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Translators' Note 

English translations of sC<.:Olloary sources have 

been amended in order to take i nto account the au

thor's somet imes distinctive Italian translations. Man
dclstam's poem on pages 42-43 was translated from 

the Russian by Jane Mikkelson. We would l i ke to 

thank Giorgio Agambcn for his generous assistance, 

which has improved the grace and accuracy of our 
translation. 
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§ What Is an Apparatus? 

I. 

Terminological  questions are important in philoso

phy. As a philosopher for whom I have the greatest re
spect once said, terminology is the poetic moment of 
thought. This is not to say that philosophers must a l

ways necessarily define thei r techn ical terms. Plato 

never defined idea, his most important term. Others, 

l i ke Spinoz.a and Leibniz., preferred instead to define 

their terminology more geometrico. 
The hypothesis that I wish to propose is that the 

word dispositif, or "apparatus" in English, is a decisive 

technical term in the strategy of Foucault's thought .· 

He uses it quite often, especially from the mid 1970s, 

when he begins to concern himself with what he 

calls "governmental ity" or the "government of men." 

Though he never offers a complete definit ion , he 
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comes close to something like it in  an interview from 

1977: 

What I'm trying to single Ollt with this term is, first and 
foremost, a thoroughly heterogeneous set consisting 
of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regula
tory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific 
statements, philosophical , moral, and philanthropic 
proposit ions-in short, the said as much as the unsaid. 
Such are t he elements of the apparatls. The apparatus it
sel f  is the network that can be established between these 
elements ... 

. . . by t he term "apparatus" I mean a kind of a forma
tion, so to speak, that at a given historical moment has as 
its major function the response to an urgency. The appa
ratus therefore has a dominant strategic funct ion . .. 

. . . I said that the nature of an apparatus is essentially 
strategic, which means that we are speaking about a 
certa in manipulation of relations of forces, of a rational 
and concrete intervention i n  the relations of forces, either 
so as to develop them i n  a part icula r direction, or to 
block them, (0 stabil ize them, and to util ize them . The: 
apparatus is thus always inscribed into a play of power, 
but it is also always l i n ked to certain l im its of knowledge 
that arise from it and, to an equal degree. condition it. 

The apparatus is precisely this: a set of strategies of the 
relations of forces supporti ng, and supported by, certa in 
types of knowledge.2 

Let me briefly summarize three points: 

a. It is a heterogeneous set that includes virtually 
anything, l inguistic and non l inguistic. u nder [he 
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same heading: discourses, institutions, bui ld ings, 
laws, police measures, philosoph ical proposi

tions, and so on. The apparatus itself is the net

work that is establ ished between these elements . 

b. The apparatus always has a concrete strate

gic function and is always located in a power 

relation. 

c. As such, it appears at the intersection of power 

relations and relations of knowledge. 

I would l ike now to try and trace a brief genealogy 

of this term, first in the work of Foucault, and then in 

a broader historical  context. 

At the end of the 1960s, more or less at the time 
when he was writing The Archeology of Knowledge, 

Foucault does not yet use the term "apparatus" in or

der to define the object of his research. Instead, he uses 

the term positivit!, "positivity," an etymological neigh

bor of dispositif, again without offering us a defin ition . 

I often asked myself where Foucault found this 

term, until the moment when, a few months ago, I re

read a book by Jean Hyppol ite entitled Introduction a 
la philoJophie de l'bistoire de Hegel. You probably know 
abollt the strong link that ties Foucault to Hyppolite , 
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a person whom he referred to at times as "my mas
ter� (Hyppol ire was in fact his teacher, fi rst during the 
khJgne i n  the Lycee Henri-IV [the preparatory course 
for the Ecole normale superieure] and then in the 

Ecole norma Ie). 

The th ird part of Hyppol ite's book bears the tide 

"Raison et histoire: Les idees de positivitc et de des
tin" (Reason and History: The Ideas of Positivity and 

Desti ny). The focm here is on the analysis of two 
works that date from Hegel's years i n  Bern and Frank
furt (1795-96): The fi rst is "The Spirit of Christianity 
and Its Destiny," and the second-where we find the 
term that imerests us-"The Positivity of the Chris

tian Rel igion" (Die Positivitiit der christliche Religion). 

