s t ra t ion of collective bodies) , ope
ra ted in the sphere of economic processes, their development , 
a n d the forces work ing to sustain them. T h e y also acted as 
factors of segregat ion and social h ierarchiza t ion , exert ing 
their influence on the respective forces of bo th these move
men t s , guaran tee ing relat ions of domina t i on and effects of 
hegemony. T h e ad jus tment of the accumula t i on of m e n to 
t ha t of capital , t he jo in ing of the g rowth of h u m a n groups to 
the expans ion of p roduc t ive forces and t h e differential alloca
t ion of profit, were m a d e possible in pa r t by the exercise of 
b io-power in its m a n y forms and modes of applicat ion. T h e 
inves tment of the body, its valor izat ion, a n d the distr ibutive 
m a n a g e m e n t of its forces were at t he t ime indispensable. 

O n e knows h o w m a n y t imes the ques t ion has been raised 
concern ing the role of an ascetic mora l i ty in the first forma
t ion of capi tal ism; bu t w h a t occur red in the e ighteenth cen
tu ry in some Wes te rn countr ies , an event b o u n d u p wi th the 
deve lopment of capi ta l ism, was a different p h e n o m e n o n hav
ing pe rhaps a wider impac t t han the new moral i ty ; th is was 
no th ing less t h a n the ent ry of life into his tory, tha t is, the 
en t ry of p h e n o m e n a pecul iar to the life of the h u m a n species 
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in to the o rder of knowledge a n d power , in to the sphere of 
polit ical techniques . I t is no t a quest ion of c la iming tha t this 
was the m o m e n t when the first con tac t between life and 
his tory was b r o u g h t about . O n the con t ra ry , the pressure 
exer ted by the biological on the his tor ical h a d remained very 
s t rong for t h o u s a n d s of years; epidemics a n d famine were the 
two great d r a m a t i c forms of this re la t ionship tha t was a lways 
d o m i n a t e d by the m e n a c e of dea th . Bu t t h r o u g h a c i rcular 
process, t he e c o n o m i c — a n d pr imar i ly agr icu l tura l—devel 
o p m e n t of the e ighteenth century , and an increase in p r o d u c 
tivity and resources even m o r e rap id t han the demograph i c 
g rowth it encouraged , al lowed a m e a s u r e of relief f rom these 
p ro found th rea t s : despi te some renewed ou tbreaks , the pe
riod of great ravages from s tarva t ion a n d p lague h a d c o m e 
to a close before the F r e n c h Revolut ion; dea th was ceasing 
to t o rmen t life so directly. But at t he same t ime, t h e develop
m e n t of the different fields of knowledge conce rned wi th life 
in general , t he i m p r o v e m e n t of agr icu l tura l techniques , a n d 
the observat ions and measures relat ive to m a n ' s life and 
survival cont r ibu ted to this re laxat ion: a relat ive cont ro l over 
life aver ted some of the imminen t risks of dea th . In the space 
for m o v e m e n t thus conquered , and b roaden ing and organiz
ing t ha t space, m e t h o d s of power a n d knowledge assumed 
responsibil i ty for the life processes a n d u n d e r t o o k to cont ro l 
and modify them. Wes t e rn m a n was gradual ly learning w h a t 
it m e a n t to be a living species in a living wor ld , to have a 
body, condi t ions of existence, probabil i t ies of life, an individ
ual and collective welfare, forces tha t could be modified, a n d 
a space in which they could be d is t r ibu ted in an op t imal 
manner . F o r the first t ime in his tory, no doubt , biological 
existence was reflected in polit ical existence; the fact of living 
was n o longer an inaccessible subs t ra te t ha t only emerged 
from t ime to t ime, amid the r a n d o m n e s s of dea th and its 
fatality; par t of it passed in to knowledge ' s field of cont ro l a n d 
power ' s sphere of in tervent ion. Power wou ld no longer be 
deal ing s imply wi th legal subjects over w h o m the u l t ima te 
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domin ion was dea th , bu t wi th living beings, and the mas te ry 
it would be able t o exercise over t h e m would have to be 
appl ied at the level of life itself; it was the tak ing charge of 
life, m o r e t han the th rea t of dea th , tha t gave power its access 
even to t h e body . If one c a n apply t h e t e r m bio-history t o t h e 
pressures t h r o u g h which the m o v e m e n t s of life and the proc
esses of his tory interfere wi th one ano ther , one would have 
to speak of bio-power to designate w h a t b r o u g h t life a n d its 
mechan i sms in to t h e rea lm of explicit ca lcula t ions a n d m a d e 
knowledge-power an agent of t r ans format ion of h u m a n life. 
I t is not tha t life has been total ly in tegra ted in to techniques 
tha t govern and admin is te r it; it cons tan t ly escapes them. 
Outs ide the Wes te rn wor ld , famine exists, on a greater scale 
t han ever; and the biological risks confront ing the species a re 
pe rhaps greater , a n d certainly m o r e serious, t h a n before the 
b i r th of microbiology. B u t w h a t migh t b e called a society 's 
" th re sho ld of m o d e r n i t y " has been reached when the life of 
the species is wagered on its own poli t ical strategies. F o r 
mil lennia, m a n remained w h a t h e was for Ar is to t le : a living 
an imal wi th the addi t ional capaci ty for a poli t ical existence; 
m o d e r n m a n is an an ima l whose politics places his existence 
as a living being in quest ion. 

