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GWS 185: Biopolitics and After
Professor Kyla Wazana Tompkins

Office: Crookshank 104
Email: kwazana@pomona.edu

Office Hours: Mondays 11-12 and 3-4; Tuesdays by appointment

Acknowledgements: I developed this syllabus with the help of my colleagues 
and friends Ann Pellegrini (NYU) and Greta LaFleur (Yale).  Please take some 

time to investigate their work; they are amazing teachers and scholars.

Class Goals: This class was created in response to student requests for a class on 
Biopolitics. We will read the foundational works in biopolitics with particular recourse 
to Foucault’s initial work in his volume The History of Sexuality (Volume One) and 
Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the College de France, 1975-1976 and then 
migrate through various responses to and extensions of Foucault’s original 
theorization. NB: Although we will begin with the foundational texts, this is not an 
introductory class but rather a very advanced political theory class. It will be offered 
again and really should be taken after previous exposure to political theory. I strongly 
encourage you to form reading groups outside of class and to take advantage of office 
hours; I additionally strongly encourage you to read the essays more than once.

Policies

Papers: Please upload all papers to Dropbox, in essays written in Times New Roman 
12-point font, with one-inch margins all around. All essays should be left-justified. All 
essays should have a title and a bibliography. I prefer Chicago Manual of Style citation 
but you should use what is preferable to you. Just be consistent. See the Chicago 
Manual of Style online for help.

Electronics vs. Paper: Always print out the relevant essays or bring the relevant book 
to class; please leave all ipads, laptops, phones and computers in your bag or at 
home. While we are all adults, it is nonetheless hard to resist the siren song of social 
media. We will work largely from paper in this class. The only exceptions are in case 
of family or childcare emergency or for disability accommodations.

Lateness on assignments: Late assignments will lose a third of a grade per day, 
including weekend days. I am committed to a model of pedagogy that supports your 
professional development, thus in this classroom it is your job to learn to manage 
these experiences in college, while still completing your work. 

Attendance and Participation: Key to the success of this class is superb classroom 
citizenship, including being prepared, contributing to the class at least once a session, 
and preferably much more. A contribution can be a question or a query of the text, 
including “I don’t get it” questions. Please address each member of the class with 
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respect and collegiality; this does not mean that you should not be passionate or 
engaged or critical. It does mean that not everyone will understand the material in the 
same way; our goal as a class is to form a collective intelligent organism that thinks 
together and produces the best possible questions, as a group. In this sense the 
wellbeing of each of us matters to the intelligence and wellbeing of all of the others. 
Care for each other accordingly, and treat each other’s ideas with appropriate 
seriousness. In general I seek to model an anti-racist, anti-sexist, queer- and trans-
positive pedagogy. This is a class that is particularly committed to questions and frank 
declarations of non-understanding of the text. 

Accommodations: As a dyslexic myself, I want this to be a disability-positive 
classroom space; if you are experiencing pain or discomfort, or if you need to lie 
down, move about, fiddle, or stretch, to support your wellbeing and mode of learning 
in this classroom, please do (though I would appreciate a heads up in advance). You 
will need an official accommodations letter if you want extensions for assignments or if 
any of my policies, including classroom citizenship, run counter to your 
accommodations. If you are ill or in distress within the parameters of your 
accommodations please let me know immediately. If you miss class, please bring a 
doctor’s note. Regarding documented accommodations please let me know within the 
first week or so if you need me to alter the seating or furniture arrangement of the 
class, or if I can support you in any way, including by changing classrooms. Please 
also let me know if the textbooks are a significant financial setback and I will do what I 
can to alleviate that. Per the policy of the Gender and Women’s Studies Program, we 
do not offer trigger warnings, except on the first day of class, which is to say: we 
discuss difficult material. Please come prepared.

Gender: everyone in this class is entitled to be addressed by their correct gender 
pronoun. My GP is “Professor Tompkins” until after you graduate at which point you 
can call me Kyla (“Keela”). I prefer she/her and am not opposed to they, per your 
political commitments.

Plagiarism: Don’t. Ever. See college policies regarding consequences and 
procedures. Cite liberally, including classroom discussion. Consider your paper to be 
a capacious and convivial space of hospitable interaction between mutually invested 
parties. Invite as many people to this space as you can, without obscuring your own 
point of view. Have your friends edit your work and then thank them in your notes.

Writing Centre: Use this free service: you will miss it when you graduate. The Writing 
Center provides Pomona students and 5C students in Pomona courses a community 
of experienced readers and writers, offering free, one- on-one consultations at any 
stage of the writing process - from brainstorming ideas to fine-tuning a draft. We work 
with students on a broad range of writing, including written and oral academic 
assignments in any discipline, in addition to creative writing, personal statements, 
resumes, and cover letters. The Writing Fellows are Pomona students—sophomores, 
juniors, and seniors—majoring in disciplines as varied as Biology, Spanish, and 
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Politics. They are trained to work with writers at all levels, and on work in any area. 
Consultations are available by appointment, which students can make online at 
writing.pomona.edu. The Writing Center also offers drop-in hours Sundays through 
Thursdays from 8-10pm.

