Books by Michel Foucault - | The HiStOl'y Of Sexuality

Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason
The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences
The Archaeology of Knowledge (and The Discourse on Language)
The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception

I, Pierre Riviere, having slaughtered my mother, my sister, and my |
brother. . .. A Case of Parricide in the Nineteenth Century '
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison |
The History of Sexuality, Volumes 1, 2, and 3 }
Herculine Barbin, Being the Recently Discovered Memoits of a Nineteenth- !

Century French Hermaphrodite | Translated from the French
Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 i b y R 0 b ert Hu rle
! 34
\

Volume I: An Introduction

by Michel Foucault

]
| 164
Vintage Books

A Division of Random House, Inc.
New York

HOOASATOWIN VRARS L JuEEIN L TR

BRRIT D YTIALMMGT j




Ua
b2

EL93
194%

VINTAGE Books EpiTION, MARCH 1950
English translation Copyright © 1973 by Random House, Inc.

All rights reserved under International and Pan- American Copyright
Conventions. Published in the United States by Random House,
Inc., New York, and in Canada by Random Housc of Canada Lim-
ited, Toronto. Originally published in France as La Volenté de savoir
by Editions Gallimard, Paris. Copyright © 1976 by Editions Galli-

mard. First Amencan cdition published by Pantheon Books, a divi-

sion of Random House, Inc., in November, 1978.

Grateful acknowlegment 1s made to Doubleday & Company, Inc.,
for permission to reprint an excerpt from a poem by Gottfried August
Birrger cited by Arthur Schbpcnhauer in The Metaphysics of the Love
of the Sexes, from The Will to Live: Selecred Writings of Arthur
Schopenhauer, edited by Richard Taylor.

Library of Congress Cataloging tn Publication Data
Foucault, Michel.

The history of sexuality

Translation of Histoire de la sexualité.

CONTENTS: v 1 An mtroduction.

1. Sex customs—History—Collected works. L. Title
HQ12.F6813 1980 305.41'7 79-7460
ISBN 0-679-72469-9 (pbk )

. Manufactured in the United States of Amenca
40 39 38 37 36 35

5338440

Contents

PART ONE We “Other Victorians” 1

PART TWO The Repressive Hypothesis 15
Chapter 1 The Incitement to Discourse 17
Chapter 2 The Perverse Implantation 36

PART THREE Scientia Sexualis 51

PART FOUR The Deployment of Sexuality 75
Chapter 1 Objective 81
Chapter 2 Method 92
Chapter 3 Domain 103
Chapter 4 Periodization 115

PART FIVE Right of Death and Power over Life 133
Index 161




PART THREE

Scientia Sexualis




I suppose that the first two points will be granted me; |
imagine that people will accept my saying that, for two cen-
turies now, the discourse on sex has been multiplied rather
than rarefied; and that if it has carried with it taboos and
prohibitions, it has also, in a more fundamental way, ensured
the solidification and implantation of an entire sexual mo-
saic. Yet the impression remains that al| this has by and large
played only a defensive role. By speaking about it so much,
by discovering it multiplied, partitioned off, and specified
precisely where one had placed it, what one was seeking
essentially was simply to conceal sex: a screen-discourse, a
dispersion-avoidance, Until Freud at least, the discourse on
sex—the discourse of scholars and theoreticians—never
ceased to hide the thing it was speaking about. We could take
all these things that were said, the painstaking precautions
and detailed analyses, as so many procedures meant to evade
the unbearable, too hazardous truth of sex. And the mere
fact that one claimed to be speaking about it from the rarefied
and neutral viewpoint of a science is in itself significant. This
was in fact a science made up of evasions since, given its
inability or refusal to speak of sex itself, it concerned itself
primarily with aberrations, perversions, exceptional oddities,
pathological abatements, and morbid aggravations. It was by
the same token a science subordinated in the main to the
imperatives of a morality whose divisions it reiterated under
the guise of the medical norm. Claiming to speak the truth,
it stirred up people’s fears; to the least oscillations of sexuai-
ity, it ascribed an imaginary dynasty of evils destined to be
passed on for generations; it declared the furtive customs of
the timid, and the most solitary of petty manias, dangerous
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54 The History of Sexuality

for the whole society; strange pleasures, it wamefl, \.vc.:»uld
eventually result in nothing shorltf of death: that of individu-
rations, the species itself. o
alsitgt;ntfs became assog?ated with an insistent gnd 1nd1§crcet
medical practice, glibly proclaiming it‘s aversions, q}nck‘to
run to the rescue of law and public opinion, more servile “{lth
respect to the powers of order than amenable to the require-
ments of truth. Involuntarily naive in the l;.»e§t of cases, more
often intentionally mendacious, in comphlcrc?,v with what_ it
denounced, haughty and coquettish, it estabhshec.i an entire
pornography of the morbid, which was charactgnstlc oi: ;he
fin de siécle society. In France, doctors ll_ke Garnier, Pc_:)ml et,
and Ladoucette were its unglorified scnbes_and Rollinat its
poet. But beyond these troubled pleasures, it alssufned other
powers; it set itself up as the supreme authority in matter:;
of hygienic necessity, taking up the old fears of venerea
affliction and combining them with the new themes qf asep-
sis, and the great evolutionist myths with the receqt mst_ltu-
tions of public health; it claimed to ensure the physma.l vigor
and the moral cleanliness of the social body; 1t promlseFl to
eliminate defective individuals, degen.erate and .bast?rdlzed
populations. In the name of a biological anq historical ur-
gency, it justified the racisms of the statc,. w‘}‘nch at, ’the time
were on the horizon. It grounded them in “truth. )
When we compare these discourses on human §exualtty
with what was known at the time about the phy51olr5)gy of
animal and plant reproduction, we are struck_by the incon-
gruity. Their feeble content from t}}e st.anslpomt of elemen-
tary rationality, not to mention scientificity, earns them a
place apart in the history of knowledge. 'They form a
strangely muddled zone. Throughout the m.neteenth cen-
tury, sex seems to have been incorporated into two very
distinct orders of knowledge: a biology of reproduction,
which developed continuously according to a gefleral scien-
tific normativity, and a medicine of sex conformlpg to quite
different rules of formation. From one to the other, there was
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no real exchange, no reciprocal structuration; the role of the
first with respect to the second was scarcely more than as a
distant and quite fictitious guarantee: a blanket guarantee
under cover of which moral obstacles, economic or political
options, and traditional fears could be recast in a scientific-
sounding vocabulary. It is as if a fundzmental resistance
blocked the development of a rationally formed discourse
concerning human sex, its correlations, and its effects. A
disparity of this sort would indicate that the aim of such a
discourse was not to state the truth but to prevent its very
emergence. Underlying the difference between the physiol-
ogy of reproduction and the medical theories of sexuality, we
would have to see something other and something more than
an uneven scientific development or a disparity in the forms
of rationality; the one would partake of that immense will to
knowledge which has sustained the establishment of scien-
tific discourse in the West, whereas the other would derive
from a stubborn will to nonknowledge,

This much is undeniable: the learned discourse on sex that
was pronounced in the nineteenth century was imbued with
age-old delusions, but also with systematic blindnesses: a
refusal to see and to understand; but further—and this is the
crucial point—a refusal concerning the very thing that was
brought to light and whose formulation was urgently solic-
ited. For there can be no misunderstanding that is not based
on a fundamental relation to truth. Evading this truth, bar-
ring access to it, masking it: these were so many local tactics
which, as if by superimposition and through a last-minute
detour, gave a paradoxical form to a fundamental petition to
know. Choosing not to recognize was yet another vagary of
the will to truth. Let Charcot’s Salpétriére serve as an exam-
ple in this regard: it was an enormous apparatus for observa-
tion, with its examinations, interrogations, and experiments,
but it was also a machinery for incitement, with its public
presentations, its theater of ritual crises, carefully staged
with the help of ether or amyl nitrate, its interplay of dia-
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logues, palpations, laying on of hands, postures which the -

doctors elicited or obliterated with a gesture or a word, its

hierarchy of personnel who kept watch, organized, pro-

voked, monitored, and reported, and who accumulated an

immense pyramid of observations and dossiers. It is in the

context of this continuous incitement to discourse and to

truth that the real mechanisms of misunderstanding (mécorn-
naissance) operated: thus Charcot’s gesture interrupting a
public consultation where it began to be too manifestly a

question of “that”; and the more frequent practice of delet-
ing from the succession of dossiers what had been said and
demonstrated by the patients regarding sex, but also what
had been seen, provoked, solicited by the doctors themselves,
things that were almost entirely omitted from the published
observations.! The important thing, in this affair, is not that
these men shut their eyes or stopped their ears, or that they
were mistaken; it is rather that they constructed around and
apropos of sex an immense apparatus for producing truth,
even if this truth was to be masked at the last moment. The
essential point is that sex was not only a matter of sensation
and pleasure, of law and taboo, but also of truth and false-
hood, that the truth of sex became something fundamental,
useful, or dangerous, precious or formidable; in short, that
sex was constituted as a problem of truth. What needs to be
situated, therefore, is not the threshold of a new rationality
whose discovery was marked by Freud—or someone else—
but the progressive formation (and also the transformations)