This t r ans format ion h a d considerable consequences . I t 
would serve no purpose h e r e to dwell on t h e r u p t u r e tha t 
occur red then in t h e pa t t e rn of scientific d iscourse and on the 
m a n n e r in wh ich the twofold p rob lemat ic of life and m a n 
d i s rup ted and redis t r ibuted the o rder of the classical epis-
teme. If t he quest ion of m a n was raised—insofar as he was 
a specific living being, and specifically related to o ther living 
be ings—the reason for this is to be sought in the new m o d e 
of relat ion between his tory and life: in this dua l posi t ion of 
life tha t p laced it at t he same t ime outs ide his tory, in its 
biological env i ronment , a n d inside h u m a n historicity, pene
t r a t ed by the la t te r ' s techniques of knowledge and power . 
T h e r e is no need ei ther to lay further stress on the prolifera
t ion of political technologies tha t ensued, invest ing the body, 
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heal th , modes of subsis tence and habi ta t ion , living condi
t ions, the whole space of existence. 

A n o t h e r consequence of this deve lopment of b io-power 
was the growing i m p o r t a n c e assumed by the act ion of the 
n o r m , a t t he expense of the jur id ica l system of the law. L a w 
canno t help bu t bu t be a rmed , and its a r m , par excellence, 
is dea th ; to those w h o t ransgress it, it replies, a t least as a last 
resort , wi th tha t absolute menace . T h e law always refers to 
the sword . But a power whose task is to t ake charge of life 
needs con t inuous regula tory a n d correct ive mechan i sms . I t 
is no longer a ma t t e r of br inging dea th in to play in the field 
of sovereignty, but of d is t r ibut ing the living in the d o m a i n of 
value a n d util i ty. Such a power has to qualify, measure , 
appraise , a n d hierarchize , r a the r t h a n display itself in its 
m u r d e r o u s splendor; it does no t have to d r a w the line t ha t 
separates the enemies of the sovereign from his obedient 
subjects; it effects d is t r ibut ions a r o u n d t h e n o rm. I d o not 
m e a n to say t ha t t h e law fades in to the b a c k g r o u n d or tha t 
the ins t i tu t ions of jus t ice t end to d isappear , bu t r a the r tha t 
the law operates m o r e and m o r e as a n o r m , a n d tha t the 
judic ia l ins t i tu t ion is increasingly incorpora ted into a con
t i n u u m of appara tuses (medical , adminis t ra t ive , and so on) 
whose functions are for the mos t pa r t regula tory . A no rma l 
izing society is the his tor ical o u t c o m e of a technology of 
power centered on life. W e have en te red a phase of jur id ica l 
regression in compar i son wi th the pre-seventeenth-century 
societies we are acqua in ted with; we shou ld not be deceived 
by all the Cons t i tu t ions f ramed t h r o u g h o u t the wor ld since 
the F r e n c h Revolu t ion , the Codes wr i t t en and revised, a 
whole cont inua l and c l amorous legislative activity: these 
were the forms tha t m a d e an essentially normal iz ing power 
acceptable. 

Moreover , against this power t ha t was still new in the 
n ineteenth century , the forces tha t resisted relied for suppor t 
on the very th ing it invested, tha t is, on life and m a n as a 
living being. Since the last cen tury , the grea t struggles t ha t 
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have chal lenged the general system of power were not guided 
by the belief in a r e tu rn to former r ights , o r by the age-old 
d r e a m of a cycle of t ime or a G o l d e n Age . O n e n o longer 
aspired t o w a r d the coming of the empe ro r of the poor , or the 
k i n g d o m of the la t ter days , or even the res tora t ion of our 
imagined ances t ra l r ights; w h a t was d e m a n d e d and w h a t 
served as an objective was life, unde r s tood as the basic needs , 
m a n ' s concre te essence, the real izat ion of his potent ia l , a 
p leni tude of the possible. W h e t h e r or no t it was Utop ia tha t 
was wan ted is of little impor tance ; w h a t we have seen has 
been a very real process of struggle; life as a polit ical object 
was in a sense taken at face value and t u rned back against 
the system tha t was ben t on control l ing it. I t was life m o r e 
t han the law tha t b e c a m e the issue of polit ical struggles, even 
if the lat ter were formula ted t h r o u g h affirmations concern ing 
r ights . T h e " r i g h t " to life, to one ' s body, to hea l th , to happi 
ness, to the satisfaction of needs , and beyond all the oppres
sions or "a l i ena t ions , " the " r i g h t " to rediscover w h a t one is 
a n d all t ha t one can be, this " r i g h t " — w h i c h the classical 
ju r id ica l system was u t te r ly incapable of c o m p r e h e n d i n g — 
was the polit ical response to all these new procedures of 
power wh ich d id no t derive, ei ther, from the t radi t ional r ight 
of sovereignty. 

Th i s is the b a c k g r o u n d tha t enables us to unde r s t and the 
impor t ance assumed by sex as a polit ical issue. I t was at the 
pivot of the two axes a long wh ich developed the ent ire politi
cal technology of life. O n the one h a n d it was tied to the 
disciplines of the body : the harness ing, intensification, and 
dis t r ibut ion of forces, t he adjus tment and economy of ener
gies. O n the o ther ha nd , it was applied to the regulat ion of 
popula t ions , t h r o u g h all the far-reaching effects of its activ
ity. I t fitted in bo th categories at once, giving rise t o infinitesi
ma l surveil lances, p e r m a n e n t controls , ext remely met icu lous 
order ings of space, inde te rmina te medica l o r psychological 
examinat ions , to an ent i re micro-power concerned wi th the 



