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Abstract: 

 

This article discusses biopower with specific reference to the Foucauldian tradition that has 

inspired its popularization and wide usage as an analytical device. An overview of 

Foucault’s initial theorization of biopower is followed by an account of the main ideas – 

population, governmentality, the intertwining of welfare and violence, and subjectification - 

encapsulated by this concept of ‘the power over life’ and which have proven to be of much 

significance to geographical and social science inquiry. The entry also includes a discussion 

of some of the key intellectual debates around the meaning and implications of biopower, 

and of the variety of empirical domains where it has been and continues to be productively 

deployed and developed.  

 

Main Text: 

 

The concept of biopower is no longer new to geography and other fields in the humanities 

and social sciences. The precise intellectual origins of this term are difficult to identify and 

the ideas that it encapsulates have not remained static. However, it has been the work of the 

poststructural social theorist Michel Foucault that has spurred the taking up and 

popularization of this concept as an important tool for the analysis of a variety of social 

spaces, right from colonial policies to present-day slaughterhouses. Foucault’s (2008, 138) 

elaboration of biopower as the power “to foster life or disallow it to the point of death” has 

formed the basis of a substantial corpus of empirical and theoretical scholarship that has 

used, interrogated, and modified this concept for the examination of the complexities of 

flows of power in contemporary society. The significance of Foucault’s work on biopower 

for its subsequent interpretations and applications in the social sciences and humanities thus 

makes familiarity with his elucidation of the concept essential.  

 

The power over life 

 

Foucault, at the most basic level, was concerned with the subtle and diverse ways in which 

power functions in society and penetrates all layers of social interaction. His signature 

contribution was to theorize forms and mechanisms of power that are not repressive or 

obviously negative and harmful. Foucault develops these ideas on power through the 

examination of historical texts on the nature of state rule, judicial systems, sexuality, town 

planning, and economic theory in Europe, offering a schema that distinguishes between 

sovereign and non-sovereign forms of power.  

 

Foucault introduces the term ‘biopower’ in the first volume of History of Sexuality 

(2008) where he describes changes in mechanisms of state rule in 18th century Western 

Europe and develops an expanded understanding of the forms and functioning of power.  

Traditionally, power is associated with sovereignty – of a monarch, a political group, a class, 

a caste, a gender, maybe even a species – and therefore, with repression and dominion. This 



kind of sovereign power is focused on “deduction and death”, and is founded on a “right of 

seizure: of things, time, bodies, and ultimately life itself” (Foucault 2008, 89, 136). 

 

Till towards the end of the 16th century, Foucault observes, state rule was largely 

based on the the monarch’s right to take the lives of subjects - or the corollary - to let them 

live. The principal objective of rule was to protect the interests of the Sovereign. Such rule 

used mainly negative or deductive mechanisms of power such as rules, taxes, and 

punishments, and was often enacted by force. In this period, it was not uncommon to see 

public displays of violent punishment, especially directed at those who threatened the 

sovereign.  

 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, Foucault notes that texts on state rule indicate a shift in 

modes of rule. Instead of rule based on the threat of death and violence, this period sees a 

transition to non-repressive mechanisms of rule that were focused on regulating and 

fostering life. Foucault uses the umbrella term ‘biopower’ - the “power over life” (2008, 139) 

- to refer to these. In his telling, biopower is a positive form of power that is aimed at 

“generating forces, making them grow, and ordering them, rather than…impeding them, 

making them submit, or destroying them”(Foucault 2008, 136). To Foucault, biopower does 

not replace sovereign power; rather sovereignty, discipline and biopower are a triad of 

distinct but co-present forms of power that imbue social relations in the contemporary 

world.  

 

Biopower, as theorized by Foucault, is exercised along two principal axes: an 

anatamopolitical axis that targets individuals through mechanisms of discipline to make 

them well-functioning and suitable members of society, and a biopolitical axis that targets 

the characteristics of populations and collectives in efforts to enhance overall welfare and 

security. These two axes come together as biopower which seeks to regulate populations 

and reduce the randomness inherent in life processes in order to achieve a hypothetical 

optimal stability. Biopower is thus simultaneously individualising (through its disciplinary 

mechanisms)as well as totalising (through its biopolitical mechanisms).  