'Cf,, for example, Désiré Bourneville, Jeonographie photographique de la Salpétriére
(1878-1881), pp. 110 ff. The unpublished documents dealing with the lessons of
Charcot, which can still be found at the Salpétriére, are again more explicit on this
point than the published texts. The interplay of incitement and elision is clearly
evident in them. A handwritten note gives an account of the session of November
25, 1877. The subject exhibits hysterical spasms; Charcot suspends an attack by
placing first his hand, then the end of a baton, on the woman's ovaries. He with-
draws the baton, and there is a fresh attack, which he accelerates by administering
inhalations of amyl nitrate. The afflicted woman then cries out for the sex-baton in
words that are devoid of any metaphor: “G. is taken away and her delirium
continues.”
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of that “interplay of truth and sex” which was bequeathed
to us by the nineteenth century, and which we may have
modified, but, lacking evidence to the contrary, have not rid
ourselves of. Misunderstandings, avoidances, and evasions
were only possible, and only had their effects, against the
background of this strange endeavor: to tell the truth of sex.
An eqdf_:avor that does not date from the nineteenth century
even if it was then that a nascent science lent it a singula;'
form. It was the basis of all the aberrant, naive, and cunning

discourses where knowledge of sex seems to have strayed for
such a long time.

Historically, there have been two great procedures for
producing the truth of sex.
Qn the one hand, the societies—and they are numerous:
Ch%na, Japan, India, Rome, the Arabo-Moslem societies—
which endowed themselves with an ars erotica. In the erotic
art, t.ruth is drawn from pleasure itself, understood as a
practice and accumulated as experience; pleasure is not con-
sidered in relation to an absolute law of the permitted and
the forbidden, nor by reference to a criterion of utility, but
first and foremost in relation to itself it is expcriencc;d as
Plea?.ure, evaluated in terms of its intensity, its specific qual-
ity, its duration, its reverberations in the body and the soul.
Moreover, this knowledge must be deflected back into the
se?cugl practice itself, in order to shape it as though from
within and amplify its effects. In this way, there is formed a
knowledge that must remain secret, not because of an ele-
ment of infamy that might attach to its object, but because
of the need to hold it in the greatest reserve, since, according
to.tradi_tion, it would lose its effectiveness and its virtue by
being divulged. Consequently, the relationship to the master
who holds the secrets is of paramount importance; only he
working alone, can transmit this art in an esoteri;: mannex"
ar_ld as the culmination of an initiation in which he guides the
disciple’s progress with unfailing skill and severity. The
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effects of this masterful art, which are considerably more
generous than the spareness of its prescriptions would lead
one to imagine, are said to transfigure the one fortunate
enough to receive its privileges: an absol.ute mastery of the
body, a singular bliss, obliviousness to time and limits, the
elixir of life, the exile of death and its threats.

On the face of it at least, our civilization possesses no ars -

erotica. In return, it is undoubtedly the only civili.zati.on to
practice a Scientia sexualis; or rather, the only civihza_non to
have developed over the centuries procedures for telling the
truth of sex which are geared to a form of knowledge-power
strictly opposed to the art of initiations and the masterful
secret: I have in mind the confession. o

Since the Middle Ages at least, Western s‘oczetles have
established the confession as one of the main rituals we rely
on for the production of truth: the codiﬁ.ca_tion of the‘ sacra-
ment of penance by the Lateran Council in 1215, with t.he
resulting development of confessional tcch.mqu.es,' the 'dec!m-
ing importance of accusatory procedures in criminal justice,
the abandonment of tests of guilt (sworn statements, c}uels,
judgments of God) and the dcvcloPment‘ Qf mf:thods of inter-
rogation and inquest, the increased participation of the royal
administration in the prosecution of infractions, at the ex-
pense of proceedings leading to private §ettlements, t}\e set-
ting up of tribunals of Inquisition: all this hlei.pcd to give the
confession a central role in the order of civil and religious
powers. The evolution of the word avowal and qf the legal
function it designated is itself emblematic of .thls c‘levelop-
ment: from being a guarantee of the status, 1dent1ty., apd
value granted to one person by another, it came to signify
someone’s acknowledgment of his own actions and thoughts.
For a long time, the individual was vouched fpr by the refer-
ence of others and the demonstration of his ties to the com-
monweal (family, allegiance, protection); then he was
authenticated by the discourse of truth he was able or obllged
to pronounce concerning himself. The truthful confession
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was inscribed at the heart of the procedures of individualiza-
tion by power.

In any case, next to the testing rituals, next to the testi-
mony of witnesses, and the learned methods of observation
and demonstration, the corifession became one of the West’s
most highly valued techniques for producing truth. We have
since become & singularly confessing society. The confession
has spread its effects far and wide. It plays a part in justice,
medicine, education, family relationships, and love relations,
in the most ordinary affairs of everyday life, and in the most
solemn rites; one confesses one’s crimes, one’s sins, one’s
thoughts and desires, one’s illnesses and troubles; one goes
about telling, with the greatest precision, whatever is most
difficult to tell. One confesses in public and in private, to
one’s parents, one’s educators, one’s doctor, to those one
loves; one admits to oneself, in pleasure and in pain, things
it would be impossible to tell to anyone else, the things people
write books about. One confesses—or is forced to confess,
When it is not spontaneous or dictated by some internal
imperative, the confession is wrung from a person by vio-
lence or threat; it is driven from its hiding place in the soul,
or extracted from the body. Since the Middle Ages, torture
has accompanied it like a shadow, and supported it when it
could go no further: the dark twins.? The most defenseless
tenderness and the bloodiest of powers have a similar need
of confession. Western man has become a confessing animal.

Whence a metamorphosis in literature; we have passed
from a pleasure to be recounted and heard, centering on the
heroic or marvelous narration of “trials” of bravery or saint-
hood, to a literature ordered according to the infinite task of
extracting from the depths of oneself, in between the words,
a truth which the very form of the confession holds out like
a shimmering mirage. Whence too this new way of philo-
sophizing: seeking the fundamenta) relation to the true, not

Greek law had already coupled torture and confession, at least where slaves were
concerned, and Imperial Roman law had widened the practice.
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simply in oneself—in some forgotten kr.mwlledge, or in a
certain primal trace—but in the self-exanlunatlon that ylelds,
through a multitude of fleeting impressions, the baS-lC cer-
tainties of consciousness. The obligation to confess is now
relayed through so many different points,' is so de_eply in-
grained in us, that we no longer perceive it as the effect of
a power that constrains us; on the contrary, it seems”to us
that truth, lodged in our most secret nature, “demands or}ly
to surface; that if it fails to do so, this is because a constraint
holds it in place, the violence of a power weighs it dowg, and
it can finally be articulated only at the price of a kind qf
liberation. Confession frees, but power reduces-one to si-
lence; truth does not belong to the orde.r pf power, but.share's
an original affinity with freedom: tradltlona,l, themes in phi-
losophy, which a “political history of truth” would have to
overturn by showing that truth is not by nature frete—nor
error servile—but that its production is thoroughly 1mbut_ad
with relations of power. The confession is an e.:xample of this.
One has to be completely taken in by this internal ruse of
confession in order to attribute a fundamental role to censor-
ship, to taboos regarding speaking and thinkingi one has to
have an inverted image of power in order to belfxe-v'e th_at all
these voices which have spoken so long in our ClVlllZﬂt.lon—
repeating the formidable injunction to tell what one is and
what one does, what one recollects and what one has ff)rgot-
ten, what one is thinking and what one th@nks he is not
thinking—are speaking to us of freedom. Ap immense labor
to which the West has submitted generations in order to
produce—while other forms of work ensured 'the_accumula-
tion of capital—men’s subjection: their constitution as .sub-
jects in both senses of the word. Imagine ho.w.exorbltant
must have seemed the order given to all Christians at the
beginning of the thirteenth century, to knee]_at least once a
year and confess to all their transgressions, .w1thout omitting
a single one. And think of that obscure partisan, seven centu-
ries later, who had come to rejoin the Serbian resistance deep
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in the mountains; his superiors asked him to write his life
story; and when he brought them a few miserable pages,
scribbled in the night, they did not look at them but only said
to him, “Start over, and tell the truth.” Should those much-
discussed language taboos make us forget this millennial
yoke of confession?