According to Hyppolite, "destiny" and "positivity" 
are two key concepts in Hegel's thought. In particu
lar, the term "positivity" finds in Hegel its proper place 

in the opposition between "natural rel igion" and "posi
t ive religion ." While natura l  rel igion is concerned with 

the immediate and general relation of human reason 

with the divi ne, posit ive or h istorical rel igion encom
passes the set of bel iefs, rules , and rites that in a cer
tai n society and at a certain historical moment are ex
ternal ly imposed on individuals. "A positive rel igion," 

Hegel writes in a passage cited by Hyppol ite, "impl ies 
feel ings that are more or less impre�sed through con
straint on suuls; these are actions that are the effect of 
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command and the result of obedience and are accom

plished without direct interest.ft.l 
Hyppol ite shows how the opposition between na

ture and positivity corresponds , in this sense, to the 
dialectics of freedom and obligation, as well as of rea
son and history. In a passage that could not have fai led 
to provoke foucault's curiosity, because it in a way 

presages the notion of apparatus, Hyppolite writes: 

We see here the knot of questions impl icit in the concept 
of positivity, as well as Hegel's successive attempts to 
bring together dialectically-a dialectics that is not yet 
conscious of itself-pure reason ( theoretical and above all 
practical) and positivity, that is, the historical dement. I n  
a certain sense, Hegel considers positivity as a n  obstacle 
to the freedom of man, and as sllch it is condemned. To 
investigate (he positive elemenrs of a religion, and we 
might add, of a social state, means to discover in them 
that which is imposed through a constraint on man, that 
which obfuscates the pu rity of reason. But, in anoth er 
sense-and this is the aspect that ends up having the 
upper hand in the cou rse of Hegel's development pos
itivity must be reconciled with reason, which then loses 
its abstract character and adapts to the concrete rich ness 
of l ife. We see then why the concept of positivity is at the 
center of Hegelian perspectives: 

If"positivjty" is the name that,  accord ing to Hyp
polite, the young Hegel gives to the h istorical ele
ment-loaded as it is with rules, rites, and institut ions 
that are i mposed on the individual by an external 
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power, but that become, so to speak. internalized in  
the systems o f  bel iefs and feel ings-then Foucault, 

by borrowing this term ( later to become "apparatus"), 
takes a position with respect to a decisive problem, 
which is actually also his  own problem : the rclation 
between individuals as l iving beings and the histori

cal element. By "the historical element," I mean the set 

of i nstitutions, of processes of subjectification. and of 
ru les i n  which power relations become concrete. Fou
cault's ultimate aim is not, then. as i n  Hegel, the rec
onciliation of the two elements; it is not even to em

phasize their conflict. For Foucault, what is at stake 

is rather the investigat ion of concrete modes in which 

the positivities (or the apparatuses) act within the rela
tions, mecha nisms, and "plays" of power. 

3· 

It shou ld now he clear in what sense I have ad
vanced the hypothes is that "apparatus" is an essen
tial technical term in Foucaulc's thought. What is at 

stake here is not a particular term that refers on ly to 
this or that technology of power. It is a general term 
that has the same breadth as the term "positiv ity" had , 

according to Hyppolitc. for the young Hegel. With in 
Foucault's st rategy. it comes to occupy the place of 
one of those terms that he defines, crit ical ly, as "the 
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universals" (les universaux). Foucault, as you know, al

ways refused to deal with the genera l categories or 
mental constructs that he calls "the universals," such 
as the State, Sovereignty, Law, and Power. But this is 
not to say that there are no operative concepts with a 

general character in his thought. Apparatuses are, in 

point of fact. what take the place of the universals in 
the Foucauldian strategy: not simply this or that po

lice measure, this or that technology of power. and not 

even the generality obtained by their abstraction. In

stead, as he claims in the interview from 197. an appa

ratus is "the network [Ie rlseau1 that can be established 
between these elements." 