 

Foucault further writes that biopower is associated with pastoral rationalities and 

practices of care and flourishing which are aimed at managing life and life processes at the 

level of the population or some other kind of grouping. Biopolitical mechanisms try to shape 

life so as to suit certain ends, and when life is not considered valuable or suitable, it is 

merely ‘let die’. The exercise of biopower involves decentralization (Gordon 1991). Biopower 

is not wielded by just one authority, but operates through and at multiple layers of society, 

at microscopic levels and through unexpected actors, including families, non-profit 

organisations, hospitals, private companies and the academia.  Biopower is dispersed; it is 

wielded at many levels, through many rationalities, and through many creative techniques; 

this complicates the task of identifying individuals (or specific social groups) as sources or 

sites of power, or as heroes or villains.  

 

Foucault develops these observations on biopower in the History of Sexuality (2008), 

lectures at the Collège de France (2009), and various interviews. While he doesn’t use the 

exact term ‘biopower’ very often, his works on governmentality and pastoral power are 

recognized as building on and taking forward the conceptualisation of biopower and non-



sovereign modalities of power more broadly (Dean 2010). In this extensive corpus,  which 

has been taken forward by scholars from a range of disciplines, it is possible to identify four 

themes that are central to the understanding of biopower: population, governmentality, the 

welfare-violence nexus, and subjectification.   

 

Population 

 

The idea of population lies at the heart of Foucauldian theorization of biopower. Biopower 

functions to enhance the wellbeing and fostering of the subject-objects of power at the scale 

of the population or collective. In other words, biopower is exercised in the name of the 

wellbeing of all, in the name of the “health, prosperity and happiness of the population” 

(Dean 2010, 27). Biopolitical interventions might work on and through individuals, but it is 

the population that is the main target - the main subject-object - of biopolitical power.  In the 

context of biopower, the population is not merely an collection of individuals; it is an entity 

in and of itself, which has meaning, value and significance beyond what can be attributed to 

the individuals that constitute it . While Foucault’s initial use of the term ‘population’ was 

tied to territory and the nation-state, it has since been expanded by social theorists Paul 

Rabinow and Nikolas Rose (2006) with the use of the term ‘biosocial collectivity’ to signify 

human groups that are tied together through links such as gender, race or other forms of 

shared identity. Biosocial collectivity has also been used by geographers to refer to 

groupings that include nonhuman life, whether nonhuman animals, or biodiversity as a 

whole (Holloway et al 2009; Srinivasan 2014).  

 

Governmentality 

 

Governmentality refers to a way of thinking and acting that is critical to the exercise of 

biopower. Governmentality incorporates the belief that the regulation and management of 

the population and its various traits and processes “is not only necessary but also 

possible”(Dean 2010, 44). In his work on governmentality and security, Foucault shows that 

in contrast to sovereign power mechanisms that lay down totalitarian laws or prohibitions 

and attempt to suppress or forbid undesirable activities, biopower works alongside and 

makes use of existing biological and socio-economic rhythms and patterns in the population 

that is the subject-object of power (Foucault 2009). Here, management is achieved by 

permitting certain levels of unwanted phenomena in a population but keeping them below 

what would adversely impact the population as a whole. It is this “ordering” of life forces 

(2008, 136) that Foucault refers to as governmentality. Governmentality enhances the 

efficiency and subtlety of power by using the very subject-object of power and its rhythms 

as aids for its functioning.  

 

The work of other scholars, such as Dean (2010), has contributed to the elaboration of 

the meaning and scope of the idea of governmentality. It is now widely acknowledged that 

governmentality can be seen in a range of social domains, whether colonialism,  international 

development or environmentalism (Agrawal 2005; Li 2007). This literature explains that while 

government is a calculated, goal-directed activity, the norms and ends of regulation are 

taken for granted; the main concern of government is means, the how of regulation, which is 

understood as a matter for technical investigation rather than normative reflection.  A 

certain utopianism marks governmentality in that any failure to achieve the objectives of 



government does not lead to the disruption of the goals, mentalities and techniques of 

government, but instead often leads to calls to reinforce and strengthen the same 

governmental interventions (Foucault 1977).   

