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Chapter 1
Theorizing Governmentality

INTRODUCTION

This chapter develops the main theoretical, conceptual, and methodological background
of this study. I explain the concept of governmentality and how the introduction of this
neologism by the French philosopher Michel Foucault in the late 1970s has contributed
to contemporary debates about the nature, scope, and impact of modern power relations.
I show how his concept could be understood as an analytical framework to contest state,
sub state, or supra state institutions and organizations as transparent, a historical, and
unproblematic political formations, and to rethink the relations between power, knowl
edge, and object and subject formation more generally.

Since the early 1990s, and since the publication of some seminal studies on Foucault’s
work on governmentality in particular,1 we have been able to notice a rapid, almost ex
ponential increase of the number of publications that have taken governmentality as
their central methodological starting point. This recent boom, however, has not neces
sarily contributed to an increase of clear articulations of the concept and its analytical
scope and methodological ambitions. Undoubtedly, some of the more persistent present
day mystifications and obscurities regarding ‘governmentality’ date back to Foucault’s
own work. Indeed, as his work could generally be characterized by permanent shifts of
focus and attention, his views on governmentality, though part of his late work, had also
been subjected to change. In particular, when the central focus of his work changed for
the very last time in the early 1980s and when he started to elaborate on technologies of
the self and practices of freedom, he developed a further explanation of the conceptual
scope of governmentality that many contemporary ‘governmentality studies’ have hith
erto left untouched (Foucault 1997d; 1997b; 2005a; 2010). Even more explicitly than in the
‘governmentality lectures’ that he gave between 1977 and 1979 at the Collège de France
in Paris (Foucault 2007b; 2008a), in the late discussion on this new notion he stressed that
governmental techniques and strategies can be mobilized to maintain as well as contest
dominant power relations, and to govern both selves and others at different govern
mental scales. As I argue in this chapter and beyond, the attitude in much of the

1 See, most notable, Burchell et al (1991), Dean (1991; 1994; 1999), Barry et al (1996), N Rose (1996c; 1999a;
1999b), and Lemke (1997).
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literature to neglect particularly this variant of the concept has led to an ambivalent, yet
persistent tendency in some inquiries into governmentality to conceive Foucault’s neo
logism as an all encompassing form of power that controls activities, spaces, persons,
and populations without offering an adequate view of how these control or security
mechanisms could be contested. I argue that such a one sided view can and should be
challenged. In order to do so, it helps to differentiate between at least three distinct
understandings of the concept of governmentality: governmentality as an analytics, as a
process, and as a form of power.

In this chapter, I shed light on how governmentality could help to situate political
institutions—for example the state, but also international governing organizations
(IGOs) such as the European Union (EU) and the World Bank—within a more general
philosophy of contemporary power relations. I show how governmentality as an analytics
of government supports a theory of networked and dispersed power in which political
organizations are considered as the effects of power relations, rather than as the secure
centers from where power is delegated and distributed to nearby or remote sites else
where. Secondly, I explain how governmentality as a process has contributed to the
gradual codification and consolidation of specific, yet contestable political institutions.
An analysis of such processes of governmentalization elucidates how various arts of
government have historically been developed and, in the course of modern European
history, led to more or less stable and durable, yet contestable power relations. I show
how a critical history of such processes of governmentalization—or what could also be
considered as a genealogy of problematizations of government—contributes to distin
guishing and mapping out different intersecting and overlapping modalities of govern
mentality. This leads me, finally, to illuminate how we can understand governmental
ities as forms of power on the one hand, and power relations as the interplay between
various contestable modalities of governmentality, on the other.

INTERROGATING POWER TOPOLOGICALLY: BEYOND PERIODIZATION AND FUNCTIONALISM

The introduction of the neologism governmentality in the late 1970s has contributed to at
least three important discussions in late twentieth and early twenty first century post
structuralist social and political thought. Firstly, discussing power in terms of govern
mentality has contributed to an ongoing debate about how we need to perceive the state,
state related practices, and the state’s sovereignty in an age in which forces commonly
attributed to various processes of globalization have increasingly contested the state or at
least resituated it in new networks of multiple governing agencies (Appadurai 1996; Ong
2006; Sharma and Gupta 2006). Secondly, by the emphasis on how, since the late eigh
teenth century, governmental power has increasingly been exercised at the intersection
of individual bodies of persons and the collective body of a population, the analytical
framework of governmentality contributes to an understanding of what it means that
basic features of the human species have become the object of political interventions and
strategies (Rabinow and Rose 2006; Lemke 2007; Rose 2007; Dillon 2010). Last but not
least, a governmentality perspective engages in debates about the relations between
structure and agency and those between power and resistance, and offers a view of
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power that goes beyond these binary oppositions.2 Without attempting to strictly sepa
rate these three debates, I will elaborate on them to situate the notion of governmentality
in its own history of emergence, development, and still ongoing re articulation.

