
Disease, Degeneration, Health and the
Biopolitical Dimension: Based on Foucault's
Routledge
Disease, degeneration, and health are central concepts in medicine and
public health. However, they are also social and political constructs that are
shaped by power relations and discourses. This article explores the
biopolitical dimension of disease, degeneration, and health, drawing on the
work of Michel Foucault.
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Foucault argues that disease and degeneration are not simply biological
phenomena, but also social and political constructs that are shaped by
power relations and discourses. He shows how the medical gaze has
historically been used to pathologize certain groups of people, such as the
poor, the mentally ill, and the criminal. Foucault also argues that the
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concept of health is not neutral, but is instead defined and regulated
through biopolitical mechanisms, such as surveillance, discipline, and
normalization.

This article examines the ways in which disease, degeneration, and health
are produced and regulated through biopolitical mechanisms. It argues that
these mechanisms are not simply designed to protect the public from
disease, but also to control and manage populations.

The Biopolitical Dimension of Disease

Foucault argues that disease is not simply a biological phenomenon, but
also a social and political construct that is shaped by power relations and
discourses. He shows how the medical gaze has historically been used to
pathologize certain groups of people, such as the poor, the mentally ill, and
the criminal.

For example, in the 19th century, poverty was often seen as a disease that
was caused by laziness and immorality. This view was used to justify the
harsh treatment of the poor, who were often forced into workhouses or
asylums. Similarly, mental illness was often seen as a sign of moral
weakness or degeneracy. This view was used to justify the confinement of
the mentally ill in asylums, where they were often subjected to harsh
treatment.

Foucault also argues that the concept of disease is not neutral, but is
instead defined and regulated through biopolitical mechanisms, such as
surveillance, discipline, and normalization. For example, the surveillance of
disease is often used to identify and isolate potential threats to the public



health. This surveillance can take many forms, such as mandatory
reporting of certain diseases, contact tracing, and quarantine.

Discipline is another biopolitical mechanism that is used to control and
manage disease. Discipline is a set of techniques that are used to shape
the behavior of individuals and populations. These techniques can include
everything from education to propaganda to physical coercion. For
example, governments often use education campaigns to promote healthy
behaviors, such as washing hands and getting vaccinated. They may also
use propaganda to stigmatize certain behaviors, such as smoking and drug
use.

Normalization is a third biopolitical mechanism that is used to control and
manage disease. Normalization is a process of creating and enforcing
social norms. These norms can be anything from what is considered to be
normal weight to what is considered to be normal behavior. Normalization
can be enforced through a variety of mechanisms, such as social pressure,
education, and law. For example, governments often use social pressure to
encourage people to lose weight and get fit. They may also use education
to teach people about the dangers of certain behaviors, such as smoking
and drug use.

The Biopolitical Dimension of Degeneration

Foucault argues that degeneration is not simply a biological phenomenon,
but also a social and political construct that is shaped by power relations
and discourses. He shows how the concept of degeneration has historically
been used to justify the exclusion and marginalization of certain groups of
people, such as the poor, the mentally ill, and the criminal.



For example, in the 19th century, degeneration was often seen as a threat
to the social order. This view was used to justify the exclusion of certain
groups of people from society, such as the poor, the mentally ill, and the
criminal. These groups were often seen as being a threat to the genetic
health of the nation.

Foucault also argues that the concept of degeneration is not neutral, but is
instead defined and regulated through biopolitical mechanisms, such as
surveillance, discipline, and normalization. For example, the surveillance of
degeneration is often used to identify and isolate potential threats to the
social order. This surveillance can take many forms, such as mandatory
genetic testing, premarital exams, and immigration restrictions.

Discipline is another biopolitical mechanism that is used to control and
manage degeneration. Discipline is a set of techniques that are used to
shape the behavior of individuals and populations. These techniques can
include everything from education to propaganda to physical coercion. For
example, governments often use education campaigns to promote healthy
behaviors, such as avoiding incest and having children within marriage.
They may also use propaganda to stigmatize certain behaviors, such as
promiscuity and drug use.

Normalization is a third biopolitical mechanism that is used to control and
manage degeneration. Normalization is a process of creating and enforcing
social norms. These norms can be anything from what is considered to be
normal weight to what is considered to be normal behavior. Normalization
can be enforced through a variety of mechanisms, such as social pressure,
education, and law. For example, governments often use social pressure to
encourage people to get married and have children. They may also use



education to teach people about the dangers of certain behaviors, such as
incest and promiscuity.

The Biopolitical Dimension of Health

Foucault argues that health is not a natural state, but is instead a product of
social and political forces. He shows how the concept of health has
historically been used to justify the exclusion and marginalization of certain
groups of people, such as the poor, the mentally ill, and the criminal.

For example, in the 19th century, health was often seen as a sign of moral
superiority. This view was used to justify the exclusion of certain groups of
people from society, such as the poor, the mentally ill, and the criminal.
These groups were often seen as being a threat to the health of the nation.

Foucault also argues that the concept of health is not neutral, but is instead
defined and regulated through biopolitical mechanisms, such as
surveillance, discipline, and normalization. For example, the surveillance of
health is often used to identify and isolate potential threats to the public
health. This surveillance can take many forms, such as mandatory health
screenings, contact tracing, and quarantine.

Discipline is another biopolitical mechanism that is used to control and
manage health. Discipline is a set of techniques that are used to shape the
behavior of individuals and populations. These techniques can include
everything from education to propaganda to physical coercion. For
example, governments often use education campaigns to promote healthy
behaviors, such as washing hands and getting vaccinated. They may also
use propaganda to stigmatize certain behaviors, such as smoking and drug
use.



Normalization is a third biopolitical mechanism that is used to control and
manage health. Normalization is a process of creating and enforcing social
norms. These norms can be anything from what is considered to be normal
weight to what is considered to be normal behavior. Normalization can be
enforced through a variety of mechanisms, such as social pressure,
education, and law. For example, governments often use social pressure to
encourage people to lose weight and get fit. They may also use education
to teach people about the dangers of certain behaviors, such as smoking
and drug use.
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