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In a recent blog post, Joshua Clover rightly notices the swift emergence
of a new panoply of “genres of the quarantine.” It should not come as a
surprise that one of them centers on Michel Foucault’s notion of biopoli-
tics, asking whether or not it is still appropriate to describe the situation
that we are currently experiencing. Neither should it come as a surprise that,
in virtually all of the contributions that make use of the concept of biopoli-
tics to address the current coronavirus pandemic, the same bunch of rather
vague ideas are mentioned over and over again, while other—no doubt
more interesting—Foucauldian insights tend to be ignored. In what fol-
lows, T discuss two of these insights, and I conclude with some methodo-
logical remarks on the issue of what it may mean to “respond” to the cur-
rent “crisis.”

The “Blackmail” of Biopolitics

The first point that I would like to make is that Foucault’s notion of
biopolitics, as he developed it in 1976, was not meant to show us just how
evil this “modern” form of power is.> Of course, it was not meant to praise
it either. It seems to me that, in coining the notion of biopolitics, Foucault
wants first and foremost to make us aware of the historical crossing of a

threshold and more specifically of what he calls a society’s “seuil de modernité

1. Joshua Clover, “The Rise and Fall of Biopolitics: A Response to Bruno Latour,” in “Posts
from the Pandemic,” an online supplement to Critical Inquiry 47 (Winter 2021): S28.

2. See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert
Hurley (New York, 1978), pp. 135—45 and “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the Collége de
France, 1975-1976, trans. David Macey (New York, 2003), pp. 239—63; hereafter abbreviated “S.”

Critical Inquiry 47 (Winter 2021)
© 2021 by The University of Chicago. 00093-1896/21/4752-0023%$10.00. All rights reserved.



Critical Inquiry / Winter 2021

biologique” (“threshold of biological modernity”).> Our society crossed such
a threshold when the biological processes characterizing the life of human
beings as a species became a crucial issue for political decision-making, a
new “problem” to be addressed by governments—and this, not only in “ex-
ceptional” circumstances (such as that of an epidemic), but in “normal” cir-
cumstances as well (“S,” p. 244). A permanent concern that defines what
Foucault also calls the “étatisation du biologique” (the “nationalization of
the biological”) (“S,” p. 240; trans. mod.). To remain faithful to Foucault’s
idea that power is not good or bad in itself, but that it is always dangerous
(if accepted blindly, that is, without ever questioning it), one could say that
this “paradigm shift” in the way in which we are governed, with both its pos-
itive and its horrible outcomes, no doubt corresponds to a dangerous exten-
sion of the domain of intervention of power mechanisms. We are no longer
governed only, nor even primarily, as political subjects of law, but also as
living beings who, collectively, form a global mass—a “population”—with
a natality rate, a mortality rate, a morbidity rate, an average life expectancy,
and so on.

In “What is Enlightenment?” Foucault claims that he wants to refuse the
“‘blackmail’ of Enlightenment”—that is, the idea that we have to be either
“for” or “against” it—and address it instead as a historical event that still
characterizes, at least to a certain extent, what we are today.* I would like
to suggest, in an analogous way, that it would be wise for us to refuse the
“blackmail” of biopolitics: we do not have to be “for” or “against” it (what
would that even mean?), but address it as a historical event that still defines,
atleast in part, the way in which we are governed, the way in which we think
about politics and about ourselves. When, in the newspapers or on social
media, I see people complaining about others not respecting the quarantine
rules, I always think about how astonishing it is for me, on the contrary, that
so many of us are, even when the risk of sanctions, in most situations, is quite
low. I also noticed the panoply of quotes from Discipline and Punish, in
particular from the beginning of the chapter “Panopticism,” which of course
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perfectly resonates with our current experience of the quarantine, as it de-
scribes the disciplinarization of a city and its inhabitants during a plague ep-
idemic.’ However, if we just insist on coercive measures, on being confined,
controlled, and “trapped” at home during these extraordinary times, we risk
overlooking the fact that disciplinary and biopolitical power mainly func-
tions in an automatic, invisible, and perfectly ordinary way—and that it is
most dangerous precisely when we do not notice it.

Instead of worrying about the increase of surveillance mechanisms and
indiscriminate control under a new state of exception, I therefore tend to
worry about the fact that we already are docile, obedient biopolitical sub-
jects. Biopolitical power is not (only) exercised on our lives from the out-
side, as it were, but has been a part of what we are, of our historical form
of subjectivity, for at least the past two centuries. This is why I doubt that
any effective strategy of resistance to its most dangerous aspects should take
the form of a global refusal, following the logic of the blackmail of biopol-
itics. Foucault’s remarks about a “critical ontology of ourselves” may turn
out to be surprisingly helpful here, since it is the very fabric of our being that
we should be ready to question.