146 The History of Sexuality 

body. Bu t it gave rise as well to comprehens ive measures , 
statist ical assessments , and in tervent ions a imed at the ent i re 
social body or a t g roups taken as a whole . Sex was a m e a n s 
of access bo th to the life of the b o d y a n d the life of the 
species. I t was employed as a s t a n d a r d for the disciplines and 
as a basis for regulat ions . This is w h y in the n ine teen th 
cen tury sexuali ty was sought ou t in the smallest detai ls of 
individual existences; it was t r acked d o w n in behavior , pu r 
sued in d reams; it was suspected of under ly ing the least 
follies, it was t raced back in to the earliest years of ch i ldhood; 
it became the s t a m p of ind iv idual i ty—at the same t ime w h a t 
enabled one to ana lyze the lat ter and w h a t m a d e it possible 
to mas te r it. But one also sees it becoming the t h eme of 
polit ical operat ions , economic in tervent ions ( t h rough incite
men t s to or curbs on procrea t ion) , a n d ideological campaigns 
for raising s t anda rds of mora l i ty and responsibil i ty: it was 
pu t forward as the index of a society 's s t rength , revealing of 
bo th its political energy a n d its biological vigor. Spread ou t 
f rom one pole to the o the r of this technology of sex was a 
whole series of different tact ics t ha t combined in varying 
p ropor t ions the objective of discipl ining the b o d y a n d t ha t of 
regula t ing popula t ions . 

W h e n c e the impor t ance of the four great lines of a t t ack 
a long wh ich the politics of sex advanced for two centur ies . 
E a c h one was a way of combin ing discipl inary techniques 
wi th regulat ive me thods . T h e first two res ted on the requi re
m e n t s of regulat ion, on a whole t hema t i c of the species, 
descent , and collective welfare, in o rder to obta in resul ts at 
the level of discipline; the sexual izat ion of ch i ldren was ac
compl ished in the form of a campa ign for the hea l th of the 
race (precocious sexuali ty was presented from the e ighteenth 
century to the end of the n ine teenth as an epidemic m e n a c e 
tha t r isked compromis ing no t only the future hea l th of adul t s 
bu t the future of the ent ire society a n d species); the hyster iza-
t ion of w o m e n , which involved a t h o r o u g h medica l iza t ion of 
their bodies a n d their sex, was carr ied ou t in the n a m e of the 
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responsibil i ty they owed to the hea l th of the i r chi ldren, the 
solidity of the family inst i tut ion, and the safeguarding of 
society. I t was the reverse re la t ionship t ha t applied in the 
case of b i r th cont ro ls and the psychia t r iza t ion of perversions: 
he re the in tervent ion was regula tory in na tu re , bu t it h a d to 
rely on the d e m a n d for individual disciplines and cons t ra in t s 
(dressages). Broad ly speaking, at the j u n c t u r e of the " b o d y " 
and the " p o p u l a t i o n , " sex became a crucial ta rge t of a power 
organized a r o u n d the m a n a g e m e n t of life r a the r t h a n the 
menace of dea th . 

T h e b lood relat ion long remained an i m p o r t a n t e lement in 
the mechan i sms of power , its manifes ta t ions , a n d its r i tuals . 
F o r a society in wh ich the systems of all iance, the political 
form of the sovereign, the differentiation in to orders and 
castes, and the value of descent lines were p redominan t ; for 
a society in which famine, epidemics, a n d violence m a d e 
dea th imminen t , b lood cons t i tu ted one of the fundamenta l 
values. I t owed its h igh value at the same t ime to its ins t ru
men ta l role ( the ability to shed blood) , to the way it func
t ioned in the o rder of signs ( to have a cer ta in blood, t o be of 
the same blood, to be p repa red to risk one ' s b lood) , and also 
to its precar iousness (easily spilled, subject to dry ing up, too 
readily mixed, capable of being quickly co r rup ted ) . A society 
of b l o o d — I was t e m p t e d to say, of " s a n g u i n i t y " — w h e r e 
power spoke through b lood: the h o n o r of war , t he fear of 
famine, the t r i u m p h of dea th , the sovereign wi th his sword, 
execut ioners , and tor tures ; b lood was a reality with a sym
bolic function. We , on the o ther hand , are in a society of 
" sex , " or r a the r a society " w i t h a sexual i ty" : the mechan i sms 
of power a re addressed to the body, t o life, to wha t causes 
it t o proliferate, to w h a t reinforces the species, its s tamina , 
its ability to domina te , or its capaci ty for being used. 
T h r o u g h the themes of heal th , progeny, race, the future of 
the species, the vitality of the social body, power spoke of 
sexuali ty and to sexuali ty; the lat ter was no t a m a r k or a 
symbol , it was an object and a target . Moreover , its impor-
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tance was due less to its rar i ty or its precar iousness t han to 
its insistence, its insidious presence, the fact t ha t it was every
where an object of exci tement and fear at the same t ime. 
P o w e r del ineated it, a roused it, a n d employed it as the prolif
era t ing mean ing t ha t h a d a lways to be t aken cont ro l of again 
lest it escape; it was an effect with a meaning-value. I d o no t 
m e a n to say t ha t a subst i tu t ion of sex for b lood was by itself 
responsible for all the t r ans format ions t ha t m a r k e d the 
th resho ld of our modern i ty . I t is no t the soul of two civiliza
t ions or the organiz ing principle of two cu l tura l forms tha t 
I a m a t t empt ing to express; I a m looking for the reasons for 
which sexuality, far from being repressed in the society of 
t ha t period, on the con t r a ry was cons tan t ly aroused. T h e 
new procedures of power t ha t were devised du r ing the classi
cal age and employed in the n ine teenth cen tu ry were wha t 
caused our societies to go from a symbolics of blood t o an 
analytics of sexuality. Clearly, no th ing was m o r e on the side 
of the law, dea th , t ransgression, the symbolic , and sove
reignty t h a n blood; jus t as sexuali ty was on the side of the 
n o r m , knowledge , life, mean ing , the disciplines, and regula
t ions. 

