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democracy, to a primacy of the private over the public and of

individual liberties over collective obligations and yet becomes, in

totalitarian stites, the decisive political criterion and the exemplary

realm of sovercign decisions. And only because biological life and

its needs had become the politically decisive fact is it possible to

" understand the otherwise incomprehensible rapidity with which
twentieth-century parliamentary democracies were able to turn
into totalitacian states and with which this century’s toralirarian
states were able to be converted, almost without interruption, into
parliamentary democracies. In both cases, these transformations
were produced in a context in which for quite some time politics
had already turned into biopolitics, and in which the only real
question to be decided was which form of organization would be
best suited to the task of assuring the care, control, and use of bare
life. Once their fundamental referent becomes bare life, traditional
Ppolitical distinctions (such as those berween Right and Left, liberal-
ism and totalitarianism, private and public) lese their clarity and
intelligibility and enter into’a zone of indistinction. The ex-com-
munist ruling classes’ unexpected fall into the most extreme racism
(as in the Serbian program of “ethnic cleansing”) and the rebirth of
new forms of fascism in Europe also have their roots here.

Along with the emergence of biopolitics, we can observe 2
displacement and gradual expansion beyond the limits of the
decision on bate life, in the state of exception, in which sovercignty
consisted. If there is a line in every modern state marking the point
at which the decision on life becomes a decision on death, and
biopolitics can turn into thanatopolitics, this line no longer appears
taday as a stable border dividing two clearly distinct zones. This

- line is:now in. motion and gradually moving into areas other than
that of political life, areas in which the sovereign is enteting into an
ever more intimate symbiosis not only with the jurist but also with

the doctor, the sciéntist, the expert, and the priest. In the pages that
: ts that are fundamental -

follow, we shall tr \
for the political hisee et as the declaration of
rights), as well as Gthefs that seem instead to represent an incom-
prehensible intrusion of biologico-scientific principles into the
political order (such as National Socialist eugenics and its elimina-
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tion of “life that is unworthy of being lived,” or the contemperary
debate on the normative determination of death criteria), acquire
their true sense only if they are brought back to the common
biopolitical {or thanatopolitical) context to which they belong.
From this petspective, the camp—as the pure, absolute, and im-
passable biopolitical space (insofar as it is founded solely on the
state of exception)—will appear as the hidden paradigm of the
political space of modemnity, whose metamorphoses and disguises
we will have to learn to recognize.

1.3. The first recording of bare life as the new political subject is
already implicit in the document that is generally placed at the
foundation of modern democracy: the 1679 writ of habeas corpus.
Whatever the origin of this formula, used as catly as the eighteenth
century to assure the physical presence of a person befote a court of
justice, it is significant that at its center is neither the old subjece of
feudal relations and fiberties nor the futute citoyen, but rather 2
pure and simple corpus. When John the Landless conceded Magna
Carta to his subjects in 1215, he tusned his attention to the “arch-
bishops, bishops, abbots, counts, barons, viscounts, provosts, offi-
cials and bailiffs,” to the “cities, towns, villages,” and, more genet-
ally, to the “free men of our kingdom,” so that they might enjoy
“their ancient liberties and free customs” as well as the ones he now
specifically recognized. Article 29, whose task was to guarantee the
physicat freedom of the subjects, reads: “No free man [homo liber}
may be arrested, imptisoned, dispossessed of his goods, or placed
outside the law [wslagetur] ot molested in any way; we will not
place our hands on him nor will have others place their hands on
him [nec super eum ibimis, nec super ewm mittimusi 1, except after a
legal judgment by his peers according to the law of the realm.”
Anilogously, an ancient writ that preceded the habeas corpus and
was understood to assure the presence of the accused in a trial bears
the title de homine replegiando (ot repigliands).

Consider instead the formula of the writ that the act of 1679
generalizes and makes into law: Praccipimus tibi quod Corpus X, in
custodia vestra detentum, ut dicitur, una cum causa capiionis et
detentionis, quodcumque nomine idem X censeatur in eadem, habeas