From the Christian penance to the present day, sex was a
privileged theme of confession. A thing that was hidden, we
are told. But what if, on the contrary, it was what, in a quite
particular way, one confessed? Suppose the obligation to
conceal it was but another aspect of the duty to admit to it
(concealing it all the more and with greater care as the
confession of it was more important, requiring a stricter
ritual and promising more decisive effects)? What if sex in
our society, on a scale of several centuries, was something
that was placed within an unrelenting system of confession?
The transformation of sex into discourse, which I spoke of
earlier, the dissemination and reinforcement of heterogene-
ous sexualities, are perhaps two elements of the same deploy-
ment: they are linked together with the help of the central
element of a confession that compels individuals to articulate
their sexual peculiarity—no matter how extreme. In Greece,
truth and sex were linked, in the form of pedagogy, by the
transmission of a precious knowledge from one body to an-
other; sex served as a medium for initiations into learning,.
For us, it is in the confession that truth and sex are joined,
through the obligatory and exhaustive expression of an indi-
vidual secret. But this time it is truth that serves as a medium
for sex and its manifestations.

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speak-
ing subject is also the subject of the statement; it is also a
ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does
not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a
partner who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority
who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it,
and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console,
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and reconcile; a ritual in which the truth is corroborated by
the obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount in order
to be formulated; and finally, a ritual in which the expression
alone, independently of its external consequences, produces
intrinsic modifications in the person who articulates it: it
exonerates, redeems, and purifies him; it unburdens him of
his wrongs, liberates him, and promises him salvation. For
centuries, the truth of sex was, at least for the most part,
caught up in this discursive form. Moreover, this form was
not the same as that of education (sexual education confined
itself to general principles and rules of prudence); nor was it
that of initiation (which remained essentially a silent prac-
tice, which the act of sexual enlightenment or deflowering
merely rendered laughable or violent). As we have seen, itis
a form that is far removed from the one governing the “erotic
art.” By virtue of the power structure immanent in it, the
confessional discourse cannot come from above, as in the ars
erotica, through the sovereign will of a master, but rather
from below, as an obligatory act of speech which, under some
imperious compulsion, breaks the bonds of discretion or for-
getfulness. What secrecy it presupposes is not owing to the
high price of what it has to say and the small number of those
who are worthy of its benefits, but to its obscure familiarity
and its general baseness. Its veracity is not guaranteed by the
lofty authority of the magistery, nor by the tradition it trans-
mits, but by the bond, the basic intimacy in discourse, be-
tween the one who speaks and what he is speaking about. On
the other hand, the agency of domination does not reside in
the one who speaks (for it is he who is constrained), but in
the one who listens and says nothing; not in the one who
knows and answers, but in the one who questions and is not
supposed to know. And this discourse of truth finally takes
effect, not in the one who receives it, but in the one from
whom it is wrested. With these confessed truths, we are a
long way from the learned initiations into pleasure, with
their technique and their mystery. On the other hand, we
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belong to a society which has ordered sex’s difficult knowl-
edge, not according to the transmission of secrets, but
around the slow surfacing of confidential statements.

The f:onfession was, and still remains, the general standard
governing the production of the true discourse on sex. It has
undergone a considerable transformation, however. For a
long time, it remained firmly entrenched in the practice of
penance. But with the rise of Protestantism, the Counter
Reformation, eighteenth-century pedagogy, and nineteenth-
century medicine, it gradually lost its ritualistic and exclu-
sive localization; it spread,; it has been employed in a whole
series of relationships: children and parents, students and
educators, patients and psychiatrists, delinquents and ex-
perts. Th.e motivations and effects it is expected to produce
have van;d. as have the forms it has taken: interrogations
consultations, autobiographical narratives, letters; they have’
b'een recorded, transcribed, assembled into dossiers, pub-
h‘shed, and commented on. But more important, the confes-
sion lends itself, if not to other domains, at least to new ways
of exploring the existing ones. It is no longer a question
_slmpIy of saying what was done—the sexual act—and how
it was done; but of reconstructing, in and around the act, the
thm'J,ghgs that recapitulated it, the obsessions that acc,om-
panied it, the images, desires, modulations, and quality of the
plegsure that animated it. For the first time no doubt, a
society has taken upon itself to solicit and hear the imparti’ng

of individual pleasures.

A dissemination, then, of procedures of confession, a mul-

tiple localization of their constraint, a widening of their do-

main:l a great archive of the pleasures of sex was gradually
constrtuted. For a long time this archive dematerialized as it

was formed. It regularly disappeared without a trace (thus
. Suiting the'purposes of the Christian pastoral) until medi-
~cine, psychiatry, and pedagogy began to solidify it: Campe,
Salzmann, and especially Kaan, Krafft-Ebing, Tardieu,
- Molle, and Havelock Ellis carefully assembled this whole
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pitiful, lyrical outpouring from the sexual mosaic. Western
societies thus began to keep an indefinite record of these
people’s pleasures. They made up a herbal of. them agd estab-
lished a system of classification. They described their every-
day deficiencies as well as their oddities or ex'asperatlons.
This was an important time. It is easy to make li_ght of these
nineteenth-century psychiatrists, who made a point of apqlo-
gizing for the horrors they were about to let spea?c, evokmg
“immoral behavior” or “aberrations of the genetic senses,
but I am more inclined to applaud their seriousness: they had
a feeling for momentous events. It was a time when t_he most
singular pleasures were called upon to pronounce 4 discourse
of truth concerning themselves, a discourse which haq to
model itself after that which spoke, not of sin and sglvatmn,
but of bodies and life processes—the discourse of science. It
was enough to make one’s voice trem!)le, for an 1mprol')able
thing was then taking shape: a confessional science, a science
which relied on a many-sided extortion, and took for its
object what was unmentionable but admitted .to nonetheless.
The scientific discourse was scandalized, or in any case re-
pelled, when it had to take charge of this whole discourse
from below. It was also faced with a theoretical'and methoq-
ological paradox: the long discussions concerning tht? possi-
bility of constituting a science of the subject, the validity of
introspection, lived experience as evidence, or the presence
of consciousness to itself were responses to this Problem that
is inherent in the functioning of truth in our society: can one
articulate the production of truth according to thp old juridi-
co-religious model of confession, and the extoxl'tlon‘of confi-
dential evidence according to the rules of scientific Fhscqurse?
Those who believe that sex was more rigorously elided in the
nineteenth century than ever before, through a formidable
mechanism of blockage and a deficiency of discourse, can say
what they please. There was no deficiency, but rather an
excess, a redoubling, too much rather than not enough dis-
course, in any case an interference between two modes of
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production of truth: procedures of confession, and scientific
discursivity.

And instead of adding up the errors, naivetés, and moral-
isms that plagued the nineteenth-century discourse of truth
concerning sex, we would do better to locate the procedures
by which that will to knowledge regarding sex, which cha-
racterizes the modern Occident, caused the rituals of confes-
sion to function within the norms of scientific regularity: how
did this immense and traditional extortion of the sexual con-
fession come to be constituted in scientific terms?

1. Through a clinical codification of the inducement to
speak. Combining confession with examination, the personal
history with the deployment of a set of decipherable signs
and symptoms; the interrogation, the exacting questionnaire,
and hypnosis, with the recollection of memories and free
association: all were ways of reinscribing the procedure of
confession in a field of scientifically acceptable observations.

2. Through the postulate of a general and diffuse causality.
Having to tell everything, being able to pose questions about
everything, found their justification in the principle that en-
dowed sex with an inexhaustible and polymorphous causal
power. The most discrete event in one’s sexual behavior—
whether an accident or a deviation, a deficit or an excess—
was deemed capable of entailing the most varied conse-
quences throughout one's existence; there was scarcely a
malady or physical disturbance to which the nineteenth cen-
tury did not impute at least some degree of sexual etiology.
From the bad habits of children to the phthises of adults, the
apoplexies of old people, nervous maladies, and the degener-
ations of the race, the medicine of that era wove an entire
network of sexual causality to explain them. This may well
appear fantastic to us, but the principle of sex as a “cause of
any and everything” was the theoretical underside of a con-
fession that had to be thorough, meticulous, and constant,
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and at the same time operate within a scientific type of
practice. The limitless dangers that sex carried with it jus-
tified the exhaustive character of the inquisition to which it
was subjected.

3. Through the principle of a latency intrinsic to sexuality.
If it was necessary to extract the truth of sex througlh the
technique of confession, this was not simply because it was
difficult to tell, or stricken by the taboos of decenc_y, but
because the ways of sex were obscure; it was cluswc. by
nature; its energy and its mechanisms escaped o!)servatlpn,
and its causal power was partly clandestine. By m'tcgratmg
it into the beginnings of a scientific discour.se, t}_le nineteenth
century altered the scope of the confession; 1t.tcndeld no
longer to be concerned solely with what the subjeclt w1.shed
to hide, but with what was hidden from himself, being inca-
pable of coming to light except gradual!y and through the
labor of a confession in which the questioner and the ques-
tioned each had a part to play. The principle of a laltency
essential to sexuality made it possible to link the forcing of
a difficult confession to a scientific practice. It had to be
exacted, by force, since it involved something that tried to
stay hidden.