Already in his earlier works, Foucault wanted to de center the state as the central
power arranging institution in modern European societies. Accordingly, he displaced
state theory as the prevailing conceptual framework for analyzing power and considered
its emergence as a symptom and stage of historically diverse reflections on forms and
practices of government, rather than as a kind of neutral tool to analyze the state, its
alleged sovereignty, and its exercise of power. According to Foucault, state theory con
ventionally focuses on sovereign power and how it juridico politically and institutionally
consolidates specific state subject relationships, most of all those of domination or even
repression, within a state’s territory (1990a: 92 101; 2004: 1 41). The introduction of the
notion of governmentality has contributed to a reconsideration of concepts of sovereign
power, and to a refinement and redirection of Foucault’s own theory of power, an under
standing of the state, its history, and its apparatuses in particular. The almost parallel
introduction of the concept of bio power has played an important role in this develop
ment. In the works written after Discipline and Punish (1975), Foucault emphasized the
importance of bio power in regulating modern societies at the level of populations,
rather than exclusively at the one of nationalized territories. Bio power is conceived as a
form of power that intensively regulates life and its mechanisms, and that governs and
manipulates bodies, whether on an individual or a collective scale. According to
Foucault (1990a: part 5), bio power emerged as a relatively new and distinct form of
power in the course of the eighteenth century, when the category of human nature
ambivalently entered into the field of governmental technologies. Bio power could be
seen as a largely limitless set of mechanisms through which the basic biological features
of human beings, now considered as a species, have become the explicit object of
political strategies and interventions (Foucault 2007b: 1, 74 75). Bio power involves an
intimate relating and mutual strengthening of its two main dimensions, namely a so
called anatomo political, disciplinary element that works at the level of individualized
bodies, and a so called bio political, regulatory element that primarily operates at the level
of the collectivized body of a population. Anatomo politics is predominantly related to
technologies that seek to optimize the productive capacities of the human body, to
maximize its forces, and to integrate it into systems of efficient and economic controls,
for instance through proper training in the army, at school, or at workplaces. Bio politics,
on the other hand, is first of all related to the regulation of the population as a whole or
of a specific part thereof. Bio political regulation includes the management of processes
of collective life through governing the health, happiness, wealth, security, longevity,
productive capacity, or the reproduction of populations. Sexuality, probably Foucault’s
best known example, could be considered as historically constituted at the juncture of
the individual body and the collective body of a population and as one of the crucial
targets of modern forms of power organized around the management of life. At the
anatomo political, bodily level, bio power has been involved with the various ways in

2 See, for instance, Bevir (1999), O’Leary (2002), Oksala (2005), Allen (2008), Gledhill (2009), and Cadman
(2010).
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which sexuality relates to, for instance, behavior, dreams, happiness, gender, illness,
childhood, emerging maturity, and notions of subjectivity. At the bio political, collective
level, bio power has become manifest in sexuality’s direct and indirect connections with,
for instance, issues of fertility, reproduction, longevity, sex education, environmental
problems, economic prosperity, and health care and its accessibility. As the example of
sexuality—or, to be more precise, of the dispositif of sexuality (Foucault 1980; Deleuze
1992)—explains, these two dimensions of bio power constantly intersect. Certain forms
of sexual behavior and self perception, for instance, are supposed to contribute to a
population’s health where other forms are not. Vice versa, sex education supposedly
helps to develop, demarcate, and normalize certain forms of sexual behavior and self
perception (Foucault 1990a: 145 59; 2004: 251 52).

At least retrospectively, we could say that the parallel development of the conceptual
frameworks of governmentality and bio power in Foucault’s work has disproved the
core arguments of its critiques. Critics of his work on power have suggested that it tends
to understate the role of sovereign forms of power, to periodize different forms of power
or society too easily in favor of distinguishing epistemologically incompatible epochs,
and to offer limited room for agency, resistance, and freedom. These critiques have their
origin in Foucault’s own work, which has confusingly introduced as well as permanently
shifted its central parameters. Initially, for instance, Foucault juxtaposed disciplinary and
sovereign power and suggested that the former had historically replaced the latter,
thereby claiming an epochal shift in terms of the dominant type of power. In one of his
1973 lectures, for instance, he suggests that “one type of power, that of sovereignty, is
replaced by what could be called disciplinary power” (2008b: 22). However, both in the
lectures of the mid 1970s (2003; 2004) and in Discipline and Punish he clarifies that we
need to see the appearance of discipline in terms of a far reaching intermingling of both
modalities of power, in which juridico political instruments increasingly function as
normalizing techniques. Thus, Foucault suggests that sovereign power and politico
juridical instruments do not disappear, but, rather, that they have profoundly been
rearticulated in their connection with disciplinary power. Foucault comes back to this
theme in the first volume of The History of Sexuality, where he conceptualizes discipline
as one of the two dimensions of bio power. He states that he does not mean to say “that
the law fades into the background or that the institutions of justice tend to disappear, but
rather that the law operates more and more as a norm, and that the juridical institution is
increasingly incorporated into a continuum of apparatuses (medical, administrative, and
so on) whose functions are for the most part regulatory” (1990a: 144).

Nonetheless, even this reformulation of the relationships between sovereign, disci
plinary (or anatomo political), and regulatory (or bio political) forms of power cannot
entirely take away the critique of the periodization of history and of the correlated
distinction of epochs in which different kinds of power dominate. This problem has
much to do with a kind of functionalism that is still largely inherent to the notions of
power that Foucault developed until the late 1970s. Suggesting a radical shift from a
‘legal’ to a ‘disciplinary’ age in the eighteenth century, as Foucault still did in his 1973 74
lectures on psychiatric power, would imply an underestimation of the role of sovereign
ty in modern societies. But even the suggestion that, since the seventeenth and eigh
teenth century, discipline and forms of population regulation are complementary com
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ponents of an all encompassing newly emerged normalizing logic of power that has
radically resituated sovereign power implies that these two components—the former at
the level of the individual and the latter at the one of collectives—determine a shift from
a ‘classical age’ of sovereignty to a ‘modern age’ of normalization (Collier 2009: 82 87).
At least until his lectures of early 1976, Foucault clearly supported the idea of such a
shift:

The normalizing society is a society in which the norm of discipline and the norm of
regulation intersect along an orthogonal articulation. To say that power took
possession of life in the nineteenth century, or to say that power at least takes life
under its care in the nineteenth century, is to say that it has, thanks to the play of
technologies of discipline on the one hand and technologies of regulation on the other,
succeeded in covering the whole surface that lies between the organic and the
biological, between body and population. (Foucault 2004: 253)

This shift implies, as Stephen Collier has eloquently analyzed, that “the two poles of
disciplinary and regulatory power operate according to different logics, but that they are
fundamentally isomorphic and functionally complementary” (2009: 85). In spite of
Foucault’s explicit and frequent rejection of functionalism, structuralism, and correlated
forms of periodization in his works from History of Madness (1961) through Discipline and
Punish (1975), the conceptual frames of these works did not entirely succeed in avoiding
forms of functionalism and periodization.

However, from the lecture series on governmentality and bio politics onward,
Foucault’s work further complicates the relation between sovereignty, disciplinary, and
regulatory forms of power and starts to integrate them within his analysis of a prob
lematics of government (2007b; 2008a). For the first time, his work suggests that there is
no necessary link between the two central components of bio power and that the three
discussed forms of power are not necessarily part of the same inner, normalizing logic.3
Instead, his work unravels how “each deals differently with what we [prevailingly] call
normalization” (Foucault 2007b: 56) and develops new concepts to articulate this
analytical decomposition (norm, normation, normalization, and, more generally, security
mechanisms).4 From now on, Foucault proposes neither a shift from sovereignty to
discipline, nor one from a sovereign to a normalizing society, in which disciplinary and

3 I do not entirely agree with Collier’s observation (2009) that this shift in Foucault’s work was a clear and
unambiguous one. Indeed, the discussion of the emergence of the reality of population in terms of blockages
and processes of unblocking and release—most notably in the seminal governmentality lecture of 1
February 1978 (2007b: 87 110)—ambivalently suggests the beginning of a new age. Yet, I agree with
Collier’s basic observation that, from here on, Foucault departs from his earlier emphasis on congruencies
between different technologies of power. This is also expressed by Foucault’s use of the concept of
‘assemblage’ (2007b: 312). Various authors have emphasized that the notions of governmentality and
assemblage could be productively combined to articulate an analytics of government (Ong and Collier
2005b; Li 2007a; Collier 2009; Ferguson 2009). In chapter 5, I will stress the importance of understanding
neo liberal forms of governmentality in terms of assemblages for a discussion of newly emerged forms of
Romani minority governance in Europe.
4 I will discuss Foucault’s concept of security in chapter 2.
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regulatory power work out complementarily. Rather, he proposes that the series of
sovereignty discipline security supports neither epochal nor functionalist claims:

There is not a series of successive elements, the appearance of the new causing the
earlier ones to disappear. There is not the legal age, the disciplinary age, and then the
age of security. Mechanisms of security do not replace disciplinary mechanisms,
which would have replaced juridico legal mechanisms. In reality you have a series of
complex edifices in which, of course, the techniques themselves change and are per
fected, or anyway become more complicated, but in which what above all changes is
the dominant characteristic, or more exactly, the system of correlation between juridico
legal mechanisms, disciplinary mechanisms, and mechanisms of security. (Foucault
2007b: 8, my emphasis)

The shift from an analysis of correlated and isomorphic power mechanisms that support
one and the same normalizing society to examining a heterogeneous set of different
elements and the way in which they are and need to be assembled to govern things,
activities, spaces, persons, and populations as adequately as possible involves a crucial
shift of focus. This methodological change goes together with an increased emphasis on
“technologies of power” (Foucault 2007b: 8). Following Collier’s suggestion, we could
call this shift one toward a focus on a topology of power, in which “one technology of
power may provide guiding norms and an orienting telos,” but “does not saturate all
power relations.” Interrogating power topologically implies an analysis of “a configura
tional principle that determines how heterogeneous elements—techniques, institutional
arrangements, material forms, and other technologies of power—are taken up and
recombined” (Collier 2009: 89). At the center of such a topological analysis of power is
not a history of techniques—e.g. the disciplinary technique of putting someone in a cell or
the security technique of crime statistics—but a history of technologies of power that
focuses on the reactivation, transformation, and reconfiguration of various sovereign,
disciplinary, and security techniques in certain spaces and at certain moments.5 This is
what Foucault means when he calls for interrogating “systems of correlation” (2007b: 8).
Departing from the focus on congruencies within power knowledge nexuses that deter
mined much of his earlier works, this analysis implies a “fuzzy history of the correlations
and systems … for things do not necessarily develop in step in different sectors, at a given
moment, in a given society, in a given country” (Foucault 2007b: 8, my italics). Writing the
fuzzy history of technologies of power involves the articulation of a “strategic logic,”
rather than a dialectic one that “puts to work contradictory terms within the homo
geneous”:

A logic of strategy does not stress contradictory terms within a homogeneity that
promises their resolution in a unity. The function of a strategic logic is to establish the

5 The focus on histories of technologies of power, which increasingly dominates Foucault’s work after
Discipline and Punish and the first volume of The History of the Sexuality, seriously complicates those inter
pretations of his work that consider it as an expression of a ‘modernization paradigm’ or of a shift toward a
‘disciplinary society’ (Lucassen 2008; Wakefield 2009).
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possible connections between disparate terms which remain disparate. The logic of
strategy is the logic of connections between the heterogeneous and not the logic of the
homogenization of the contradictory. (Foucault 2008a: 42) 6