Our Writing Fellow: Katharine Snell, Katharine.Snell@pomona.edu

Assignments
Presentation: 20% (with one page handout, see sample handout on Sakai)
Response Papers x 2, due by March 11th: 20% (two pages each, maximum)
Attendance and Participation, including meeting about final paper: 20%
Final Paper Draft: 15% (at least half to two-thirds of the paper)
Final Paper: 25% (12-15 pages maximum)

Assignment Breakdown
Presentation: 20% -- Everyone will present on at least one, possibly two texts to the 
class and circulate a detailed handout to the class. On your handout please include a 
summary of the key arguments of the text; a list of keywords; an introduction to the 
author (Foucault excepted), their disciplinary affiliations and most-known texts. Ask 
yourself: to whom is the author speaking or responding? Finally, craft a question or 
two of the text that will spark conversation. (See attached discussion of what 
constitutes a good question.)

Response Papers x 2, due by February 19th (response #1) and March 11th (response 
#2): 20% -- Everyone will hand in two (1-2 page) response papers on a text of your 
choice, by February 19th and March 11th respectively. Use the paper as an opportunity 
to meditate on a key term in a reading or to begin to rehearse the subject of your final 
paper. How does the author use this term? What does it mean? Why is it important to 
the study of biopolitics? These papers will not receive extensive feedback, usually 
only checkmarks. However I will read them all.

Attendance and Participation, including meeting about final paper: 20% See above for 
policies.

Final Paper Draft: 15% and Final Paper: 25% -- Students will produce a 12-15 page 
paper at the end of the class, on a topic of their choice related to the issue of 
biopolitics either historically or in the contemporary political scene. I will grade your 
draft and give you extensive feedback. Our writing fellow will be available to work on 
the paper with you.

Readings (Most of the readings are on Sakai; in short, don’t buy all of the books I 
ordered):
Foucault, Michel. History of Sexuality, Volume 1
Foucault, Michel. “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the College de France 
1975-1976.
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Stoler, Ann. Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault's History of Sexuality and the 
Colonial Order of Things.
Lisa Marie Cacho, Racialized Rightlessness

Class Schedule

Week 1 – January 25th
Meet and greet

Week 2 – February 1
History of Sexuality, parts 1, 2 and 3
Ann Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the 
Colonial Order of Things, chapter 1 (pp. 1-18).
Joyce Chaplin, Chapter 4: Domesticating America
Supplemental: Lazzarato, From Biopower to Biopolitics

Week 3 – February 8
History of Sexuality parts 4 and 5
Foucault, Lectures one and two, in “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the 
College de France 1975-1976, pp. 1-41.  
Foucault, Lecture 13 in Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de 
France, 1977-1978
Foucault, “Governmentality”
Supplemental: Lemke, Life as the Basis of Politics
Supplemental: Lemke, Governmentality, Critique

Week 4 – February 15
Foucault, Lectures three, four, eleven, and “Course Summary,” in “Society Must Be 
Defended”, pp. 43-85, 239-72. 
Ann Stoler, Chapter 3: “Toward a Genealogy of Racisms: The 1976 Lectures at the 
College de France,” in Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault's History of 
Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things (1995).
Supplemental: The Government of Living Beings

FIRST RESPONSE PAPER DUE BY FEBRUARY 19TH

Week 5 – February 22
Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics”
Giorgio Agamben, “Introduction” and “The Paradox of Sovereignty” and “Life that does 
not Deserve to be Lived” in Homo Sacer 
Giorgio Agamben, “Biopolitics and the Rights of Man,” from Homo Sacer: Sovereign 
Power and Bare Life 
Supplemental: Sovereign Power and Bare Life
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Week 6 – February 29
Chapter 5: Death and the Birth of Race, Joyce Chaplin, Subject Matter
Max Nelson, “Making Men: Enlightenment Ideas of Racial Engineering”
Ian Baucom, “Spectres of the Atlantic”
Skim if you have time: Oldham, “Insurance Litigation Involving the Zong and Other 
Slave Ships”

Week 7 – March 7th
Roberto Esposito, “Immunitas “V: The Implant.””
Haraway, “The Biopolitics of Postmodern Bodies: Constitutions of Self in Immune 
Systems Discourse.”
Nikolas Rose, Molecular Biopolitics, Somatic Ethics and the Spirit of Biocapital

SPRING BREAK -- SECOND RESPONSE PAPER DUE BY MARCH 11TH. 

Week 9 – March 21st

Mel Chen, Lead Matters
Ed Cohen, A Body Worth Defending, Chapter One

Week 9 – March 28th

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, “Biopolitical Production”
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, “Biopolitics as Event”
Deleuze and Guattari, “Postscript on the Society of Control”
Supplemental: Capitalism and the Living Multitude: Hardt and Negri

Week 10 – April 4th

Nikolas Rose, Introduction and Chapter One, The Politics of Life Itself
Sarah Jain, “Living in Prognosis”
Jasbir Puar, “Debility, Capacity”

DRAFT OF FINAL PAPER DUE APRIL 5TH AT MIDNIGHT TO SAKAI

Week 11 – April 11th

Nicole Shukin, Introduction, Chapter One and Chapter Four Animal Capital

DRAFTS OF FINAL PAPERS RETURNED TO YOU THIS WEEK ON SAKAI

Week April 18th

Lisa Marie Cacho, Racialized Rightlessness

Week April 25th

TBD

Week May 1st

In-class writing workshop
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PAPER DUE MAY 2ND AT MIDNIGHT