4. Through the method of interpretation. If one had to
confess, this was not merely because the person to wihom one
confessed had the power to forgive, console, anq direct, but
because the work of producing the truth was obl_lged to pass
through this relationship if it was to be scientifically val-
dated. The truth did not reside solely in the subject w}.m, by
confessing, would reveal it wholly formcd: It was const}tuted
in two stages: present but incomplete, blind t'o 1t§elf, in the
one who spoke, it could only reach completion in the one
who assimilated and recorded it. It was the latter’s f}mctmn
to verify this obscure truth: the revelation of .confesswn had
to be coupled with the decipherment of what it said. The one
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who listened was not simply the forgiving master, the judge
who condemned or acquitted; he was the master of truth. His
was a hermaneutic function. With regard to the confession,
his power was not only to demand it before it was made, or
decide what was to follow after it, but also to constitute a
discourse of truth on the basis of its decipherment. By no
longer making the confession a test, but rather a sign, and by
making sexuality something to be interpreted, the nineteenth
century gave itself the possibility of causing the procedures

of confession to operate within the regular formation of a
scientific discourse.

5. Through the medicalization of the effects of confession.
The obtaining of the confession and its effects were recodified
as therapeutic operations. Which meant first of ali that the
sexual domain was no longer accounted for simply by the
notions of error or sin, excess or transgression, but was
placed under the rule of the normal and the pathological
(which, for that matter, were the transposition of the former
categories); a characteristic sexual morbidity was defined for
the first time; sex appeared as an extremely unstable patho-
logical field: a surface of repercussion for other ailments, but
also the focus of a specific nosography, that of instincts,
tendencies, images, pleasure, and conduct. This implied fur-
thermore that sex would derive its meaning and its necessity
from medical interventions: it would be required by the doc-
tor, necessary for diagnosis, and effective by nature in the
cure. Spoken in time, to the proper party, and by the person

who was both the bearer of it and the one responsible for it,
the truth healed.

Let us consider things in broad historical perspective:
breaking with the traditions of the ars erotica, our society has
equipped itself with a scientiz sexualis, To be more precise,
it has pursued the task of producing true discourses concern-
ing sex, and this by adapting—not without difficulty—the
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ancient procedure of confession to the rules of scientific di.s-
course. Paradoxically, the scientia sexualis that cmerge:d in
the nineteenth century kept as its nucleus the sipgular r1tu‘a1
of obligatory and exhaustive confession, which in the Chris-
tian West was the first technique for producing the truth of
sex. Beginning in the sixteenth century, this rite gra@ually
detached itself from the sacrament of penance, and via the
guidance of souls and the direction of con.scien.ce--the ars
artium—emigrated toward pedagogy, relationships betwelen
adults and children, family relations, medicine, and psychia-
try. In any case, nearly one hundred and fifty years ha‘ve gone
into the making of a complex machinery for prqducmg true
discourses on sex: a deployment that spans a wide segment
of history in that it connects the ancient injunction of confes-
sion to clinical listening methods. It is this deployment that
enables something called “sexuality” to embody the truth of
sex and its pleasures. _
“Sexuality”: the correlative of that slowlyl developt":d dis-
cursive practice which constitutes the scientia sexual:s'. The
essential features of this sexuality are not the expression of
a representation that is more or less distorted by ideology, or
of a misunderstanding caused by taboos; they correspond to
the functional requirements of a discourse that must proc_luce
its truth. Situated at the point of intersection of a techmqge
of confession and a scientific discursivity, where certain
major mechanisms had to be found for adapting them to one
another {the listening technique, the postulat.e of caqsahty,
the principle of latency, the rule of interpretation, thg 1m13f3r-
ative of medicalization), sexuality was defined as being *by
nature”: a domain susceptible to pathological processes, and
hence one calling for therapeutic or normalizing interven-
tions; a field of meanings to decipher; the site of processes
concealed by specific mechanisms; a focus of indefinite causal
relations; and an obscure speech (parole) that‘ had to be
ferreted out and listened to. The “economy”’ of dlscourscts——
their intrinsic technology, the necessities of their operation,
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the tactics they employ, the effects of power which underlie
them and which they transmit—this, and not a system of
representations, is what determines the essential features of
what they have to say. The history of sexuality—that is, the
history of what functioned in the nineteenth century as a
specific field of truth—must first be written from the view-
point of a history of discourses.
Let us put forward a general working hypothesis. The
society that emerged in the nineteenth century—bourgeois,
capitalist, or industrial society, call it what you will—did not
confront sex with a fundamental refusal of recognition. On
the contrary, it put into operation an entire machinery for
producing true discourses concerning it. Not only did it
speak of sex and compel everyone to do so; it also set out to
formulate the uniform truth of sex. As if it suspected sex of
harboring a fundamental secret. As if it needed this produc-
tion of truth. As if it was essential that sex be inscribed not
only in an economy of pleasure but in an ordered system of
knowledge. Thus sex gradually became an object of great
suspicion; the general and disquieting meaning that pervades
our conduct and our existence, in spite of ourselves; the point
of weakness where evil portents reach through to us; the
fragment of darkness that we each carry within us: a general
signification, a universal secret, an omnipresent cause, a fear
that never ends. And so, in this “question” of sex (in both
senses: as interrogation and problematization, and as the
need for confession and integration into a field of rationality),
two processes emerge, the one always conditioning the other:
we demand that sex speak the truth (but, since it is the secret
and is oblivious to its own nature, we reserve for ourselves
the function of telling the truth of its truth, revealed and
deciphered at last), and we demand that it tell us our truth,
or rather, the deeply buried truth of that truth about our-
selves which we think we possess in our immediate con-
sciousness. We tell it its truth by deciphering what it tells us
about that truth; it tells us our own by delivering up that part
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of it that escaped us. From this interplay there has evolved,
over several centuries, a knowledge of the subject; a knowl-
edge not so much of his form, but of that which div.idcs him,
determines him perhaps, but above all causes hl_m to be
ignorant of himself. As unlikely as this may seem, it should
not surprise us when we think of the long history of the
Christian and juridical confession, of the shifts and traflsfozu
mations this form of knowledge-power, so important in _the
West, has undergone: the project of a science of the subj‘ect
has gravitated, in ever narrowing circles, around the question
of sex. Causality in the subject, the unconscious of the sub-
ject, the truth of the subject in the other who .knows, the
knowledge he holds unbeknown to him, all this found an
opportunity to deploy itself in the discours? of Sex. Not,
however, by reason of some natural property inherent in sex
itself, but by virtue of the tactics of power immanent in this
discourse.

Scientia sexualis versus ars erotica, no doubt. But it should
be noted that the ars erotica did not disappear altogether
from Western civilization; nor has it always been abse.nt from
the movement by which one sought to produce a science of
sexuality. In the Christian confession, but especially in the
direction and examination of conscience, in the search i“or
spiritual union and the love of God, there was a whole_serles
of methods that had much in common with an erotic art:
guidance by the master along a path of initiation,' the inten-
sification of experiences extending down to their physical
components, the optimization of effects by the di§course that
accompanied them. The phenomena of possession and ec-
stasy, which were quite frequent in the Catholicism of the
Counter Reformation, were undoubtedly effects that had gc?t
outside the control of the erotic technique immanent in this
subtle science of the flesh. And we must ask whether, since
the nineteenth century, the scientia sexualis—under the
guise of its decent positivism—has not functioned, at least to
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a certain extent, as an ars erotica. Perhaps this production
of truth, intimidated though it was by the scientific model,
multiplied, intensified, and even created its own intrinsic
pleasures. It is often said that we have been incapable of
imagining any new pleasures. We have at least invented a
different kind of pleasure: pleasure in the truth of pleasure,
the pleasure of knowing that truth, of discovering and expos-
ing it, the fascination of seeing it and telling it, of captivating
and capturing others by it, of confiding it in secret, of luring
it out in the open—the specific pleasure of the true discourse
on pleasure,

The most important elements of an erotic art linked to our
knowledge about sexuality are not to be sought in the ideal,
promised to us by medicine, of a healthy sexuality, nor in the
humanist dream of a complete and flourishing sexuality, and
certainly not in the lyricism of orgasm and the good feelings
of bio-energy (these are but aspects of its normalizing utiliza-
tion), but in this multiplication and intensification of pleas-
ures connected to the production of the truth about sex. The
learned volumes, written and read; the consultations and
examinations; the anguish of answering questions and the
delights of having one’s words interpreted: all the stories told
to oneself and to others, so much curiosity, so many confi-
dences offered in the face of scandal, sustained—but not
without trembling a little—by the obligation of truth; the
profusion of secret fantasies and the dearly paid right to
whisper them to whoever is able to hear them; in short, the
formidable “‘pleasure of analysis” (in the widest sense of the
latter term) which the West has cleverly been fostering for
several centuries: all this constitutes something like the er-
rant fragments of an erotic art that is secretly transmitted by
confession and the science of sex, Must we conclude that our
scientia sexualis is but an extraordinarily subtle form of ars
erotica, and that it is the Western, sublimated version of that
seemingly lost tradition? Or must we suppose that all these
pleasures are only the by-products of a sexual science, a
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bonus that compensates for its many stresses and strains?