The focus on non totalizing forms of assembling heterogeneous and disparate
elements that characterizes the shift toward governmentality has also consequences for
theorizing agency, freedom, and resistance. The critique of the limited role that these
issues would play in Foucault’s work (eg, Fraser 1989; McCarthy 1991; McNay 1992;
Taylor 1986; Said 2002) could also be related to his writings prior to the publication of his
trilogy on the history of sexuality and to his work on governmentality. His initial under
standing of sovereign and disciplinary techniques of power could not avoid the ‘repres
sion trap’ and the closely related focus on power as mainly domination on the one hand,
and resistance as primarily reaction to the dominant power relations and their normal
izing effects, on the other. Foucault had criticized state theory for focusing primarily on
how sovereign power creates subjects and on how this process would mainly lead to
forms of subjection and repression. He had introduced discipline as a way to alter the
understanding of power and to create room for how power is always productive as well.
However, as a number of critics of Foucault’s earlier works have put forward, both the
omnipresence of a normalizing, disciplinary power and its uncompromising ability to
produce ‘docile bodies’ (Foucault 1995: 135 69) do not sufficiently shed light on how
processes of subjection actually intersect with productive ones of subject and identity
formation. The problem with how he has rendered power and resistance in his work
until the mid 1970s is that the latter becomes merely conceptualized as reactive or a
reacting to power, rather than as a positive action on its own terms (Hartmann 2003).

However, with the shift toward an analytics of government, Foucault’s work departs
from analyzing “shifts in power relations in terms of vaguely defined and anonymous
functional imperatives … or in terms of broad shifts in discursivities” (Collier 2009: 90).
From here on, an important new—or better, rearticulated—element of his work contri
butes to another perspective regarding issues of agency, resistance, and freedom. His
post 1976 work “places particular emphasis on the work of actors—thinkers—who
constitute existing ways of thinking and acting as problems, and seek to reform and
remediate them” (ibid). Undoubtedly, Foucault’s work has always been committed to
the analyses of individual thinkers—we only need to recall his discussion of Samuel
Tuke and Philippe Pinel in his work on madness (2006), or of Jeremy Bentham in his
work on the prison (Foucault 1995). Yet, we can trace an important rearticulation after
1976, when his work analyzes these individual thinkers less along the lines of their
agreement with functional imperatives and dominant discourses—thereby still claiming
the epochal and functionalist shifts of which these thinkers are mainly the represen
tatives—than in terms of how these thinkers innovatively rearticulate and recombine
heterogeneous existing elements to modify actions by acting on the acts and actions of

6 Nevertheless, it would be somewhat misleading to characterize the discussed shift in Foucault’s late work
as primarily a shift toward analyzing strategies (eg, Gordon 1980: 250 55). Indeed, the articulation of a
strategic logic of power relationships has already been presented as a central feature of analysis in Discipline
and Punish (Foucault 1995: 277, 285 92).
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others. In this sense, the activity of governing is “to structure the possible fields of action
of others” (Foucault 2000e: 341). Considering the exercise of power as such a mode of
action upon the actions of others includes the element of freedom: “power is exercised
only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are ‘free.’” This means that “individual
or collective subjects … are faced with a field of possibilities in which several kinds of
conduct, several ways of reacting and modes of behavior are available” (ibid 341 42). In
other words, power relations are much more diverse and essentially conditioned by the
element of freedom, rather than merely representations of states of domination or re
pression. Such a state of domination represents only the far end of a much more hetero
geneous and longer spectrum of power relations. In cases of domination or repression,
power relations are immobilized and prevented from “any reversibility of movement by
economic, political, or military means” (Foucault 1997b: 283). Studies of governmentality
that have based their conception of governmentality primarily on Foucault’s lectures of
1977 78 and 1978 79 and, thus, on how they predominantly discuss this term in relation
ship to state practices and their continuous rearticulation, have often overlooked the
implicit, yet crucial link with a dimension of governmentality that Foucault has ex
plained more overtly in his post 1979 work. There, he links technologies of power that
have been mobilized to achieve the extremity of domination to what he calls techno
logies of the self that contribute to transforming selves in situations of relative freedom.7
He suggests considering governmentality as the encounter between technologies of
power and those of the self, thereby explicitly extending the scope of the govern
mentality concept:

If we understand by governmentality a strategic field of power relations in their
mobility, transformability, and reversibility, then I do not think that reflections on this
notion of governmentality can avoid passing through, theoretically and practically,
the element of a subject defined by the relationship of self to self. Although the theory
of political power as an institution usually refers to a juridical conception of the
subject of right, it seems to me that the analysis of governmentality—that is to say, of
power as a set of reversible relationships—must refer to an ethics of the subject
defined by the relationship of self to self. Quite simply, this means that in the type of
analysis I have been trying to advance for some time you can see that power relations,
governmentality, the government of the self and of others, and the relationship of self
to self constitute a chain, a thread … (Foucault 2005a: 252)

To summarize, the focus on both changing systems of correlation and a repertoire of
governmental technologies that stretches from the micro to the macro scale allow for a
new perspective on power relations. Looking at them through the lens of an analytics of
government avoids reactive concepts of resistance and, more in general, discusses power
beyond power resistance and structure agency binaries. The analytical framework of
governmentality rearticulates and differentiates the understanding of power relations in

7 I will discuss the way in which we need to perceive freedom in this context in chapter 2, where I will
discuss liberal forms of governmentality more generally.
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such a way that it avoids the ‘repression trap.’ But what, then, do we exactly need to
understand by this analytics of government?