Sade a n d the first eugenists were c o n t e m p o r a r y wi th this 
t ransi t ion from " sangu in i ty" to "sexua l i ty . " Bu t whereas the 
first d r eams of the perfecting of the species inclined the whole 
p rob lem toward an ext remely exact ing admin i s t ra t ion of sex 
( the a r t of de te rmin ing good mar r i ages , of inducing the 
desired fertilities, of ensur ing the hea l th a n d longevity of 
chi ldren) , a n d while the new concept of race tended to oblit
e ra te the ar is tocrat ic par t icular i t ies of blood, re ta ining only 
the control lable effects of sex, Sade car r ied the exhaust ive 
analysis of sex over in to the m e c h a n i s m s of the old power of 
sovereignty and endowed it wi th the anc ient bu t fully ma in 
ta ined prest ige of blood; the la t ter flowed t h r o u g h the whole 
d imens ion of p leasure—the b lood of t o r t u r e and absolute 
power, t he blood of the caste which was respected in itself 
and wh ich nonetheless was m a d e to flow in the major r i tuals 
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of parr ic ide and incest, the b lood of the people, which was 
shed unreservedly since the sort t ha t flowed in its veins was 
no t even deserving of a n a m e . In Sade, sex is w i thou t any 
n o r m or intr insic ru le tha t migh t be fo rmula ted from its own 
na tu re ; bu t it is subject to the unres t r ic ted law of a power 
which itself knows n o o the r law bu t its own; if by chance it 
is at t imes forced to accept the o rder of progress ions carefully 
disciplined in to successive days, this exercise carr ies it t o a 
point where it is n o longer any th ing bu t a un ique a n d naked 
sovereignty: an unl imi ted r ight of all-powerful monst ros i ty . 

Whi le it is t rue tha t the analytics of sexuali ty and the 
symbolics of b lood were g rounded at first in two very dist inct 
regimes of power, in ac tua l fact the passage from one to the 
o the r d id no t come about (any m o r e t h a n d id these powers 
themselves) wi thou t overlappings, in terac t ions , a n d echoes. 
In different ways, the p reoccupa t ion wi th b lood and the law 
has for near ly two centur ies h a u n t e d the admin is t ra t ion of 
sexuali ty. T w o of these interferences a re no tewor thy , the one 
for its his tor ical impor t ance , the o the r for the prob lems it 
poses. Beginning in the second half of the n ine teen th century , 
the themat ics of b lood was somet imes called on to lend its 
ent i re historical weight t oward revital izing the type of politi
cal power tha t was exercised t h r o u g h the devices of sexuality. 
Rac i sm took shape at this point ( racism in its mode rn , "b i 
ologizing," statist form): it was then tha t a whole politics of 
se t t lement (peuplement), family, mar r iage , educat ion , social 
h ierarchiza t ion , and proper ty , accompan ied by a long series 
of p e r m a n e n t in tervent ions at the level of the body, conduc t , 
heal th , and everyday life, received their color and their jus 
tification from the myth ica l concern wi th pro tec t ing the 
pur i ty of the blood a n d ensur ing the t r i u m p h of the race. 
N a z i s m was doubt less the m o s t cunn ing a n d the mos t naive 
(and the former because of the la t ter) combina t ion of the 
fantasies of b lood a n d the pa roxysms of a discipl inary power. 
A eugenic order ing of society, wi th all t ha t implied in the 
way of extension and intensification of micro-powers , in the 
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guise of an unres t r ic ted s tate cont ro l (étatisation), was ac
compan ied by the oneir ic exal ta t ion of a super ior blood; the 
la t ter implied bo th the sys temat ic genocide of o thers and the 
risk of exposing oneself to a to ta l sacrifice. I t is an i rony of 
h is tory tha t the Hi t ler i te politics of sex r ema ined an insignifi
cant pract ice while the b lood m y t h was t rans formed in to the 
greatest b lood ba th in recent m e m o r y . 

A t the opposi te ext reme, s ta r t ing from this same end of the 
n ine teen th cen tury , we can t race the theore t ica l effort t o 
reinscribe the themat ic of sexuali ty in the system of law, the 
symbol ic order , and sovereignty. I t is to the political credi t 
of psychoanalys is—or at least, of w h a t was mos t coheren t in 
i t—tha t it r egarded wi th suspicion (and this from its incep
tion, t ha t is, from the m o m e n t it b roke away from the neu
ropsychia t ry of dégénérescence) the i r revocably prol iferat ing 
aspects which migh t be conta ined in these power mech
anisms a imed at cont ro l l ing and adminis te r ing the everyday 
life of sexuality: whence the F r e u d i a n endeavor (out of reac
t ion n o doub t to the great surge of rac ism tha t was con tem
pora ry wi th it) to g round sexuali ty in t h e l aw—the law of 
alliance, tabooed consanguini ty , a n d the Sovereign-Father , 
in shor t , to s u r r o u n d desire wi th all the t r app ings of the old 
o rder of power. I t was owing to this tha t psychoanalys is was 
—in the main , wi th a few except ions—in theoret ical a n d 
pract ical opposi t ion to fascism. Bu t this posi t ion of psychoa
nalysis was tied to a specific historical conjunc ture . A n d yet, 
to conceive the ca tegory of the sexual in t e rms of the law, 
dea th , blood, and sovere ign ty—whatever the references 
to Sade and Bataille, and however one migh t gauge the i r 
" subvers ive" influence—is in the last analysis a historical 
" re t ro-vers ion ." W e m u s t conceptual ize the dep loyment of 
sexuali ty on the basis of the techniques of power tha t a re 
con t empora ry wi th it. 