In any case, the hypothesis of a power of repression ex-
erted by our society on sex for economic reasons appears to
me quite inadequate if we are to explain this whole series of
reinforcements and intensifications that our preliminary in-
quiry has discovered: a proliferation of discourses, carefully
tailored to the requirements of power; the solidification of the
sexual mosaic and the construction of devices capable not
only of isolating it but of stimulating and provoking it, of
forming it into focuses of attention, discourse, and pleasure;
the mandatory production of confessions and the subsequent
establishment of a system of legitimate knowledge and of an
economy of manifold pleasures. We are dealing not nearly so
much with a negative mechanism of exclusion as with the
operation of a subtle network of discourses, special knowl-
edges, pleasures, and powers. At issue is not a movement
bent on pushing rude sex back into some obscure and inac-
cessible region, but on the contrary, a process that spreads
it over the surface of things and bodies, arouses it, draws it
out and bids it speak, implants it in reality and enjoins it to
tell the truth: an entire glittering sexual array, reflected in a
myriad of discourses, the obstination of powers, and the
interplay of knowledge and pleasure.

All this is an illusion, it will be said, a hasty impression
behind which a more discerning gaze will surely discover the
same great machinery of repression. Beyond these few phos-
phorescences, are we not sure to find once more the somber
law that always says no? The answer will have to come out
of a historical inquiry. An inquiry concerning the manner in
which a knowledge of sex has been forming over the last
three centuries: the manner in which the discourses that take
it as their object have multiplied, and the reasons for which
we have come to attach a nearly fabulous price to the truth
they claimed to produce. Perhaps these historical analyses
will end by dissipating what this cursory survey seems 10
suggest. But the postulate I started out with, and would like
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to hold to as long as possible, is that these deployments of
power and knowledge, of truth and pleasures, so unlike those
of repression, are not necessarily secondary and derivative:
and further, that repression is not in any case fundamentai
and overriding. We need to take these mechanisms seriously,
therefore, and reverse the direction of our analysis: rather
‘than assuming a generally acknowledged repression, and an
ignorance measured against what we are supposed to know,
we must begin with these positive mechanisms, insofar as
they produce knowledge, multiply discourse, induce pleas-
ure, and generate power; we must investigate the conditions
of their emergence and operation, and try to discover how
the related facts of interdiction or concealment are dis-
tributed with respect to them. In short, we must define the

strategies of power that are immanent in this will to knowl-

edge. As far as sexuality is concerned, we shall attempt to

constitute the “political economy” of a will to knowledge.




PART FIVE

Right of Death

and Power over Life



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 patriq
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.' 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 the defense of the sovereign,
and his own survival. Must we follow Hobbes in seeing it 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 shouid it be regarded as a specific right that was
manifested with the formation of that new juridical being,
! S8amuel von Pufendorf, Le Droir de In hature (French trans., 1734), p. 445
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the sovereign?” 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 (prélévement), a
subtraction mechanism, a right to appropriate.a portion of
the wealth, a tax of products, goods and services, labor and
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 of a life-adminis-
tering power and to define itself accordingly. This death that
was based on the right of the sovereign is now manifested as
simply the reverse of the right of the social body to ensure,
maintain, or develop its life. Yet wars were never as bloody
as they have been since the nineteenth century, and all things

**'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 holocausts
on their own populations. But this formidable power of death
—and t.hlls 1s perhaps what accounts for part of its force and
the cynicism with which it has S0 greatly expanded its limits
—now presents itself as the counterpart of a power that
exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavors to adminis-
ter, optimize, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls
and comprehensive regulations. Wars are no longer waged in
the name of a sovereign who must be defended: they are
u'raged on behalf of the existence of everyone; enti;'c popula-
tions are mobilized for the purpose of wholesale slaughter in
the name of life Necessity: massacres have become vital Itis
as managers Qf life and survival, of bodies angd the race. that
S0 many regimes have been able to wage SO many ;vars
causing s0 many men to be killed. And through a turn that’
closes the circle, as the technology of wars has caused them
to tc:}q i.ncreasinglyv 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 procms;
the Power 1o expose a whole population to death js the
u.ndersxde:- of the power to guarantee an individual’s con-
tinued existence. The principle underlying the tactics of bat-
t‘le.—that one has to be capable of killing in order to go on
living—has become the principle that defines the strategy of
stz}tes. But the existence in question is no longer the Jjuridical
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
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
by putting people to death, when its main role 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. One had the right to kill those
who represented a kind of biological danger to others.
One might say that the ancient right to take life or /et live
was replaced by a power to foster life or disallow it to the
point of death. This is perhaps what explains that disqualifi-
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 turn 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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s-_ociological analysis; it testified to the individu, i
right to di.e, at the borders and in the intersticesilft:;vz?:l?:
was exercised over life. This determination to die, strange
and yet so persistent and constant in its manifestations alfd
consequently so difficult to explain as being due to partic’:ular
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 concre{c 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
of development linked together by a whole intermediary
cluster qf relations. One of these poles—the first to be
f(?l'n.lec.l, It seems—centered on the body as a machine: it
dlspiphmng, the optimization of its capabilities, the exton‘ion
of its forces, the paralle] increase of its usefulness and its
docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic
controls, z_tl.l this was ensured by the procedures of power that
characterized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the
human body. The second, formed somewhat later, focused
on the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of
llfe'and Serving as the basis of the biological processes: propa-
gatron, births and mortality, the level of health, life expect-
ancy and longevity, with ail the conditions that can cause
the§e to vary. Their supervision was effected through an
entllr?. series of interventions and regulatory controls: a bio-
politics of 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-
plpycd. The setting up, in the course of the classical age, of
tl.ns: 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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was now carefully supplanted by the adminis?ration of boc.hes
and the calculated management of life. Dunt_1g the. cl'ass‘lca}
period, there was a rapid development of various disciplines
—universities, secondary schools, barracks, \.vgrkshops;
there was also the emergence, in the field of polxthal prac-
tices and economic observation, of the prob]gms (:'if birthrate,
longevity, public health, housing, and migration. Hence
there was an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques
for achieving the subjugation of b.odies and the contr‘(‘)l.of
populations, marking the beginning pf an era of blfii
power.” The two directions takgn by 1ts. development sti
appeared to be clearly separate in the eighteenth century.
With regard to discipline, this development was eml?odled in
institutions such as the army and the sghools, and in reflec-
tions on tactics, apprenticeship, education, and the nature of
societies, ranging from the strictly miiitary 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 weﬁlth
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 'sensatlons, but also
a theory of the social compositipn of mterests—lde:ologyg
being a doctrine of apprenticeship, but also a c%octnne o
contracts and the regulated formation of the §ocml Pody—
no doubt constituted the abstract discourse in wh‘lch one
sought to coordinate these two techniqufes of power in order
to construct a general theory of it. In point of fact, howevFr,
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 deployn_lent of
sexuality would be one of them, and one of the most impor-

tant. . o )
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 of both these
factors, their reinforcement as well as their availability and
docility; it had to have methods of power capable of optirniz-
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 rechnigues 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 hay-
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, intq tl.xe sphere c?f
political techniques. It is not a question of claiming tl_lat 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 histm:lcal had re1:namcd ve;y
strong for thousands of years; epidemllcs an'd famine were the
two great dramatic forms of this relationship that was glways
dominated by the menace of death. ‘But th'rough a circular
process, the economic—and primarily agnculturgl—-devel-
opment of the eighteenth century, afxd an increase in pmdl}l:':-
tivity and resources even more rapid than the .dcmograp ic
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; dgath was ceasing
to torment life so directly. But at the same time, the de.velqp-
ment of the different fields of knowledge concemefl with life
in general, the improvement of agriculltural techrthugs, 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 degth. In the space
for movement thus conquered, and broadening and organiz-
ing that space, methods of power and knowledge assumec:
responsibility for the life processes and undertook tq cont}xl'ot
and modify them. Western man was gra.dually learning wha
it meant to be a living species in a liy1.ng wo_rld, to ha.vg a
body, conditions of existence, probabilities of life, an individ-
ual and collective welfare, forces that cpuld be‘modlﬁed,.anc}
a space in which they could be distributed in an optima
manner. For the first time in history, no doubt, blolo.gl.cal
existence was reflected in political existence; the fact of hvmg
was no longer an inaccessible substrate that only emerggd
from time to time, amid the randomness of death and 1t;
fatality; part of it passed into knowledge’s field of control a?; X
power’s sphere of intervention. Power would no lor;ger e
dealing simply with legal subjects over whom the ultima
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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. If one 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 totaily 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 microbiology. But what might be called a society’s