If we now try to examine the definition of "appara

tus" that can be found in  common French dictionar

ies, we see that they distinguish between three mean

ings of the term: 

a. A strictly jurid ical sense: "Apparatus is the part of a 
judgment that contains the decision separate from 
the opinion." That is. the section of a sentence that 
decides. or the enacting clause of a law. 

b. A technological meani ng: "The way in which the 
parts of a machi ne or of a mechan ism and. by exten
sion. the mechanism itself are arranged." 

c. A m i l itary use: "The set of means arranged in confor
m ity with a plan .

" 
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To some extent, the th ree defi nitions are all  pres� 
ent in Foucault. But dictionaries , in particular those 
that lack a historical�etymological character, divide 
and separate this term into a variety of mean ings. This 
fragmentation, nevertheless, generally corresponds 

to the historical development and articlliacion of a 
unique original meaning that we should not lose sight 
of. What is this original meaning for the term "appa� 

ratus"? The term certainly refers, in its common Fou� 
callidian use, to a set of practices and mechanisms 
(both linguistic a nd nonlinguistic , juridical ,  techni
cal, and milit ary) that aim to face an u rgent need and 
to obtain an effect that is more or less immediate. But 

what is the strategy of practices or of thought , what is 

the h istorical context, from which the modern term 

originates? 

4· 

Over the past three years, I have found myself in� 
creasingly involved in  an  investigat ion that is only now 

beginn ing to come (0 its end, one that I can roughly 
defi ne as a theological genealogy of economy. In the 
first centuries of Church history-let's say, between 

the second and sixth centuries c.E.-the Greek term 
oikonomia develops a decisive theological function. In 
Greek, oikonomia signifies the ad m in istrat ion of the 
oikos (the home) and, more general ly, management. 
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We are dea l ing here, as Aristot le says (Politics 1155b21), 
not with an epistem ic parad igm , but with a praxis, 

with a practica l act ivity that must face a problem and 
a particular situation each and every t ime. Why, then, 

did the Fathers of the Church feel the need to intro

duce this term into theological discourse? How did 
they come to speak about a "divine economy"? 

What is at issue here, to be precise, is an extremely 
delicate and vita l problem, perhaps the decisive ques
tion in the history of Chr istian theology: the Trinity. 

When the Fathers of the Church bega n to argue dur
ing the second century about the th reefold nature of 
the divine figure (the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit) ,  there was, as one can imagine , a powerful re

sistance from reasonable-mi nded people in the Chu rch 
who were horrified at the prospect of rei ntroduc-
ing polytheism and paganism to the Christian faith. 

In order to convince those stubborn adversaries (who 
were later called "monarchiam," that is, promoters of 

the govern ment of a single God), theologians such as 
Tertu l l ian,  I renaeus, Hippolytus, and many others 
could not find a better term to serve their need than 
the Greek oikonomia. Thei r argument went some

thing like this: "God, insofar as his being and sub

stance is concerned,  is certa in ly one; but as to his oiko
nomia-that is to say the way in  which he administers 
his home, his life, and the world that he created-he 
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is, rather, triple. JUSt as a good father can entrust to 
his son the execution of cenain functions and duties 
without in so doing losing his power and his u n ity, so 
God entrusts to Christ the 'economy,' the administra
tion a nd government of human history." Oikonomia 

therefore became a specialized term signifying in par
t icu lar the incarnation of the Son, together with (he 
economy of redemption and salvation (this is the rea

son why in Gnostic sects, Christ is called "the man of 
economy," ho anthropos tes oikonomias). The theolo

gians slowly got accustomed to distinguishing between 
a "discourse-or logos-of theology" and a "logos of 
economy." Oikonomia became thereafter an apparatus 

th rough which the Trin itarian dogma and the idea of 
a divine prov idential governance of the world were in

troduced into the Christian faith. 
But, as often happens , the fracture that the theo

logians had sought (0 avoid by removing it from the 
plane of God's be ing , reappeared in the form of a cae

sura that separated in H im being and action, ontology 

and praxis . Action (economy, but also pol itics) has no 
foundation in being: this is the schizophrenia that the 

theological doctrine of oikonomia left as its legacy to 
Western culture. 
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I think that even on the basis of th is brief exposi
tion. we can now account for the centrality and im

portance of the function that the notion of oikonomia 

performed i n  Christ ian theology. Already in Clement 

of A lexandria .  oikonomia merges with the notion of 

Providence and begins to indicate the redemptive gov
ernance of the world and human history. Now, what is 
the translation of this fu ndamen tal Greek (erm in the 
writi ngs of the Lat i n Fathers? Dispositio. 