People are going to say t ha t I a m deal ing in a his tor ic ism 
which is m o r e careless t han radical ; t ha t I a m evading the 
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biologically established existence of sexual functions for the 
benefit of p h e n o m e n a tha t a re variable, pe rhaps , bu t fragile, 
secondary , and ul t imately superficial; a n d t ha t I speak of 
sexuali ty as if sex d id no t exist. A n d one wou ld be enti t led 
to object as follows: " Y o u claim to ana lyze in detai l the 
processes by which w o m e n ' s bodies, the lives of chi ldren, 
family rela t ionships , a n d an ent ire ne twork of social relat ions 
were sexualized. Y o u wish to describe t ha t great awakening 
of sexual concern since the e ighteenth cen tu ry a n d our grow
ing eagerness to suspect the presence of sex in everything. Let 
us admi t as m u c h and suppose t ha t the m e c h a n i s m s of power 
were in fact used m o r e to arouse a n d 'exci te ' sexuali ty t han 
to repress it. Bu t he re you remain qui te near to the th ing you 
n o doub t believe you have got ten away from; at bo t tom, 
when you point ou t p h e n o m e n a of diffusion, anchorage , and 
fixation of sexuality, you are t rying to reveal w h a t migh t be 
called the organiza t ion of 'erot ic zones ' in the social body; it 
m a y well be the case t ha t you have done no th ing m o r e t h a n 
t ranspose to the level of diffuse processes mechan i sms which 
psychoanalysis has identified wi th precision at the level of the 
individual . But you pass over the th ing on the basis of wh ich 
this sexual izat ion was able to develop a n d wh ich psychoanal 
ysis does no t fail to recognize—namely , sex. Before F reud , 
one sought to localize sexuali ty as closely as possible: in sex, 
in its reproduc t ive functions, in its immed ia t e ana tomica l 
localizations; one fell back upon a biological m i n i m u m : 
organ, instinct , and finality. You , on the o ther hand , are in 
a symmetr ica l and inverse posi t ion: for you, there r ema in 
only groundless effects, ramifications wi thou t roots , a sexual
ity wi thou t a sex. W h a t is this if not cas t ra t ion once aga in?" 

H e r e we need to dis t inguish between two quest ions. First , 
does the analysis of sexuali ty necessari ly imply the elision of 
the body, ana tomy, the biological, the functional? T o this 
quest ion, I th ink we can reply in the negat ive. In any case, 
the purpose of the present s tudy is in fact to show h o w 
dep loyments of power a re direct ly connec ted to the b o d y — 
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to bodies , functions, physiological processes, sensat ions, and 
pleasures; far from the body having to be effaced, w h a t is 
needed is to m a k e it visible t h r o u g h an analysis in wh ich the 
biological and the his tor ical a re no t consecut ive to one an
other , as in the evolut ionism of the first sociologists, bu t a re 
b o u n d toge ther in an increasingly complex fashion in accord
ance wi th the deve lopment of the m o d e r n technologies of 
power tha t t ake life as their objective. H e n c e I do no t envis
age a "h i s to ry of men ta l i t i e s" tha t wou ld take accoun t of 
bodies only t h r o u g h the m a n n e r in wh ich they have been 
perceived and given mean ing and value; bu t a "h i s to ry of 
bod ies" and the m a n n e r in which w h a t is m o s t mater ia l and 
mos t vital in t hem has been invested. 

A n o t h e r quest ion, dis t inct from the first one: this mater ia l 
ity t ha t is referred to , is it not , then , tha t of sex, and is it no t 
paradoxica l to ven ture a h is tory of sexuali ty a t the level of 
bodies, wi thou t there being the least ques t ion of sex? After 
all, is the power tha t is exercised t h r o u g h sexuali ty no t di
rected specifically at t ha t e lement of reali ty which is " s ex , " 
sex in general? T h a t sexuali ty is not , in re la t ion to power , an 
exter ior d o m a i n to which power is applied, tha t on the con
t ra ry it is a result a n d an i n s t rumen t of power ' s designs, is 
all very well. Bu t as for sex, is it no t the " o t h e r " wi th respect 
to power , while being the center a r o u n d which sexuali ty 
dis t r ibutes its effects? N o w , it is precisely this idea of sex in 
itself t h a t we canno t accept w i thou t examina t ion . Is " s e x " 
really the anchorage point tha t suppor t s the manifestat ions 
of sexuality, or is it no t r a the r a complex idea tha t was 
formed inside the dep loymen t of sexuali ty? In any case, one 
could show how this idea of sex took form in the different 
strategies of power a n d the definite role it p layed therein. 