 

Governmental processes are also enmeshed with the production of particular truths, 

norms, and knowledges which enable power to be exercised without enforcement and 

threat. In particular, the production of statistics and the circumscription of the population to be 

intervened on has been observed as being key to the exercise of governmental power (Agrawal 

2005; Foucault 2009; Holloway et al. 2009;). Governmentality thus goes alongside the 

emergence and deployment of ‘truths’- and ‘norms’-  and the production of formal 

knowledge bodies which are indispensable for the efficient exercise of power (Gordon 1991). 

Most importantly, the governmentality literature suggests that any analysis of power must 

necessarily consider “how we govern...[and the] techniques and other means employed” in 

the process of government (Dean 2010, 18, 27). This attention to the specific technologies and 

rationalities of power is a particularly important and distinctive feature of the analytical 

toolkit offered by biopower.  

 

Welfare and violence 

 

Another vital characteristic of biopower is the intertwining of discourses and practices of 

harm and care, or as Gordon (1991, p.12) puts it, in the exercise of biopower, “welfare is 

conjoined to exploitation.” Foucault explains that biopower’s focus on the good life, care and 

well-being does not mean that violence and killing are removed from the equation. What 

alters is the justification. In the context of state rule in 18th century Western Europe, Foucault 

observes that while the violent rule typical of sovereign power was validated in the name of 

the Sovereign, biopolitical technologies were explained as necessary for the well-being of the 

population, as on “behalf of the existence of everyone...in the name of life necessity” (2008, 

136). In other words, the entanglement of welfare and violence in biopower can be 

understood in terms of trade-offs between individuals and populations: biopower 

intervenes harmfully on and governs individuals in the name of universal wellbeing. As 

Dean (2010, p. 170) points out, an example of this entanglement can be seen in China’s one-

child policy, which targets “imprudent parents and their potential offspring.” 

 

In doing this, biopower treats individuals as not only expendable and of lesser 

importance but also as entities to be managed and intervened upon so that they contribute 

to collective development and wellbeing (Srinivasan 2014). This means that under 

biopolitical regimes, the ethical and political significance of individuals reduces; individuals 

instead become “the instrument, relay, or condition for obtaining something at the level of 

the population”(Foucault 2009, 42). In fact, biopower often functions so that those who 

“resist the regulation of the population”, are excluded and subject to techniques of 

repression such as “exile, death and punishment” (Foucault 2009, 44).  

 

 

Subjectification 

 

The notion of subjectification or self-governance is key to Foucauldian scholarship on 

biopolitical and governmental power Subjectification underlies the functioning of 



biopolitical power, i.e., it is the motor of biopower. Subjectification refers to the process by 

which individual entities internalize various truth discourses about individual and 

population/collective wellbeing, and self-govern, i.e., work upon themselves, in accordance 

with these discourses. For instance, in History of Sexuality, Foucault describes how norms on 

sexual behaviours work so as to encourage a particular form of stable family life. These 

stable families in turn were necessary for the smooth functioning of society as a whole . 

Biopower therefore works through the internalisation of norms, by inculcating subjectivities 

(or elements of subjectivities) rather than through the external imposition of rules that 

dictate dos and don’ts (Rabinow and Rose 2006).  

 

The impacts of self-governance are not always positive for the individual, and could 

even be detrimental to their wellbeing.  However, subjectification, i.e., the internalisation of 

certain norms, has the effect that the outcomes and consequences of of self-governance for 

the individual are not explicitly evaluated. Subjectification thus enhances the efficiency of 

the operation of power by making acceptable and incontestable even negative impacts of 

self-governance, and by reducing the need for externally imposed interventions. Whereas 

sovereign power is exercised through force and imposition, biopolitical power is exercised 

by means of norms and discourses of care and flourishing that make individuals self-

governing subjects Therefore, techniques of biopower, being underpinned by 

subjectification, even if not strictly harmless in their impacts, are more subtle and less likely 

to invite resistance in comparison to techniques of sovereign power that depend upon 

external force and domination. 