The (Bio)Politics of Differential Vulnerability

The second point that I would like to discuss—a crucial one, but alas
one that I rarely find mentioned in the contributions mobilizing the no-
tion of biopolitics to address the current coronavirus pandemic—is the in-
extricable link that Foucault establishes between biopower and racism. In a
recent piece, Judith Butler rightly remarks “the rapidity with which radical
inequality, nationalism, and capitalist exploitation find ways to reproduce
and strengthen themselves within the pandemic zones.”” This comes as a
much-needed reminder in a moment in which other thinkers, such as Jean-
Luc Nancy, argue on the contrary that the coronavirus “puts us on a basis of
equality, bringing us together in the need to make a common stand.”® Of
course, the equality Nancy is talking about is just the equality of the wealthy
and the privileged—those who are lucky enough to have a house or an
apartment to spend their quarantine in and who do not need to work
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or can work from home, as Bruno Latour already observed.” What about
those who are still forced to go to work every day because they cannot
work from home nor afford to lose their paycheck? What about those
who do not have a roof over their head?

In the last lecture of “Society Must Be Defended,” Foucault argues that
racism is “a way of introducing a break into the domain of life taken over
by power: the break between what must live and what must die” (“S,”
p- 254; trans. mod.). In other words, with the emergence of biopolitics, rac-
ism becomes a way of fragmenting the biological continuum—we all are liv-
ing beings with more or less the same biological needs—in order to create
hierarchies between different human groups, and thus (radical) differences
in the way in which the latter are exposed to the risk of death. The differential
exposure of human beings to health and social risks is, according to Foucault,
a salient feature of biopolitical governmentality. Racism, in all of its forms, is
the “condition of acceptability” of such a differential exposure of lives in a
society in which power is mainly exercised to protect the biological life of
the population and enhance its productive capacity (“S,” p. 255; trans. mod.).
We should therefore carefully avoid reducing biopolitics to the famous
Foucauldian formula “making live and letting die” (“S,” p. 241)." Biopolitics
does not really consist in a clear-cut opposition of life and death, but is better
understood as an effort to differentially organize the gray area between them.
The current government of migration is an excellent example of this, as
Martina Tazzioli convincingly shows when talking of “biopolitics through
mobility.” Indeed, as we are constantly, sometimes painfully reminded
these days, biopolitics is also, and crucially, a matter of governing mobility—
and immobility. Maybe this experience, which is new for most of us, will
help us realize that the ordinary way in which “borders” are more or less po-
rous for people of different colors, nationalities, and social extractions de-
serves to be considered as one of the main forms in which power is exercised
in our contemporary world.

In short, biopolitics is always a politics of differential vulnerability. Far
from being a politics that erases social and racial inequalities by reminding
us of our common belonging to the same biological species, it is a politics
that structurally relies on the establishment of hierarchies in the value of
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lives, producing and multiplying vulnerability as a means of governing peo-
ple. We might want to think about this next time that we collectively ap-
plaud the “medical heroes™ and “care workers™ who are “fighting the co-
ronavirus.”"* They deserve it, for sure. But are they really the only ones who
are “taking care” of us? What about the delivery people who make sure that I
receive what I buy while safely remaining in my quarantined apartment? What
about the supermarket and pharmacy cashiers, the public-transportation
drivers, the factory workers, and all of the other people working (mostly
low-income) jobs that are deemed necessary for the functioning of society?
Don’t they also deserve—and not exclusively under these exceptional cir-
cumstances—to be considered “care workers”? The virus does not put us
on a basis of equality. On the contrary, it blatantly reveals that our society
structurally relies on the incessant production of differential vulnerability
and social inequalities.

The Political Grammar of the Crisis

Foucault’s work on biopolitics is more complex, rich, and compelling
for us today than what it appears to be under the pen of those who too
quickly reduce it to a series of anathemas against disciplinary confinement
and mass surveillance or who misleadingly utilize it to talk about the state
of exception and bare life.” I do not want to suggest, however, that the no-
tion of biopolitics should be taken as the ultimate explanatory principle
capable of telling us what is happening and what the solution to all of
our problems is—and this, not only because of the “historically differen-
tiated character of biopolitical phenomena” correctly emphasized by Rob-
erto Esposito, but also for a deeper methodological reason.” Our political
thought is a prisoner to the “grammar of the crisis” and its constrained tem-
porality, to the extent that critical responses to the current situation (or, for
that matters, to virtually all of the recent economic, social, and humanitarian
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“crises”) do not seem able to look beyond the most immediate future.”
Thus, if I agree with Latour that the current “health crisis” should “incite
us to prepare for climate change,” I am far less optimistic than he is: this will
not happen unless we replace the crisis-narrative with a long-term critical
and creative effort to find multiple, evolving responses to the structural
causes of our “crises.” To elaborate responses, instead of looking for solu-
tions, would mean to avoid short-term problem-solving strategies aiming
at changing as little as possible of our current way of living, producing, trav-
eling, eating, and so on. It would mean exploring alternative social and po-
litical paths in the hope that these experiments will last longer than the time
between the present crisis and the next one, while acknowledging that these
transformations are necessarily slow, as we cannot just get rid of our histor-
ical form of being in the blink of an eye. In a word, it would mean having
faith in our capacity to build a future, not only for ourselves, but for count-
less generations yet to come—and to actually start doing it.
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