All a long the great lines which the deve lopment of the 
dep loyment of sexuali ty has followed since the n ine teen th 
century , one sees the e labora t ion of this idea tha t there exists 
someth ing o ther t han bodies, organs , somat ic localizat ions, 
functions, anatomo-physio logica l sys tems, sensations, a n d 
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pleasures; someth ing else and someth ing m o r e , wi th intr insic 
proper t ies and laws of its own: " sex . " T h u s , in the process 
of hys ter iza t ion of women , " s e x " was denned in three ways : 
as tha t which belongs in c o m m o n to m e n a n d women; as t ha t 
wh ich belongs, par excellence, to men , a n d hence is lacking 
in women ; bu t at the same t ime, as t ha t which by itself 
const i tu tes w o m a n ' s body, order ing it whol ly in t e rms of the 
functions of r ep roduc t ion and keeping it in cons tan t agita
t ion t h r o u g h the effects of tha t very function. Hys ter ia was 
in te rpre ted in this s t ra tegy as the m o v e m e n t of sex insofar as 
it was the " o n e " and the " o t h e r , " whole a n d par t , pr inciple 
and lack. In the sexualizat ion of ch i ldhood, there was formed 
the idea of a sex tha t was bo th present (from the evidence of 
a n a t o m y ) and absent (from the s t andpo in t of physiology), 
present too if one cons idered its activity, a n d deficient if one 
referred to its reproduc t ive finality; o r again, ac tual in its 
manifestat ions, bu t h idden in its eventual effects, whose pa th 
ological seriousness wou ld only become a p p a r e n t later. If the 
sex of the child was still present in the adul t , it was in the 
form of a secret causal i ty tha t t ended to nullify the sex of the 
lat ter (it was one of the tenets of e ighteenth- and n ineteenth-
cen tury medic ine tha t precocious sex wou ld eventual ly resul t 
in sterility, impotence , frigidity, the inabili ty t o experience 
pleasure , or the deaden ing of the senses); by sexualizing 
chi ldhood, the idea was established of a sex charac ter ized 
essentially by the in terplay of presence and absence, the visi
ble and the h idden; mas tu rba t ion and the effects impu ted to 
it were t hough t to reveal in a privileged way this in terplay 
of presence and absence, of the visible a n d the h idden. 

In the psychia t r iza t ion of pervers ions, sex was related to 
biological functions and to an anatomo-physio logica l ma
chinery t ha t gave it its " m e a n i n g , " tha t is, its finality; bu t it 
was also referred to an instinct which, t h r o u g h its pecul iar 
deve lopment a n d accord ing to the objects to which it could 
become a t tached, m a d e it possible for perverse behavior pat
te rns t o arise and m a d e their genesis intelligible. T h u s " s e x " 
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was defined by the inter lacing of function a n d instinct , final
ity and signification; moreover , th is was the form in which 
it was manifested, m o r e clearly t han anywhere else, in the 
mode l perversion, in tha t " fe t i sh ism" which , from at least as 
early as 1877, served as the guiding t h r e a d for analyzing all 
the o ther deviat ions. In it one could clearly perceive the way 
in which the inst inct became fastened to an object in accord
ance wi th an individual ' s his tor ical adhe rence and biological 
inadequacy . Last ly , in the social izat ion of procrea t ive behav
ior, " s e x " was described as being caugh t be tween a law of 
reali ty (economic necessity being its mos t ab rup t and i m m e 
diate form) and an economy of p leasure wh ich was a lways 
a t t empt ing to c i rcumvent t ha t l a w — w h e n , t ha t is, it d id no t 
ignore it a l together . T h e mos t no to r ious of " f r auds , " coi tus 
in te r rup tus , represented the point where the insistence of the 
real forced an end to pleasure and w h e r e the pleasure found 
a way to surface despi te the economy d ic ta ted by the real. I t 
is appa ren t tha t the dep loymen t of sexuali ty, wi th its differ
ent strategies, was w h a t established this no t ion of "sex" ; and 
in the four major forms of hyster ia , onan i sm, fetishism, a n d 
in te r rup ted coition, it showed this sex to be governed by the 
in terplay of whole and par t , pr inciple and lack, absence a n d 
presence, excess a n d deficiency, by the funct ion of inst inct , 
finality, a n d meaning , of reali ty and pleasure . 

T h e theory thus genera ted per formed a cer ta in n u m b e r of 
functions tha t m a d e it indispensable. Firs t , the no t ion of 
" s e x " m a d e it possible to g roup together , in an artificial 
uni ty , ana tomica l e lements , biological funct ions, conduc t s , 
sensat ions, a n d pleasures, a n d it enabled one to m a k e use of 
this fictitious uni ty as a causal pr inciple , an omnipresen t 
meaning , a secret to be discovered everywhere : sex was t h u s 
able t o function as a un ique signifier a n d as a universal 
signified. F u r t h e r , by present ing itself in a un i t a ry fashion, as 
a n a t o m y and lack, as function and latency, as inst inct a n d 
meaning , it was able to m a r k the line of con tac t be tween a 
knowledge of h u m a n sexuali ty and the biological sciences of 