The Lat in  term dispositio, from which the French 
term dispositif, or apparatus. derives. comes therefore 

to take on the complex seman tic sphere of the theo
logical oikonomia. The "dispositifs" about which Fou
cault speaks are somehow l inked to this theological 

legacy. They can be in some way traced back to the 

fracture that di vides and. at the same time, articulates 
in God being and praxis. the nature or essence, on the 
one ha nd. and  the operation th rough which He ad

min isters and governs the created world, on the other. 

The term "apparatus" designates that in which. and 
through which, one realizes a pure activity of gover
nance devoid of any foundation in being. This is the 

reason why apparatuses must always imply a process of 
subjectiflcation. that is to say, they must produce their 
subject. 
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In light of th is theo logical genea logy the Foucaul

dian apparatuses acquire an even more pregnant and 
decisive sign ificance , s ince they intersect not only with 

the context of what the young Hegel called "pos it iv

ity," but a lso with what the later Heidegger called Ges

tell (which is similar from an etymological po int of 

view to dis-positio, dis-ponere, just as the German stel

im corresponds to the Latin ponere). When Heidegger, 

in Die Technik und die Kehre (The Question Concern

ing Technology) , writes that Ce-stell means in ordi
nary usage an apparatus (Ceriit), but that he intends 
by this term uthe gathering together of the (in}stalla

tion [Stellm] that (in)stalls man, this is to say, chal
lenges him to expose the real in the mode of ordering 
[Bestellm]," the proximity of th is term to the theologi

cal dispositio, as well as to Foucauh's apparatuses, is ev

ident.' What is common to all these terms is that they 

refer back to this oikonomia, that is, to a set of prac

tices, bodies of knowledge, measures, and institut ions 

that aim to manage, govern, control, and orient-in 
a way that purports to be useful-the behaviors, ges

tures, and thoughts of human beings .  

6. 

One of the methodological principles that I con

stantly follow in my investigations is to identify in the 

texts and contexts on which I work what Feuerbach 
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used to cal l  the phi losoph ical element, that is to say, 
the point of their Entwicklungsflihigkeit (l iterally. ca
pacity to be developed), the locus and the moment 
wherein they are susceptible to a development. Never

theless , whenever we interpret and develop the text of 
an author in this way, there comes a moment when we 

are aware of our inability to proceed any further with

out contravening the most elementary rules of herme

neutics. This means that the development of the text 
in quest ion has reached a point of undecidabi l ity 

where it becomes impossible to d istinguish between 

the author and the interpreter. Although th is is a par

ticularly happy moment for the interpreter, he knows 

that it is now time to abandon the text that he is ana
lyzing and to proceed on his own. 

I invite you therefore to abandon the context of 

f'oucauldian philology in which we have moved up to 

now in  order to situate apparatuses in a new context. 

I wish to propose to you nothing less than a gen
eral and massive partitioning of beings into two large 

groups or classes: on the one hand , living beings (or 
substances),  and on the other, apparatuses in which 

living beings are incessantly captured . On one side, 
then, to return to the terminology of the theologians , 

l ies the ontology of creatures, and on the other side, 

the oikonomia of apparatuses that seek to govern and 

guide them toward the good. 
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Further expanding the already large class of Fou

cauldian apparatuses, I shall call an apparatus literally 
anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, 
orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure 
the gestures , behaviors, opinions. or discourses of liv

ing beings. Not only, therefore. prisons. madhouses. 

the panopticon. schools. confession. factories . disci

plines. juridical measures. and so forth  (whose connec

tion with power is in a certain sense evident), but also 
the pen, writing, literature, phi losophy. agriculture, 

cigarettes . navigation, computers, cellular telephones 

and-why not-language itself. which is perhaps the 
most ancient of apparatuses-one in which thousands 

and thousands of years ago a primate inadvertently let 
h imself be captured, probably without realizing the 
consequences that he was about to face. 