“threshold of modernity” has been reached when the life of

the species is wagered on its 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 question of man was raised—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 relation between history and life: in this dual position of
life that placed it at the same time outside history, in its
biological environment, and inside human historicity, pene-
trated by the latter’s techniques 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. The law always refers to
the sword. But a power whose task is to take charge of life
needs continuous regulatory and corrective mechanisms. It
is no longer a matter of bringing death into play in the field
of sovereignty, but of distributing the living in the domain of
value and utility. Such a power has to qualify, measure,
appraise, and hierarchize, rather than display itself in its
murderous splendor; it does not have to draw the line that
separates the enemies of the sovereign from his obedient
subjects; it effects distributions around the norm. I do not
mean to say that the law fades into the 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 normal-
izing society is the historical outcome of a technology of
power centered on life. We have entered a phase of juridical
regression 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 challf:nged the general system of power were not guided
by the belief in a return to former rights, or by the age-old
drm of a cycle of time or a Golden Age. One no longer
a§plred toward the coming of the emperor of the poor, or fhe
!ungcliom of the latter days, or even the restoration ,of our
imagined ancestral rights; what was demanded and what
serv?d 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 tl;at
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
1f the latter were formulated through affirmations conce.’ming
rights. The “right” to life, to one’s body, to health, to happi-
ness, to the satisfaction of needs, and beyond all tilc opprSs-
sions or “alienations,” the “right” to rediscover what one is
and gil that one can be, this “right”—which the classical
Jundical system was utterly incapable of comprehending—
was the political response to all these new pr‘c:)ceclun:e’.g of

power which did not derive, either, from th iti ;
of sovereignty. ' e traditional right

‘ 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-
c:.al Fec'lmology of life. On the one hand it was tied to the
@sc:phngs of the body: the harnessing, intensification, and
d_lstnbutlon of forces, the adjustment and economy of ::ner-
gies. 013 the other hand, it was applied to the regulation of
populations, through all the far-reaching effects of its activ-

. ity. Itfitted in both categories at once, giving rise to infinitesi-

mal syrveillances, permanent controls, extremely meticulous
orderings of space, indeterminate medical or psychological

' examinations, to an entire micro-power concerned with the
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body. But it gave rise as well to compretlxensive measures,
statistical assessments, and interventions aimed at the entire
social body or at groups taken as a whole. Sex was a means
of access both to the life of the body and the 'hfc.e of the
species. It was employed as a standard for t‘he dlsc1p_hnes and
as a basis for regulations. This is why in the nmete.enth
century sexuality was sought out in the srpallest dfetalls of
individual existences; it was tracked down in bc;hawor, pur-
sued in dreams; it was suspected of underlying t'hc least
follies, it was traced back into the earliest years of cl}lldhood;
it became the stamp of individuality—at the same time w_hat
enabled one to analyze the latter and what made it possible
to master it. But one also sees it becgming the the‘me‘ of
political operations, economic interventions (t.hrough incite-
ments to or curbs on procreation), and 1deolog1c.a1 campaigns
for raising standards of morality and responsibility: it wa«.;
put forward as the index of a socigty’s 'stren.gth, revealing o
both its political energy and its biological vigor. Spread out
from one pole to the other of this technolo;y of sex was a
whole series of different tactics that combined in varying
proportions the objective of disciplining the body and that of
tin ulations.
regvlilfl}?eni i:ﬁs importance of the four great lines of atta'.ck
along which the politics of sex advam.:ec! fc?r two centuries.
Each one was a way of combining disciplinary techmqpes
with regulative methods. The first two resth on the require-
ments of regulation, on a whole thematic of -the species,
descent, and collective welfare, in order to ob.tam results at
the level of discipline; the sexualization of children was ac-
comptlished in the form of a campaign for the hea!th of th;
race (precocious sexuality was presented from_ the i ghteent
century to the end of the nineteenth as an epidemic menalce
that risked compromising not only the future health of adults
but the future of the entire society and species); t}le l}ystf:nza-
tion of women, which involved a thorough. medicalization of
their bodies and their sex, was carried out in the name of the
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responsibility they owed to the health of their children, the
solidity of the family institution, and the safeguarding of
society. It was the reverse relationship that applied in the
case of birth controls and the psychiatrization of perversions:
here the intervention was regulatory in nature, but it had to
rely on the demand for individual disciplines and constraints
(dressages). Broadly speaking, at the juncture of the “body”
and the “population,” sex became a crucial target of a power
organized around the management of life rather than the
menace of death.

The blood relation long remained an important element in
the mechanisms of power, its manifestations, and its rituals,
For a society in which the systems of alliance, the political
form of the sovereign, the differentiation into orders and
castes, and the value of descent lines were predominant; for
a society in which famine, epidemics, and violence made
death imminent, blood constituted one of the fundamental
values. It owed its high value at the same time to its instru-
mental role (the ability to shed blood), to the way it func-
tioned in the order of signs (to have a certain blood, to be of
the same blood, to be prepared to risk one's blood), and also
to its precariousness (easily spilled, subject to drying up, too
readily mixed, capable of being quickly corrupted). A society
of blood—I was tempted to say, of “sanguinity”—where
power spoke through blood: the honor of war, the fear of
famine, the triumph of death, the sovereign with his sword,
executioners, and tortures; blood was a reality with a sym-
bolic function. We, on the other hand, are in a society of
“sex,” or rather a society “with a sexuality”: the mechanisms
of power are addressed to the body, to life, to what causes
it to proliferate, to what reinforces the species, its stamina,

(its ability to dominate, or its capacity for being used.

Through the themes of health, progeny, race, the future of
the species, the vitality of the social body, power spoke of
sexuality and fo sexuality; the latter was not a mark or a
symbol, it was an object and a target. Moreover, its impor-
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tance was due less to its rarity or its prccariouspess than to
its insistence, its insidious presence, the fact that it was every-
where an object of excitement and fear at t?le same tlm‘c.
Power delineated it, aroused it, and employed it as the prohlf-
erating meaning that had always to be takgn control of again
lest it escape; it was an effect with a meaning-value. 1 dg no;
mean to say that a substitution of sex for blood was by itsel
responsible for all the transformations that markgt.’{ .the
threshoid of our modernity. It is not the soul of two civiliza-
tions or the organizing principle of two cultural forms that
I am attempting to express; I am looking fo.r the reasons for
which sexuality, far from being repressed in the society of
that period, on the contrary was con§tantly -arouscd. Th_e
new procedures of power that were devised during the classi-
cal age and employed in the nineteenth cgntury were what
caused our societies to go from a symbolics of blood to an
analytics of sexuality. Clearly, nothing was more on the side
of the law, death, transgression, the symbolic, a:md sove-
reignty than blood; just as sexuality was on the side of the
norm, knowledge, life, meaning, the disciplines, and regula-
tions. . _
Sade and the first eugenists were contemporary with this
transition from “sanguinity” to “sexuality.” But whereas the
first dreams of the perfecting of the species m.cl'med ?he whole
problem toward an extremely exacting aclmmlsyratm{l of sex
(the art of determining good marriages, of mducmg the
desired fertilities, of ensuring the health and longevity .of
children), and while the new concept of race tende.d to oblit-
erate the aristocratic particularities of blood, retaining or?ly
the controllable effects of sex, Sade carried the exhaustive
analysis of sex over into the mcchanisms.of the old power of
sovereignty and endowed it with the ancient but fully man}l-
tained prestige of blood; the latter flowed through the whole
dimension of pleasure—the blood of torture and a.bsv.:)lutef
power, the blood of the caste which was reSpectcfi m'ntsel
and which nonetheless was made to flow in the major rituals
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of parricide and incest, the blood of the people, which was
shed unreservedly since the sort that flowed in its veins was
not even deserving of a name. In Sade, sex is without any
norm or intrinsic rule that might be formulated from its own
nature; but it is subject to the unrestricted law of a power
which itself knows no other law but its own; if by chance it
is at times forced to accept the order of progressions carefully
disciplined into successive days, this exercise carries ittoa
point where it is no longer anything but a unique and naked
sovereignty: an unlimited right of all-powerful monstrosity.
While it is true that the analytics of sexuality and the
symbolics of blood were grounded at first in two very distinct
regimes of power, in actual fact the passage from one to the
other did not come about (any more than did these powers
themselves) without overlappings, interactions, and echoes.
In different ways, the preoccupation with blood and the law
has for nearly two centuries haunted the administration of
sexuality. Two of these interferences are noteworthy, the one
for its historical importance, the other for the problems it
poses. Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century,
the thematics of blood was sometimes cailed on to lend its
entire historical weight toward revitalizing the type of politi-
cal power that was exercised through the devices of sexuality.
Racism took shape at this point (racism in its modern, “bi-
ologizing,” statist form): it was then that a whole politics of
settlement (peuplement), family, marriage, education, social
hierarchization, and property, accompanied by a long series
of permanent interventions at the level of the body, conduct,
health, and everyday life, received their color and their jus-
tification from the mythical concern with protecting the
purity of the blood and ensuring the triumph of the race.
Nazism was doubtless the most cunning and the most naive
(and the former because of the latter) combination of the

. fantasies of blood and the paroxysms of a disciplinary power.