Right of Death and Power over Life 155 

reproduc t ion ; thus , w i thou t really bo r rowing any th ing from 
the these sciences, excepting a few doubtful analogies, t h e 
knowledge of sexuali ty gained t h r o u g h p rox imi ty a gua ran 
tee of quasi-scientificity; bu t by vir tue of this s ame proximity , 
some of the conten ts of biology and physiology were able to 
serve as a pr inciple of normal i ty for h u m a n sexuality. F i 
nally, t he not ion of sex b r o u g h t abou t a fundamenta l rever
sal; it m a d e it possible t o invert t he representa t ion of t h e 
re la t ionships of power to sexuality, causing the lat ter t o ap
pear, no t in its essential and positive re la t ion to power , but 
as being roo ted in a specific and i r reducible urgency which 
power tries as best it can to domina te ; t h u s t h e idea of " s e x " 
m a k e s it possible t o evade w h a t gives " p o w e r " its power; it 
enables one to conceive power solely as law and taboo. Sex 
— t h a t agency wh ich appears t o domina t e us and tha t secret 
which seems to under l ie all tha t we are, t ha t point which 
enthra l l s us t h r o u g h the the power it manifes ts and t h e 
mean ing it conceals , and wh ich we ask to reveal wha t we are 
and to free us from w h a t defines us—is doubt less bu t an ideal 
point m a d e necessary by the dep loyment of sexuali ty and its 
opera t ion . W e m u s t no t m a k e the mis take of th inking tha t 
sex is an a u t o n o m o u s agency which secondari ly p roduces 
manifold effects of sexuali ty over t h e ent i re length of its 
surface of con tac t wi th power . O n the con t ra ry , sex is t h e 
mos t speculat ive, mos t ideal, and mos t in terna l e lement in a 
dep loyment of sexuali ty organized by power in its gr ip on 
bodies and their mater ia l i ty , their forces, energies, sensa
t ions, and pleasures. 

I t migh t be added tha t " s e x " per forms yet ano ther func
t ion t ha t r uns t h r o u g h and sustains the ones we have jus t 
examined. I ts role in this ins tance is m o r e pract ical t h a n 
theoret ical . I t is t h r o u g h sex—in fact, an imaginary point 
de te rmined by the dep loyment of sexua l i ty—that each 
individual has t o pass in o rder to have access t o his own 
intelligibility (seeing t ha t it is bo th the h idden aspect and t h e 
generat ive pr inciple of meaning) , t o the whole of his body 
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(since it is a real and th rea tened pa r t of it, whi le symbolical ly 
const i tu t ing the whole) , t o his ident i ty (since it jo ins the force 
of a dr ive to the s ingular i ty of a h is tory) . T h r o u g h a reversal 
tha t doubt less h a d its surrept i t ious beginnings long ago—it 
was a l ready m a k i n g itself felt at t h e t ime of the Chr is t ian 
pas tora l of the flesh—we have ar r ived at the point where we 
expect our intelligibility t o c o m e from wha t was for m a n y 
centur ies t h o u g h t of as madness ; the p leni tude of ou r body 
from wha t was long considered its s t igma and l ikened to a 
wound; our identi ty from w h a t was perceived as an obscure 
and nameless urge . H e n c e t h e i m p o r t a n c e we ascribe to it, 
t he reverential fear wi th wh ich we s u r r o u n d it, t he care we 
take to k n o w it. Hence the fact t ha t over the centur ies it has 
become m o r e impor t an t t han our soul, m o r e impor t an t al
mos t t h a n ou r life; and so it is t ha t all t h e wor ld ' s en igmas 
appear frivolous to us c o m p a r e d to this secret, minuscu le in 
each of us, bu t of a densi ty t ha t m a k e s it m o r e serious t han 
any other . T h e Faus t i an pact , whose t empta t ion has been 
instilled in us by the dep loyment of sexuality, is now as 
follows: t o exchange life in its ent i rety for sex itself, for the 
t r u t h and the sovereignty of sex. Sex is w o r t h dying for. I t 
is in this (strictly his tor ical) sense t ha t sex is indeed imbued 
wi th the dea th instinct . W h e n a long while ago the Wes t 
discovered love, it bes towed on it a value high enough to 
m a k e dea th acceptable; nowadays it is sex tha t c la ims this 
equivalence, the highest of all. A n d while the dep loyment of 
sexuali ty permi t s t h e techniques of power to invest life, t h e 
fictitious point of sex, itself m a r k e d by t ha t dep loyment , 
exerts enough c h a r m on everyone for t h e m to accept hear ing 
the g rumble of dea th wi thin it. 

By creat ing the imaginary e lement t ha t is " sex , " the de
p loyment of sexuali ty established one of its mos t essential 
in ternal opera t ing principles: the desire for sex—the desire t o 
have it, t o have access t o it, t o discover it, t o l iberate it, to 
ar t icula te it in discourse, to formula te it in t ru th . I t con
s t i tu ted " s e x " itself as someth ing desirable. A n d it is th is 
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desirabil i ty of sex tha t a t taches each one of us t o the injunc
t ion to k n o w it, t o reveal its law and its power ; it is th is 
desirabil i ty t ha t makes us th ink we are affirming t h e r ights 
of our sex against all power , w h e n in fact we are fastened to 
t h e dep loymen t of sexuali ty t ha t has lifted u p from deep 
wi thin us a sort of mirage in which we th ink we see ourselves 
ref lected—the d a r k s h i m m e r of sex. 

" I t is sex ," said K a t e in The Plumed Serpent. " H o w won
derful sex can be, when m e n keep it powerful and sacred, and 
it fills t he world! like sunshine t h r o u g h and t h r o u g h one!" 

So we mus t no t refer a h is tory of sexuali ty t o t h e agency 
of sex; bu t r a the r show how " s e x " is his torical ly subord ina te 
t o sexuali ty. W e m u s t not place sex on t h e side of reality, a n d 
sexuali ty on tha t of confused ideas and illusions; sexuality is 
a very real his torical format ion; it is w h a t gave rise t o t h e 
no t ion of sex, as a speculat ive e lement necessary to its opera
t ion. W e m u s t not th ink tha t by saying yes t o sex, one says 
n o to power; on the cont ra ry , one t racks along the course laid 
ou t by the general dep loyment of sexuali ty. I t is the agency 
of sex t ha t we m u s t b reak away from, if we a i m — t h r o u g h a 
tact ical reversal of the var ious mechan i sms of sexual i ty—to 
coun te r the grips of power wi th the c la ims of bodies, pleas
ures, and knowledges , in their mult ipl ic i ty and their possibil
ity of resis tance. T h e ral lying point for t h e coun te ra t t ack 
against the dep loyment of sexuality ough t no t to be sex-
desire, bu t bodies and pleasures. 