To recapitulate. we have then two great classes: l iv

ing beings (or substances) and apparatuses. And. be

tween these two. as a third class , subjects . I call a sub
ject that which results from the rclation and. so to 

speak. from the relentless fight between living be
ings and apparatuses. Naturally. the substances and 
the subjects. as in ancient metaphysics. seem to over

lap. but not completely. In  this sense, for example , the 
same individual. the samc substance . can be the place 
of multiple processes of subjectification: the lIser of 
cel lular phones, the web surfer. the writer of stories. 
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the tango aficionado, the anti-global izat ion activist, 

and so on and so forth. The boundless growth of ap
paratuses in our t ime corresponds to the equal ly  ex
treme prol i ferat ion in processes of subjectification. 
This may produce the impression that in our time, the 
category of subjectivity is wavering and losing its con

sistency; but what is at stake. to be precise. is not an 
erasure or an overcoming. but rather a dissemination 
(hat pushes (0 (he extreme the masquerade that has al
ways accompan ied every personal identity. 

7· 

It would probably not be wrong to define the ex

treme phase of capitalist development in which we l ive 
as a massive accumulation and prol iferat ion of appara

tuses. It is dear that ever since Homo sapiens first ap
peared. there have been apparatuses; but we could say 
that today there is not even a single instant in which 
the l ife of individuals is not modeled, contaminated, 
or control led by some apparatus. In what way, then, 

can we confront this situation, what strategy must we 
fol low in our everyday hand-to-hand struggle with ap
paratuses? What we are looking for is neither simply to 
destroy them nor, as some naively suggest, to use them 

in the correct way. 
For example, I l ive in Ita ly. a country where the ges

tures and behaviors of individuals have been reshaped 
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from top to toe by the cellular telephone (which the 

Italians dub the ttlefonino). I have developed an impla

cable hatred for this apparatus, which has made the re

lationship between people al l  the more abst ract. Al
though I found mysel f  more than once wondering 
how to destroy or deactivate those telefonini, as wel l  
as  how to el iminate or at  least to punish and imprison 

those who do not stop using them, I do not bel ieve 

that this is the right solution to the problem . 

The fact is that according to all indications. appa
ratuses are nor a mere accident in which humans are 

caught by chance, but rather are rooted in the very 
process of "humanization" that made " humans" out 

of the an imals we classify under the rubric Homo sa
p iens. In fact, the event that has produced the human 
constitutes. for the living being, something l ike a divi
sion, which reproduces in some way the division that 

the oikonomia introduced in God between being and 
action. This division separates the l iving being from it
self and from its immediate relationship with its envi

ronment-that is. with what Jakob von Uexktill and 
then Heidegger name the ci rcle of receptors-disinh ib

itors . The break or interruption of this relationship 
produces in l iving beings both boredom-that is. the 

capacity to suspend (his  immediate relationship with 
their disi nh ibitors-and the Open , which is the pos

sibil i ty of know ing being as such. by construct ing a 
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world. But. along with these possibilities. we must also 
immediately consider the apparatuses that crowd the 

Open with instruments. objects. gadgets. odds and 
ends. and various technologies. Through these appara
tuses. man attempts to null ify the ani malistic behav
iors that are now separated from him. and to enjoy the 

Open as such. to enjoy being insofar as it is being. At 

the root of each apparatus l ies an all-too-human de
sire for happiness. The capture and subject ification of 
this desire in  a separate sphere constitutes the specific 
power of the apparatus . 

8. 

All of th is means that the strategy that we must 
adopt in our hand-to-hand combat with appa ratuses 
cannot be a s imple one. This is because what we are 

dealing with here is the l iberation of that which re

mains captured and separated by means of appara

tuses, i n  order to bring it back to a possible common 
use. It is from this perspective that I would like now 
to speak about a concept that I happen to have worked 

on recent ly. I am referring to a term that originates 
in the sphere of Roman law and rel igion (law and re

ligion arc closely connected , and not only in ancient 
Rome): profanation. 