RATIONALITIES, TECHNOLOGIES, AND STRATEGIES OF GOVERNMENT

In one of his lectures, Foucault brings up the question: “Why should one want to study
this insubstantial and vague domain covered by a notion as problematic and artificial as
that of ‘governmentality’?” His first, provisional answer is: “to tackle the problem of the
state and population” (2007b: 116). The framework of governmentality looks for ways to
simultaneously deconstruct the state and analyze it as a historically specific formation of
one set of institutions among others that codifies and annexes locally devised mecha
nisms of power to regulate a state’s population. Thus, the state and its institutions are
not a priori given institutions that mobilize or disseminate particular power technologies.
Rather, these institutions need to be understood as materialized intersections of various
technologies, strategies, and tactics of power that only bring these institutions and their
subjects as well as the legitimization of power and the normalization of specific dis
courses into existence. These institutions, therefore, are not the originators or seats of
power, but, rather, the effects of a variety of dispersed power technologies that have
crystallized in more or less coherent, yet contestable institutionalized forms in the course
of time. The state, thus, has neither a core nor a substance, but relates to heterogeneous
practices or styles of articulating the activity of governing:

We cannot speak of the state thing as if it was a being developing on the basis of itself
and imposing itself on individuals as if by a spontaneous, automatic mechanism. The
state is a practice. The state is inseparable from the set of practices by which the state
actually became a way of governing, a way of doing things, and a way too of relating
to government … The state is therefore a schema of intelligibility for a whole set of
already established institutions, a whole set of given realities … [The state emerges as]
nothing more than a way of governing … [or] a type of governmentality. (Foucault
2007b: 276 77, 286, 248)

Governmentality is to the state—or, more generally, to any institutionalized form of political
government—what techniques of segregation are to psychiatry, what disciplinary
mechanism are to the prison system, or what bio politics are to medical institutions (see
Foucault 2007b: 120).8 This formulation requires some clarification. In his earlier work,

8 In a similar vein, Foucault relates the modern notion of the autonomous subject to that of a much wider set
of practices of what the ancient Greeks called ‘the care of the self.’ What Foucault conceives as ‘technologies
of the self’ are various techniques that have historically been developed to articulate the care of the self
differently. These technologies include practices such as mnemonics, confession, meditation, praying,
asceticism, notebooks, diaries, writing in general, diets, and Cartesian doubt (Foucault 1988; 1990b; 1997d;
2005a). According to Foucault, genealogical analyses of such technologies need to clarify that, for instance,
the kinds of knowledge of the self that are implied in the notion of the autonomous subject are not
universal, and that self knowledge in general does “not have the same form or function within [the] history
of the care of the self” (2005a: 462).



36 CHAPTER ONE

Foucault (1994a; 1995; 2006) had tried to show that institutions, such as the clinic, the
prison, the asylum, and the hospital, are no pre given institutional settings in which
power is applied to achieve clearly formulated goals. Moreover, the ‘microphysics of
power’—the study of these power mechanisms from below rather than from above—was
invented to show that such materialized forms of power have been practiced ‘diagram
matically,’ that is, dispersed throughout society.9 Foucault tried to show how, for
instance, Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon functioned as a spatial diagram of visibility and
intelligibility on which many societal relations had been modeled in the nineteenth
century (Foucault 1995: 195 228; 2008b: 73 79).10

In a similar vein, the study of governmentality approaches the ‘problematics of
government’ that is related to the state’s emergence and its gradual consolidation and
institutionalization. By the end of the 1970s, Foucault realized that, though he had criti
cized the political juridical notion of power and the related prioritization of sovereign
power in state theory, to some extent he had still considered the state as a conceptual
ceiling of some of his earlier analyses. Then, he would need not only a microphysics of
power, but also a macrophysics thereof, not to simply complement the microphysical
approach, but to seriously complicate it. As I have already suggested above, this compli
cation affects his conceptualization of disciplinary power as a flexible set of technologies
to produce obedient and useful subjects, as it involves his notions of resistance and
subject formation as immanent to such disciplinary power. Most of all, however, it
affects any taken for granted dealing with the institution of the state and, more gener
ally, with any governmentalized institution that has appeared in modern history,
including supra national institutions such as the EU. As we shall see below, a study of
governmentality, and the idea of government as strategic codification and consolidation
of power relations in particular, enables the required link of a microphysics with a
macrophysics of power without reproducing some of the main drawbacks of his earlier
works. The shift is not simply one from a microphysics to a macrophysics of power—as
if we only deal with a shift in object—but implies an increased focus on how techno
logies of power are involved in processes of redeployment and reconfiguration and, con
sequently, on how they differently assemble governmental tools and rationales (Collier

9 I will come back to the notion of diagram below.
10 Bentham invented the panopticon at the beginning of the nineteenth century as an architectural model to
shape industry houses, workhouses, orphanages, mental hospitals, prisons, and the like in such way that
they could effectively contribute to the management and improvement of the entire population. In this
respect, the panopticon “is a form for a series of institutions” and needs to be understood as “a schema
which gives strength to any institution, a sort of mechanism by which the power which functions, or which
should function in an institution will be able to gain maximum force” (Foucault 2008b: 74). Foucault
describes the design as follows: “at the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is
pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is divided into
cells, each of which extends the whole width of the building; they have two windows, one on the inside,
corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell from
one end to the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in
each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker, or a schoolboy” (1995: 200). Foucault argues
that the design of the panopticon constitutes its inmates as objects of knowledge, rather than as subjects of
communication, and, thus, that the panopticon could be generally described as “the formal schema for the
constitution of an individualizing power and for knowledge about individuals” (2008b: 79; see also Dean
1991: 180 87).
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2009: 81 82). In this context, however, government has a much more general meaning
than in the widespread notions of political government or governance.