" T h e r e has been so m u c h act ion in the pas t , " said D . H . 
Lawrence , "especially sexual act ion, a weary ing repet i t ion 
over and over, wi thou t a cor responding though t , a corre
sponding real izat ion. N o w our business is t o realize sex. 
T o d a y the full conscious real izat ion of sex is even m o r e 
impor t an t t han the act itself." 

P e r h a p s one day people will wonder at this. T h e y will not 
be able to unde r s t and how a civilization so in tent on develop
ing e n o r m o u s in s t rumen t s of p roduc t ion and des t ruct ion 



158 The History of Sexuality 

found the t ime and the infinite pa t ience to inquire so anxi
ously concern ing the ac tua l s ta te of sex; people will smile 
pe rhaps when they recall t ha t here were m e n — m e a n i n g our 
se lves—who believed t ha t therein resided a t r u t h every bit as 
precious as the one they had a l ready d e m a n d e d from the 
ear th , t he s tars , and the pu re forms of their thought ; people 
will be surpr ised at t he eagerness wi th which we went abou t 
p re tend ing to rouse from its s lumber a sexuali ty which every
t h i n g — o u r discourses, our cus toms , ou r inst i tut ions, our 
regulat ions, ou r knowledges—was busy p roduc ing in the 
light of day and broadcas t ing to noisy accompan imen t . A n d 
people will ask themselves why we were so bent on ending 
the ru le of silence regard ing w h a t was t h e noisiest of ou r 
preoccupat ions . In re t rospect , th is noise m a y appear t o have 
been out of place, bu t how m u c h s t ranger will seem ou r 
persis tence in in terpret ing it as bu t the refusal t o speak and 
the order to remain silent. People will w o n d e r wha t could 
have m a d e us so p re sumptuous ; they will look for the reasons 
tha t migh t explain why we pr ided ourselves on being the first 
t o gran t sex the impor t ance we say is its due and h o w we 
c a m e to congra tu la te ourselves for finally—in the twent ie th 
cen tu ry—hav ing b roken free of a long per iod of ha r sh repres
sion, a p ro t rac ted Chr is t ian asceticism, greedily and fastidi
ously adap ted to the imperat ives of bourgeois economy. A n d 
wha t we now perceive as the chronic le of a censorship and 
the difficult s t ruggle t o r emove it will be seen ra ther as the 
centur ies- long rise of a complex dep loymen t for compel l ing 
sex to speak, for fastening our a t ten t ion and concern u p o n 
sex, for gett ing us to believe in the sovereignty of its law when 
in fact we were moved by the power mechan i sms of sexuali ty. 

People will be amused at the r ep roach of pansexual i sm 
tha t was once a imed at F r e u d and psychoanalysis . Bu t the 
ones w h o will appear t o have been bl ind will pe rhaps be not 
so m u c h those w h o formula ted the objection as those w h o 
d iscounted it out of hand , as if it merely expressed the fears 
of an o u t m o d e d prudishness . F o r the first, after all, were only 



Right of Death and Power over Life 159 

taken unawares by a process which had begun long before 
and by which , u n b e k n o w n to t hem, they were already sur
r o u n d e d on all sides; wha t they h a d a t t r ibu ted solely to the 
genius of F r e u d h a d a l ready gone t h r o u g h a long stage of 
p repara t ion ; they h a d got ten their da tes wrong as to the 
es tabl ishment , in ou r society, of a general dep loyment of 
sexuali ty. But the o thers were mis taken concern ing the na
tu re of the process; they believed t h a t F r e u d had a t last, 
t h r o u g h a sudden reversal , res tored to sex t h e rightful share 
which it had been denied for so long; they had not seen h o w 
the good genius of F r e u d had placed it at one of the crit ical 
points m a r k e d out for it since the e ighteenth cen tury by the 
strategies of knowledge and power , h o w wonderfully effec
tive he w a s — w o r t h y of the greatest spir i tual fathers and 
d i rec tors of t h e classical pe r iod—in giving a new impe tus t o 
the secular injunct ion to s tudy sex and t rans form it i n to 
discourse. W e are often r eminded of the count less procedures 
wh ich Chr is t iani ty once employed to m a k e us detest t he 
body; bu t let us ponde r all the ruses t ha t were employed for 
centur ies t o m a k e us love sex, to m a k e the knowledge of it 
desirable and everything said about it precious . Let us con
sider the s t ra tagems by which we were induced to apply all 
ou r skills t o discovering its secrets, by which we were at
t ached to the obligation to d r a w ou t its t ru th , and m a d e 
guilty for having failed to recognize it for so long. These 
devices a re wha t ough t t o m a k e us wonde r today. Moreover , 
we need to consider the possibility tha t one day, perhaps , in 
a different economy of bodies and pleasures, people will n o 
longer qui te u n d e r s t a n d h o w the ruses of sexuality, and the 
power tha t sustains its organizat ion, were able to subject us 
t o tha t aus tere m o n a r c h y of sex, so t ha t we became dedica ted 
to the endless task of forcing its secret, of exacting the t rues t 
of confessions from a shadow. 

T h e i rony of this dep loyment is in having us believe t ha t 
ou r " l ibe ra t ion" is in the balance. 