Accord ing to Roman law, objects that belonged 
in some way to the gods were considered sacred or 
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rel igious . As such , these th ings were removed from 
free use and trade among humans : they could nei� 
ther be sold nor given as security, neither rel inquished 
for the enjoyment of others nor subjected to servitude. 

Sacri legious were the acts that violated or transgressed 
the special unava ilabil ity of these objects , which were 
reserved either for celestial beings (and so they were 
properly cal led "sacred") or for the beings of the neth� 
erworld (in this case, they were simply cal led "rcli� 
gious"). While "to consecrate" (sacrare) was the term 

that designated the exit of things from the sphere of 
human law, "to profane" signified , on the contrary, to 
restore the thing to the free use of men. "Profane," the 
great jurist Trebatius was therefore able to write, " is, in 
the truest sense of the word , that which was sacred or 
rel igious , but was then restored to the use and prop� 

erty of human beings." 

From this perspective, one can define religion as 
that wh ich removes things , places , animals. or peo� 
pie from common use and transports them to a sepa� 
rate sphere. Not only is there no religion without sep� 
aration, but every separat ion contains or conserves in 

itself a genuinely rel igious nucleus. The apparatus that 
activates and regulates separation is sacri fice. Through 

a series of minute rituals that vary from culture to cul� 
ture (which Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss have 
patiently inventoried), sacrifice always sanctions the 
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passage of something from the profane to the sacred, 

from the human sphere to the div ine. But what has 

been ritually separated can also be restored to the pro
fane sphere . Profanation is the counter-apparatus that 
restores to common use what sacrifice had separated 

and divided . 

9· 

From this perspective, capitalism and other modern 

forms of power seem to generalize and push to the ex
treme the processes of separa tion that define religion . 

If we consider once again the theological genealogy of 
appa ra tuses that I have traced above (a genealogy that 

connects them to the Christian paradigm of oikono
mia, that is to say, the divine governance of the world) , 

we can then see that modern apparatuses differ from 

their trad itional predecessors in a way that renders any 

attempt to profane them particularly problematic. In
deed, every apparatus impl ies a process of subjectifica

tion, without which it cannot function as an apparatus 
of governance, but is rather reduced to a mere exercise 

of violence. On this basis, Foucault has demonstrated 

how, in a disciplinary society, apparatuses aim to cre

ate-through a series of practices . discourses, and 
bodies of knowledge-doci le, yet free, bodies that as

sume their ident ity and thei r  "freedom" as subjects in 
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the very process of their desubject ification. Apparatus, 
then, is first of all a machine that produces subjectifi

cations, and only as such is it also a machine of gov
ernance. The example of confession may elucidate the 
matter at hand: the formation of Western subjectivity 
that both splits and, nonetheless. masters and secures 
the self, is inseparable from this  centuries-old activity 

of the apparatus of penance-an apparatus in which a 
new I is constituted through the negation and, at {he 

sa me time, the assumption of the old I .  The spl it of 
the subject performed by the apparatus of penance re
sulted, therefore, i n  the production of a new subject. 

which fou nd its real truth in  the nontruth of the al
ready repudiated s inning I. Analogous considerations 

can be made concerning the apparatus of the prison: 
here is an apparatus that produces , as a more or less 
unforeseen consequence, the constitution of a subject 

and of a mi l ieu of del inquents. who then become the 
subject of new-and, this t ime, perfectly calculatcd
techn iques of governance. 