 

Biopower: Applications and debates  

 

Biopower and the related concept of governmentality  have been used in geography and the 

wider social sciences to examine a range of topics and theoretical concerns. This includes 

analyses of neoliberal policies and programmes, contemporary geopolitics, food security, 

urban ecologies, ethical consumption, developments in biomedicine, food production, 

colonialism, development practice and environmental regulation, to name a few domains in 

which the biopolitical frame has been usefully applied to understand the complex manners 

in which human life is and has been managed in the present and recent past.  

 

The concept of biopower was originally developed for the analysis of power in 

human relationships, and the rich vein of scholarship that has taken forward its theorization 

has also focused principally on the human domain. However, the recent years have seen the 

increasingly application of the biopolitical schema for more-than-human inquiry; i.e., the 

examination of human-environment and human-animal relations. This literature takes as its 

starting point the focus of the biopolitical framework on the ambiguities of efforts to foster 

and regulate both human and nonhuman life (Agrawal 2005; Demeritt 2001), and 

demonstrates its relevance to a variety of more-than-human domains, from spaces of care 

such as animal welfare (Srinivasan 2013) and biodiversity conservation (Srinivasan 2014; 

Chrulew 2011) to spaces of exploitation such as livestock agriculture (Holloway et al 2009). 

In much of this literature, the intertwining of harm and care in human interactions with 

nonhuman life-forms appears as a central issue for critical reflection.  

 



While this body of work has offered crucial insights regarding the play of biopower 

in human-animal/environment interactions, questions have been raised about the limits of 

the biopolitical framework when it comes to understanding and analysing more-than-

human spaces. This has particularly been with respect to the processes of normalization, 

subject-formation and self-regulation that are understood as driving biopower in intra-

human relations, but that are less plausible in human-nonhuman relations (Demeritt 2001;). 

In addressing this problem, geographers have put forward and elaborated the concepts of 

relational (Holloway et al 2009) and agential subjectification (Srinivasan 2013; 2014), wherein 

subjectification is seen in those humans who act on, or on behalf of, animals. The writings 

have therefore been productive in theoretically developing biopower as an analytical tool by 

highlighting the different sites and relational manners in which subjectification can take 

place.  

 

The concept of biopower has sparked much theoretical debate over the years. One 

significant line of argument has been around the twin flavours of harm and care running 

through Foucault’s work on biopower which have led various scholars to differently 

interpret biopolitics as affirmative (Rabinow and Rose 2006) or harmful (Agamben 1998). For 

exampleRabinow and Rose (2006) argue that when biopolitics is scaled down to the 

molecular and genetic levels, its manifestations as self-management through gene therapy or 

pre-natal testing do not have the same pernicious implications as biopolitics in the form of 

eugenics does. By contrast, Giorgio Agamben (1998) associates biopolitics with racism, 

oppression and exclusionary violence. Others, such as Roberto Esposito (2008), present a 

view of biopolitics as double-edged and marked by an immunitary logic in that various 

activities directed at fostering particular forms of life can also cause various kinds of harm to 

the same or other forms of life. Yet others have argued that the harmful aspects of biopower 

are embedded in its future-orientated elements in that current wellbeing and interests are 

sacrificed for the sake of the future (Hannah 2011).  

 

The rich and wide-ranging corpus of scholarship on biopower in geography and the 

broader humanities and social sciences speaks to the value and relevance of this concept as 

an analytical tool. There is a multiplicity of empirical domains within which this concept has 

been deployed and of manners in which it has been theorized and reworked. However a key 

theme that cuts across these diverse applications relates to the importance of questioning 

what is considered to be normal-natural-right and of attending to the subtle and creative 

flows of power in unexpected and surprising social spaces. It is this insight carried by the 

framework of biopower that has and will continue to stimulate social science and 

geographical engagement with it.  

 

SEE ALSO: biopolitics; discourse; environmental discourse; environmentality and green 

governmentality; poststructuralism/poststructural geography 
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