A eugenic ordering of society, with all that implied in the
way of extension and intensification of micro-powers, in the
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guise of an unrestricted state control (étatisat'ion). w:;s' :1;:—
companied by the oneiric exalta_tion of a superior bloo é th:
latter implied both the systematic genoqde of o.thers.an e
risk of exposing oneself to a total sacrifice. 'It is an }ro_nyiﬁ-
history that the Hitlerite politics of sex remained an C;I}slgt: "
cant practice while the blood myth was transformed into
blood bath in recent memory.
grf:ﬁsl:e opposite extreme, starting from this same eng orft tl:;
nineteenth century, we can trace Fhe theorctlca'atl effo h
reinscribe the thematic of sexuality in the system c?f lsliw, td'i
symbolic order, and sovereignty. It is to the polmc; c;‘; iln
of psychoanalysis—or at least,. of what was .most co'tcr'e i
it—that it regarded with suspicion (and this from 1;1 mncﬁ-
tion, that is, from the moment 1t br.oke away froml.f e o
ropsychiatry of degenerescence) .the 1r|revocably proli e;;:mhg-
aspects which might be contained I.n-thf:?e power y
anisms aimed at controlling and ac.lmlmstenng the everyday
life of sexuality: whence the Freudian e_ndeavor (out of reac-
tion no doubt to the great surge qf racism that was colnterr;}
porary with it) to ground sexuality in the 13.w—7theFar;rl i
alliance, tabooed consanguinity, and the SovFrmgn- a ek3
in short, to surround desire with alll the trappings of t]}e 0 !
“order of power. It was owing to thlf: that psychoanaly&ls wad
—in the main, with a few exceptions—in t'heoretlca han
practical opposition to fascism. Bu.t this position of i'syg oa;-
nalysis was tied to a specific historical cc-mjuncture.f ;11 1};(‘:‘V )
to conceive the category of the sexual in terms o :‘ e ae;
death, blood, and sovereignty———whatever' the re crirlllc s
to Sade and Bataille, and however one m1gl'1t gauge he 1
“subversive” influence—is in the lasF analysis a hlstoncaf
“retro-version.” We must conceptughze the deploymhent oe
sexuality on the basis of the techniques of power that ar
contemporary with it.

People are going to say that 1 am dealing in a histc.)rimsll:i
which is more careless than radical; that I am evading the
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biologically established existence of sexual functions for the
benefit of phenomena that are variable, perhaps, but fragile,
secondary, and ultimately superficial; and that I speak of
sexuality as if sex did not exist. And one would be entitled
to object as follows: “You claim to analyze in detail the
processes by which women’s bodies, the lives of children,
family relationships, and an entire network of social relations
were sexualized. You wish to describe that great awakening
of sexual concern since the eighteenth century and our grow-
ing eagerness to suspect the presence of sex in everything. Let
us admit as much and suppose that the mechanisms of power
were in fact used more to arouse and ‘excite’ sexuality than
to repress it. But here you remain quite near to the thing you
no doubt believe you have gotten away from; at bottom,
when you point out phenomena of diffusion, anchorage, and
fixation of sexuality, you are trying to reveal what might be
called the organization of ‘erotic zones’ in the social body; it
may well be the case that you have done nothing more than
transpose to the level of diffuse processes mechanisms which
psychoanalysis has identified with precision at the level of the
individual. But you pass over the thing on the basis of which
this sexvalization was able to develop and which psychoanal-
ysis does not fail to recognize—namely, sex. Before Freud,
one sought to localize sexuality as closely as possible: in sex,
in its reproductive functions, in its immediate anatomical
localizations; one fell back upon a biological minimum:
organ, instinct, and finality. You, on the other hand, are in
a symmetrical and inverse position: for you, there remain
only groundless effects, ramifications without roots, a sexual-
ity without a sex. What is this if not castration once again?”’
Here we need to distinguish between two questions. First,
does the analysis of sexuality necessarily imply the elision of

' the body, anatomy, the biological, the functional? To this
. question, I think we can reply in the negative. In any case,
“ the purpose of the present study is in fact to show how
: deployments of power are directly connected to the body—
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to bodies, functions, physiological processes, sensations, and
pleasures; far from the body having to be effaced, what is
needed is to make it visible through an analysis in which the
biological and the historical are not consecutive to one an-
other, as in the evolutionism of the first sociologists, but are
bound together in an increasingly complex fashion in accord-
ance with the development of the modern technologies of
power that take life as their objective. Hence I do not envis-
age a “history of mentalities” that would take account of
bodies only through the manner in which they have been
perceived and given meaning and value; but a “history of
bodies” and the manner in which what is most material and
most vital in them has been invested.

Another question, distinct from the first one: this material-
ity that is referred to, is it not, then, that of sex, and is it not
paradoxical to venture a history of sexuality at the level of
bodies, without there being the least question of sex? After
all, is the power that is exercised through sexuality not di-
rected specifically at that element of reality which is “sex,”
sex in general? That sexuality is not, in relation to power, an
exterior domain to which power is applied, that on the con-
trary it is a result and an instrument of power’s designs, is
ail very well. But as for sex, is it not the “other” with respect
to power, while being the center around which sexuality
distributes its effects? Now, it is precisely this idea of sex in
itself that we cannot accept without examination. Is “sex”
really the anchorage point that supports the manifestations
of sexuality, or is it not rather 2 complex idea that was
formed inside the deployment of sexuality? In any case, one
could show how this idea of sex took form in the different
strategies of power and the definite role it played therein.

All along the great lines which the development of the
deployment of sexuality has followed since the nineteenth
century, one sees the elaboration of this idea that there exists
something other than bodies, organs, somatic localizations,
functions, anatomo-physiological systems, sensations, and
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pleasurgs; something else and something more, with intring;

properties and laws of its own: “sex.” Thus, in the pmc:;c

of hysteriz_ation of women, “sex” was defined in three wa s:

as t'hat which belongs in common to men and women: as t}f st.

?vhlch belongs, par excellence, to men, and hence is ’lacki:

in women; but at the same time, as that which by itselgf

const.ltutes woman'’s body, ordering it wholly in terms of the
fynctnons of reproduction and keeping it in constant agita-
tion through the effects of that very function. Hysteria was

Interpreted in this strategy as the movement of sex insofar as

1t was the “one” and the “other,” whole and part, principle

and llack. In the sexualization of childhood, there was formed
the idea of a sex that was both present (from the evidence of
anatomy) and absent (from the standpoint of physiology)

present too if one considered its activity, and deficient if one:.
refer'red to its reproductive finality; or again, actual in its
man.xfcstations, but hidden in its eventual effects, whose path-
ological seriousness would only become apparent later. If the
sex of the child was still present in the adult, it was in the
form of a secret causality that tended to nullify the sex of the
latter (it was one of the tenets of eighteenth- and nineteenth-

f:cntury 'me41cine that precocious sex would eventually result

in sterility, impotence, frigidity, the inability to experience

plgasure, or the deadening of the senses); by sexualizing

chlldh_ood, the idea was established of a sex characterized

essentially by the interplay of presence and absence, the visi-

!Jle and the hidden; masturbation and the effects imputed to

1t were thought to reveal in a privileged way this interplay

of presence and absence, of the visible and the hidden.

_ In t_he psychiatrization of perversions, sex was related to
bu?loglca.l functions and to an anatomo-physiological ma-
chinery that gave it its “meaning,” that is, its finality; but it
was also referred to an instinct which, through its p;culiar
development and according to the objects to which it could
become atfached, made it possible for perverse behavior pat-
terns to arise and made their genesis intelligible. Thus “sex”
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was defined by the interlacing of function and instinlct, ﬁn_al- |
ity and signification; moreover, this was the form in ?Vhlch
it was manifested, more clearly than anywhere else, in the
model perversion, in that “fetishism” which, from at le?ast as1
early as 1877, served as the guiding thread for arllalyzmg al
the other deviations. In it one could clearly perceive the way
in which the instinct became fastened to an object in accqrd-
ance with an individual’s historical adherence and 'blologlcal
inadequacy. Lastly, in the socialization of procreative behav-
ior, “sex” was described as being caught between a !aw of
reality (economic necessity being its most abwpt and imme-
diate form) and an economy of pleasure which'w:?s a_lways
attempting to circumvent that law——.when, t}"lat 1s, 1t,::hd .not
ignore it altogether. The most notorious of ‘frguds, co:t;s
interruptus, represented the point where the insistence of the
real forced an end to pleasure and where the pleasure found
a way to surface despite the economy dictgted by the re:aflf It
is apparent that the deployment of se).cuahty, w1t11 its Sl er(;
ent strategies, was what established this notion oi: sex’’; an
in the four major forms of hysteria, onanism, fetishism, and
interrupted coition, it showed thisl sex to be governed by th;
interplay of whole and part, principle and laclk, absence an
presence, excess and deficiency, by the function of instinct,
finality, and meaning, of reality and pleasure.