Foucault’s delineation of the concept of government starts from questioning the pre
vailing identification of government with political government and the focus on practices
of state related institutions and apparatuses. A history of the concept of government
shows that, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it had a much broader meaning,
ranging from the government of the self, one’s own passions, soul, children, a family, or
the right disposition of things to that of a ship, a market, a town, or a specific part of a
population (Foucault 2007b: 92 107, 120 29; 2008a: 1 4). Until well into the eighteenth
century, government and its problematics were discussed not only in politics, but also,
and even more extensively, in philosophical, medical, religious, ethical, and pedagogic
contexts. According to Foucault, only relatively late in history, namely in the course of
the seventeenth century, did government start to be identified with and more exclusively
related to the government of a state. To perceive of the state as something that has no
essential necessity or functionality, but, rather, as a historically specific way in which the
problem of governing has discursively and spatially been articulated, requires, therefore,
a more general and wider demarcation of the concept of government. If we want to cover
what is typical of the mentioned notions of government, Foucault suggests to under
stand the activity of governing as the ‘conduct of conduct’: leading, directing, or guiding
the conduct of oneself, something, or others in a particular way and on the basis of a
more or less well articulated and specific form of rationality (Foucault 2000e: 341).11 Such
a rationality or mentality of government means:

a way or system of thinking about the nature of the practice of government (who can
govern; what governing is; what or who is governed), capable of making some form
of that activity thinkable and practicable both to its practitioners and to those upon
whom it was practiced. (Gordon 1991: 3)

A governmental rationality refers to an ‘underlying’ yet materialized form of thought
that articulates in a specific way how governing is perceived of, who or what is exactly
considered the object of the governing activity, and what kinds of objectives are related
to certain practices of government. A rationality of government refers neither to a uni

11 As Mitchell Dean puts forward, in the expression ‘the conduct of conduct,’ the term ‘conduct’ has a clear
meaning only in the first term of the phrase. In the former use ‘to conduct’ means to direct or lead. The
latter sense of the term ‘conduct’ is more difficult to delineate. In the literature on (Foucauldian) govern
ment, the latter term has usually been used to describe every kind of human conduct, where conduct is used
as a synonym for all human action and behavior. Foucault describes (the second use of) conduct “as a way
of behaving within a more or less open field of possibilities” (2000e: 341). Dean emphasizes that the second
use of conduct “does not necessarily presuppose a ‘free subject’ if by that is meant a self determining being
that exists as an autonomous center of consciousness, will and action” (1995: 562). Dean wants to clarify that
Foucault’s notion of conduct neither starts from a trans historical notion of subjectivity, nor necessarily
presupposes a concept of the modern, allegedly autonomous and freely acting subject. Dean, therefore,
proposes to take conduct “as a broad term encompassing all types of action and comportment, and styles
and patterns of quotidian existence, involving some form of deliberation. It might be located as a region of
action lying between the ‘ideal types’ of affective and habitual responses and rational action that does not
exclude the possibility of an admixture of habit, emotion and calculation” (ibid 561 62).
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versal, trans historical form of thought, nor to a mode of rationality that precedes forms
and practices of action. These rationalities of government need to be seen as ‘superficial,’
rather than ‘deep’ forms of thought; they are not situated ‘below’ its practices and
technical devices as a kind of mental forms that have first been developed and, only
thereafter, applied to or translated into specific circumstances. Rather, rationalities of
government are interwoven with its practices and the discursive fields in which the
specific problems of government are materially articulated. The intimate relation
between rationalities and practices of government also means that rationalities do not
exclusively refer to knowledge or thought in the sense of ideas. Rather, they include
everything that could be considered as the know how that enables the performance of
government, comprising theories from dietetics to economics, techniques from iris scans
to truth and reconciliation commissions, schemes from zoning plans to electoral thresh
olds, and expertise from risk management to community work. Thus, following this
more general notion of government, its performance always relates to how specific tech
niques and the interventions of experts materialize government, express certain ration
alities, and demarcate something as a particular problem space that needs to be addressed
in terms of different kinds of governmental interventions.

To make government practicable at all, the domain to be governed needs to be
demarcated spatially, visualized technically, and conceptualized as an intelligible field.
Governmental rationalities, technologies, and expertise come together in Foucault’s con
cept of the diagram. What he considered as the diagrammatic could be seen as a way to
“think with hands and eyes” (Latour 1986), that is to make government intelligible and
express its visual and material dimensions. In its most general form, Foucault’s diagram
could be conceived of as a non transcendental, historically variable, and geographically
specific version of Kant’s schema—that is the way in which reason necessarily needs to
adjust to the phenomena to imagine worldly relationships (Foucault 2008b: 75; Gordon
1980; Deleuze 1999). Foucault’s best known example of a diagram is Jeremy Bentham’s
panopticon, his meticulous design of a mechanism that dissociates the seeing/being seen
dyad (see note 10). Even though prisons, but also other social institutions, were built
according to Bentham’s sterile architectural principles, Foucault stresses that these
institutions never really functioned according to the ‘original’ ideals and intentions. Yet,
rather than considering the panopticon as a kind of utopian dream building, or as a failed
design of how social institutions could or should be improved or even optimized,
Foucault suggests that we need to understand it as a diagram:

[I]t is the diagram of a mechanism of power reduced to its ideal form; its functioning,
abstracted from any obstacle, resistance or friction, must be represented as a pure
architectural and optical system: it is in fact a figure of political technology that may
and must be detached from any specific use … The panoptic mechanism is not simply
a hinge, a point of exchange between a mechanism of power and a function; it is a way
of a making power relations function in a function, and of making a function function through
these power relations. (Foucault 1995: 205, 206 07, my emphasis)

A diagram could be considered as a figure that problematizes government in a certain
way and—even if it is not really institutionalized—it nevertheless “articulates or pre
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supposes a knowledge of the field of reality upon which it is to intervene and/or which it
is calculated to bring into being” (Gordon 1980: 248). A diagram shows how a field of
visibility is intrinsically related to its mapping or drawing. How something is visualized
by means of charts, maps, sketches, drawings, tables, numbers, and the like illustrates
rudimentarily what or who is to be governed within what kind of governable space and
within what kinds of power relations (Sarasin 2009).12 The enclosure of such a field of
visibility is intimately linked to expertise and the practice of rendering technical, that is
making something “amenable to a technique” (N Rose 1999b: 79). Rendering technical, to
put it differently, is the process that makes it possible at all to represent a certain domain
as an intelligible field with certain limits and characteristics and as a sphere that needs to
be governed, managed, and developed in particular ways.

Linking governmental rationalities with governmental technologies implies the
acknowledgment of “the material conditions which enable thought to work upon an
object” (Rose and Miller 1992: 185). This understanding of technology means that we
cannot separate the realms of the technical and the governmental, but that they are
mutually dependent upon one other. A technology of government opens up new objects
and spaces of government. Governmental technologies and the practice of rendering
technical, thus, do not refer to a contingent or intrusive intervention in the governing
activity, but to the necessarily material dimension of government. The relationship
between technology and expertise also plays an important role in how particular issues
and themes could be kept outside the realm of political contestation. Experts often frame
their professional activities and technological interventions as a set of ‘positive’ and
‘neutral’ tools needed to solve the problems that they have specified. The translation of
political questions into technical terms itself, however, needs to be considered as an
intervention that shapes and limits governmental spaces, subjects, and practices. The
process of rendering technical could remove delicate issues from the disputed domain of
politics to relocate them onto the allegedly neutral terrains of management, medicine,
accounting, monitoring, therapy, developmental aid, human development, activation

12 In the literature on governmentality, the diagrammatic dimension of government is often conceptualized
in terms of programs of government (Rose and Miller 1992; N Rose 1999b; Dean 1995; 1999). Though
Foucault sometimes used his notions of diagram and program interchangeably (1994b; 1994c), the use of the
latter term could easily be misunderstood. Partly because of its computer metaphoric, the notion of pro
gram could wrongly suggest that we deal with clearly delineated ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’ as well as with an
unproblematic relation between the intentions and achieved results of programs. However, Foucault con
ceptualized programs and diagrams differently. They crystallize in institutions and direct individual and
collective forms of perception and reception. In the same way, we need to understand Bentham’s panopticon
not as a ‘reality,’ but as a scheme that has guided, shaped, and modified practices of government. That the
social reality never really became panoptic does therefore not imply that panopticism was merely utopian.
If, for instance, the penal system failed as a way to deal with crime because it only produced delinquency, if
these delinquents were seen as fundamentally incorrigible, and if the public opinion and the judiciary
warned for the emergence of an entire class of ‘criminals,’ then, Foucault suggests, this had everything to
do with the fact that the schematic planning of a panoptic society did not remain utopian (Foucault 1994c;
1991b; Lemke 1997). Colin Gordon suggests that what Foucault illustrates here “is a curious anti function
ality of the norm: the failure of prisons to fulfill their planned function as reformatories, far from precipi
tating their breakdown acts instead as the impulse for a perpetual effort to reform the prison which
continually reinvokes the model of its original, aborted program” (1980: 250; see also Foucault 1995: 264 78;
2009).



40 CHAPTER ONE

policies, community building, minority empowerment, and the like.13 Hence, the tactics
of government and the intervention of expertise make possible the continual definition
and redefinition of what is, for instance, within the competence of (e.g. national or Euro
pean) politics and what is not, and what is considered as part of the public domain and
what is rendered merely private.

We have seen that Foucault’s conceptualization of government implies a broad under
standing of it. Mitchell Dean has concisely reformulated this concept of government as:

Any more or less calculated and rational activity, undertaken by a multiplicity of
authorities and agencies, employing a variety of techniques and forms of knowledge,
that seeks to shape conduct by working through our desires, aspirations, interests and
beliefs, for definite but shifting ends and with a diverse set of relatively unpredictable
consequences, effects and outcomes. (Dean 1999: 11)

Foucault’s definition of government has several advantages (Merlingen 2007). First, this
notion enables us to distinguish a plurality or a network of dispersed governing agents
and agencies, ranging from an individual to transnational activists movements, from
NGOs to municipalities, from political governments to IGOs, and from enterprises to
churches and religious foundations more generally. Conceptualized along the lines of
governmental rationalities and technologies, government inherently embodies net
worked relations of power. Thus, it is a theory of power that does not conceptualize it as
a unified and centralized substance or property that can be possessed by a particular
person, group or institution (be it a monarch, a class, a political government, the IMF, or
the EU) and, thereafter, distributed or transferred from such a supposed center of power
to remote peripheries to be exercised over subjects to oppress, direct, encourage, or dis
cipline them. Such a concept of power implicitly suggests that power relations could be
examined independently from other social, discursive, and technical formations or at
least by means of an analysis of the functions and dysfunctions of centralized political
authorities and institutions. Instead, the notion of power that is implied by the concept of
government enables us, for instance, to understand political authorities and institutions
that are usually associated with the state apparatus—schools, prisons, asylum centers,
the army, hospitals or museums—not so much as the natural centers of power, but,
rather, as the effects of a manifold of dispersed, heterogeneous, unstable, and contestable
relations of power.