What defines the apparatuses that we have to deal 
with in the current phase of capital ism is that they no 
longer act as much through the producrion of a sub
ject, as th rough the processes of what can be called 

desubjectificaLiun. A desubjectifying moment is cer
tainly impl icit i n  every process of subjecti ficat ion. As 
we have seen, the penitential  self  is constituted only 
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through its own negation. But what we are now wit

nessing is that processes of subjectification and pro
cesses of desubjectification seem to become recipro
cally indifferem, and so they do nor give rise to the 
recomposition of a new subject , except in larval or, 
as it were, spectral form. In  the nuntruth of the sub
ject, its own truth is no longer at stake. He who lets 
h imself be captured by the "cellular telephone" appa
ratus-whatever the intensity of the desi re that has 

driven h im -cannor acquire a new subjectivity, bur 

on ly a number through which he can, eventually, be 
control led. The spectator who spends his  evenings in  

front of  the television set only gets, in exchange for his 
desubjectificarion, the frustrated mask of the couch 
porato, or his inclusion in the calculat ion of viewer
ship ratings. 

Here l ies the vanity of the wel l-meaning discourse 

on technology, which asserrs that the problem with ap
paratuses can be reduced to the question of their cor

rect use. Those who make such claims seem to ignore 
a simple fact: If a certa in process of subjectification (or, 

in this case, desubjectificat ion) corresponds to every 
apparatus , then it is impossible for the subject of an 

apparatus ro use it "in the righ t way." Those who con

tinue ro promote similar arguments are, for their parr, 
the product of the media apparatus in which they are 
captured. 
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10. 

Contemporary societies therefore present them
selves as inert bodies going through massive processes 
of desubject ification without acknowledging any real 

subjectificat ion . Hence the ecl ipse of pol itics, which 
used to presuppose the existence of subjects and real 

identities (the workers' movement, the bou rgeoisie, 
etc.), and the triumph of the oikonomia, that is to say, 

of a pure activity of government that aims at noth
i ng other than its own replication. The Right and 
the Left, wh ich today alternate in the ma nagemem 
of power, have for this reason very little to do with 

the pol it ical sphere in wh ich they orig inated. They 
arc simply the names of two poles-the first point ing 
without scruple to desubjectification, the second wa nt
ing instead to hide behind the hypocritical mask of 

Lile good democratic citizen-of the same governmen
tal machine . 

This, above all, is the source of the pecul iar uneasi
ness of power precisely dur ing an era in which it con

fronts the most docile and cowardly social body that 
has ever existed in human h istory. It is only an appar
em paradox that the harmless citizen of postindustria l  

democracies (the Bloom, as it has been effectively sug
gested he be ca l led)," who read i ly does everything that 

he is asked to do, inasmuch as he leaves his everyday 
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gestu res and his health, his amusements and his occu
pations , his diet and his desires, to be com manded and 
controlled in (he smallest detail by apparatuses , is also 
considered by power-perhaps precisely because of 

this-as a pOlem ial  terrorist. Wh ile a new European 
norm imposes biometric apparatuses on al l its citizens 
by developi ng and perfecting anthropometric technol

ogies invented in the n ineteenth century in order to 
identify recidivist criminals (from mug shots to fin
gerprinting) , surveillance by means of video cameras 
transforms the public space of the city into the interior 
of an im mense prison. In the eyes of authority-and 

maybe right ly so-nothing looks more l ike a terrorist 
than the ord i nary man . 

The more apparatuses pervade and disseminate 
their power in every field of life, the more govern ment 

wil l fi nd itself faced with an elusive element , which 
seems to escape its grasp the more it docilely submits 
to it. This is neither (0 say thaI (h is element consti
tutes a revolut ionary subject in its own right, nor that 

it can ha l t or even threaten the governmental mach ine. 

Rather than the proclaimed end of history, we are, in 
fact, witnessing the incessant though a imless motion 
of this machine, which, in a sort of colossal parody of 
theological oikonomia, has assumed the legacy of the 
providential governance of the world ; yet instead of re

deeming our world, this machine (true to the origi nal 
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eschatological vocation of Providence} is leading us to 

catastrophe. The problem of the profanation of appa

ratuses-that is to say, the restitution to common use 
of what has been captured and separated in them
is, for this reason, all the more u rgent.  But this prob
lem cannot be properly raised as long as t hose who 
are concerned with it are unable to i ntervene in thei r 

own processes of subject ification, any more than in 
their own apparatuses, in order to then bring to light 

the Ungovernable , which is the beginning and, at the 

same t ime. the vanishing point of every polit ics . 