The theory thus generated performed a certain num-ber of
functions that made it indispensable. Fnrst,lthe notion .of
“gsex” made it possible to group together, in an artificial
unity, anatomical elements, biological functions, conducts;‘
sensations, and pleasures, and it enabled one to malgc use o
this fictitious unity as a causal principle, an omnipresent
meaning, a secret to be discovered everywhere: sex was thus
able to function as a unique signifier and. as a um.versal
signified. Further, by presenting itselfin a umtary far?hlon, as
anatomy and lack, as function anq latency, as instinct an
meaning, it was able to mark the line of_' contact bgtween af
knowledge of human sexuality and the biological sciences 0
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reproduction; thus, without really borrowing anything from
the these sciences, excepting a few doubtful analogies, the
knowledge of sexuality gained through proximity a guaran-
tee of quasi-scientificity; but by virtue of this same proximity,
some of the contents of biology and physiology were able to
serve as a principle of normality for human sexuality. Fi-
nally, the notion of sex brought about a fundamental rever-
sal; it made it possible to invert the representation of the
relationships of power to sexuality, causing the latter to ap-
pear, not in its essential and positive relation to power, but
as being rooted in a specific and irreducible urgency which
power tries as best it can to dominate; thus the idea of “sex”
makes it possible to evade what gives “power” its power; it
enables one to conceive power solely as law and taboo. Sex
—that agency which appears to dominate us and that secret
which seems to underlie all that we are, that point which
enthralls us through the the power it manifests and the
meaning it conceals, and which we ask to reveal what we are

and to free us from what defines us—is doubtless but an ideal

point made necessary by the deployment of sexuality and its

operation. We must not make the mistake of thinking that

sex is an autonomous agency which secondarily produces

manifold effects of sexuality over the entire length of its

surface of contact with power. On the contrary, sex is the
most speculative, most ideal, and most internal element in a
deployment of sexuality organized by power in its grip on
bodies and their materiality, their forces, energies, sensa-
tions, and pleasures.

It might be added that “sex” performs vet another func-
tion that runs through and sustains the ones we have just
examined. Its role in this instance is more practical than
theoretical. It is through sex—in fact, an imaginary point

~ determined by the deployment of sexuality-—that each

individual has to pass in order to have access to his own
intelligibility (seeing that it is both the hidden aspect and the

.~ Benerative principle of meaning), to the whole of his body
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(since it is a real and threatened part of it, while symbolically
constituting the whole), to his identity (since it joins the force
of a drive to the singularity of a history). Through a reversal
that doubtless had its surreptitious beginnings long ago—it
was already making itself felt at the time of the Christian
pastoral of the flesh—we have arrived at the point where we
expect our intelligibility to come from what was for many
centuries thought of as madness; the plenitude of our body
from what was long considered its stigma and likened to a
wound; our identity from what was perceived as an obscure
and nameless urge. Hence the importance we ascribe to i,
the reverential fear with which we surround it, the care we
take to know it. Hence the fact that over the centuries it has
become more important than our soul, more important al-
most than our life; and so it is that all the world’s enigmas
appear frivoious to us compared to this secret, minuscule in
each of us, but of a density that makes it more serious than
any other. The Faustian pact, whose temptation has been
instilled in us by the deployment of sexuality, is now as
follows: to exchange life in its entirety for sex itself, for the
truth and the sovereignty of sex. Sex is worth dying for. It
is in this (strictly historical) sense that sex is indeed imbued
with the death instinct. When a long while ago the West
discovered love, it bestowed on it a value high enough to
make death acceptable; nowadays it is sex that claims this
equivalence, the highest of all. And while the deployment of
sexualify permits the techniques of power to invest life, the
fictitious point of sex, itself marked by that deployment,
exerts enough charm on everyone for them to accept hearing
the grumble of death within it.

By creating the imaginary element that is *'sex,” the de-
ployment of sexuality established one of its most essential
internal operating principles: the desire for sex—the desire to
have it, to have access to it, to discover it, to liberate it, to
articulate it in discourse, to formulate it in truth. It con-
stituted “sex” itself as something desirable. And it is this
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d‘esirability of sex that attaches each one of us to the injunc
t1or|1 to_know it, to reveal its law and its power; it is thi;
desirability that makes us think we are afﬁrming’the rights
of our sex against all power, when in fact we are fastened to
th.e c_ieployment of sexuality that has lifted up from deep
within us a sort of mirage in which we think we see ourselves
reflected—the dark shimmer of sex.

“It is sex,” said Kate in The Plumed Serpent, “How won-
flerful sex can be, when men keep it powerful and sacred, and
it fills the world! like sunshine through and through o,ne!"

So we must not refer a history of sexuality to the agency
of sex; but rather show how “sex” is historically subordinate
to sexqality. We must not place sex on the side of reality, and
sexuality on that of confused ideas and illusions; sexuality is
a very real historical formation; it is what gave rise to the
notion of sex, as a speculative element necessary to its opera-
tion. We must not think that by saying yes to sex, one says
no to power; on the contrary, one tracks along the course laid
out by the general deployment of sexuality. It is the agency
of sex that we must break away from, if we aim—through a
tactical reversal of the various mechanisms of sexuality—to

counter the grips of power with the claims of bodies, pleas-
ures, and !mowledgw, in their multiplicity and their possibil-
ity of resistance. The rallying point for the counterattack

aga.inst the deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-
desire, but bodies and pleasures.

“There has been so much action in the past,” said D. H.
Lawrence, “especially sexual action, a wearying repetition
over apd over, without a corresponding thought, a corre-
sponding realization. Now our business is to realize sex.
Today the full conscious realization of sex is even more
mportant than the act itself.”

Perhaps one day people will wonder at this, They will not
!:e able to understand how a civilization so intent on develop-
ing enormous instruments of production and destruction
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found the time and the infinite patience to inquire $0 anxi-
ously concerning the actual state of sex; people w1.11 smile
perhaps when they recall that here were men—meaning our-
selves—who believed that therein resided a truth every bit as
precious as the one they had already demanded from the
earth, the stars, and the pure forms of their thought; people
will be surprised at the eagerness with which‘ we went about
pretending to rouse from its slumber a sexua?nty .Whl.Ch every-
thing—our discourses, our customs, our 1nst1tqtlon§, our
regulations, our knowledges—was busy produgmg in the
light of day and broadcasting to noisy accompaniment. A‘nd
people will ask themselves why we were so berft'on ending
the rule of silence regarding what was the noisiest of our
preoccupations. In retrospect, this noise may appear to have
been out of place, but how much stranger will seem our
persistence in interpreting it as but the refusal to speak and
the order to remain silent. People will wonder what could
have made us so presumptuous; they will look for 'the reasons
that might explain why we prided oursel.ves on being the first
to grant sex the importance we say is its d}xc and how. we
came to congratulate curselves for ﬁnall¥—1n the twentieth
century—having broken free of a long period qf harsh repres-
sion, a protracted Christian asceticism, gre;oddy and fastidi-
ously adapted to the imperatives of bourgeois economy. And
what we now perceive as the chronicle of a censorship and
the difficult struggle to remove it will be seen rather as _the
centuries-long rise of a complex deployment for compelling
sex to speak, for fastening our attentiox.l and concern upon
sex, for getting us to believe in the sovereignty of its law wlllcn
in fact we were moved by the power mechanisms of sexual.lty.
People will be amused at the reproach of pal'lsexuahsm
that was once aimed at Freud and psychoanalysis. But the
ones who will appear to have been blind will perhaps be not
so much those who formulated the objection as those who
discounted it out of hand, as if it merely expressed the fears
of an outmoded prudishness. For the first, after all, were only
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taken unawares by a process which had begun long before
and by which, unbeknown to them, they were already syr-
rounded on all sides; what they had attributed solely to the
genius of Freud had already gone through a long stage of
preparation; they had gotten their dates wrong as to the
establishment, in oyr society, of a general deployment of
sexuality. But the others were mistaken concerning the na-
ture of the process; they believed that Freud had at last,
through a sudden reversal, restored to sex the rightful share
which it had been denied for so long; they had not seen how
the good genius of Freud had placed it at one of the critical
points marked out for it since the eighteenth century by the
strategies of knowledge and power, how wonderfully effec-
tive he was—worthy of the greatest spiritual fathers and
directors of the classical period—in giving a new impetus to
the secular injunction to study sex and transform it into
discourse. We are often reminded of the countless procedures
which Christianity once employed to make us detest the
body; but let us ponder zll the ruses that were employed for
centuries to make us love S€X, to make the knowledge of it
desirable and everything said about it precious. Let us con-
sider the stratagems by which we were induced to apply all
our skills to discovering its secrets, by which we were at-
tached to the obligation to draw out its truth, and made
guilty for having failed to recognize it for so long. These
devices are what ought to make us wonder today. Moreover,
we need to consider the possibility that one day, perhaps, in
a different economy of bodies and pleasures, people will no
longer quite understand how the ruses of sexuality, and the
power that sustains its organization, were able to subject us
to that austere monarchy of sex, so that we became dedicated
to the endless task of forcing its secret, of exacting the truest
of confessions from a shadow.,
The irony of this deployment is in having us believe that
our “liberation” is in the balance.
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