A second strength of the concept of government is the emphasis that it lays on the
importance of the simultaneous analysis of micro and macro physical elements and
phenomena. Government conceptually links both levels of analysis or, perhaps it is
better said, clarifies that these levels or scales themselves are the outcomes of various
governmental processes. A macro agent or a global one is not necessarily different in
kind from a micro agent or a local one, but is, rather, one who has temporarily estab
lished a longer and more constant ‘chain of command’:

13 James Ferguson (1994) has called the underlying mechanism of this relocating of political questions an
‘anti politics machine’ to emphasize how experts often actively contribute to the de politicization of delicate
issues.
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[The local and global] offer points of view on networks that are by nature neither local
nor global, but are more or less long and more or less connected. (Latour 1993: 122)

The degree of connectedness of more or less ‘effective’ networks implies that the govern
ment of complex processes or large spaces does not differ from that of smaller ones in
terms of ontology, but, rather, in those of technology. ‘Techniques,’ then, not only refers to
large governmental infrastructures, such as those of markets and bureaucracies, but also
to small devices and inscription techniques that are an important and necessary make up
for the well functioning and durability of these larger, more unstable and heterogeneous
structures. In this respect, maps, charts, benchmarks, diagrams, numbers, indices, or ta
bles are not the dull and ready made instruments at the expert’s desktop, but viable in
scription tools that influentially act upon the reality to make a variety of things from
devices and agencies to entire populations comparable, calculable, gradable, and, thus,
governable in a more or less durable and stable sense. In the context of Europe, we could
perceive, for instance, the ‘scoreboard for Europe’—which ‘measures’ the performances
of national governments in the EU in specific fields of policy—and the ‘Eurobaro
meter’—which polls the popularity of the EU among different national publics—as such
tools (Reif and Inglehart 1991; EC 2000d). They are governmental and bio political tech
nologies that have helped make the performance of national governments, territorialized
populations, public opinions, and civil societal agencies into more durable and com
parable entities (Walters 2002; Merlingen 2003).

This aspect touches upon a third advantage of the government concept: the way in
which it connects discursivity and materiality. An inherently technical understanding of
government adds an important aspect to those discourse and frame analytical theories
that do not sufficiently take the material dimension of discourse into account.14 We could
also say that governmentality theory blurs the boundaries between the discursive and
the technical by stressing that inscription or translation processes are always materially
embedded in the performance of government and, thus, making the activity of govern
ing possible at all.

This aspect can be linked to a fourth strong point of the government concept. The
examination of governmental rationalities and technologies emphasizes the historical
changeability and situational contingency of specific forms of government or govern
ance. In the end, the effect of a study of governmentality is “to strip political rule of its
self evident, normal or natural character, which is essential for its operation” (Merlingen
2007: 188). Thus, governmentality theory as an analysis of the problematics of govern
ment aims at making the familiar unfamiliar again and de reifying various institutional
and political formations that we take for granted when we consider them as the starting
points of our political analyses, rather than as their provisional and contestable end
points. Discussing how a governmentality approach contributes to the de familiarization
of political rule, though, is closely related to analyzing government genealogically.

14 Yet, critical forms of discourse theory that take the materiality of discourse into account have been cross
fertilized with analyses of European governance (Howarth 2005).
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PROCESSES OF GOVERNMENTALIZATION ANDMODALITIES OF GOVERNMENTALITY

To understand how governmental rationalities and technologies have been developed in
historically specific ways, we still need to take an important theoretical step. This step in
volves the historicization of government or, rather, a genealogical interrogation of gov
ernment. Genealogy, a term that Foucault (1998) derived from Friedrich Nietzsche’s phi
losophy of knowledge and morality, is a critical, de constructivist form of writing history
that does not opt for an alternative or better way to represent history. Genealogy undoes
history of its naturalness and finalities, firstly, by deconstructing historical knowledge as
a possible foundation for claiming universal or transcendental truths and, secondly, by
challenging attempts to utilize historical knowledge for the discovery of the alleged roots
of individual or collective identities. Genealogy reverses or, better still, shuffles the
prevailing relationships between historical causes and effects. It maps out how what we
often consider as original and authentic has actually to be understood as an effect of how
knowledge or expertise is mobilized to unify and homogenize multiplicities. Genealo
gical analyses do not “bring a whole group of derived phenomena back to a cause” and,
consequently, are “opposed to a genesis oriented towards the unity of some principal
cause burdened with multiple descendants.” Rather, genealogical examinations involve
attempts “to restore the conditions for the appearance of a singularity born out of multi
ple determining elements of which it is not the product, but rather the effect” (Foucault
2002: 202 03). Genealogies try to make a singularity intelligible precisely by showing
what turns it into something singular, homogeneous, or authentic.

A genealogical articulation of government connects two important aspects of govern
mentality theory, namely how government becomes the conceptual key to the writing of
a history of power technologies, on the one hand (see above), and how governmentality
functions as a process, on the other. The latter aspect could be called ‘governmental
ization’ and clarifies how historically specific and situated technologies, strategies, and
tactics of power have gradually become codified in the form of the institutions that we
often take for granted in our inquiries: the state, the EU, UN agencies, the World Bank,
an NGO, and the like. The analysis of traversing trajectories of governmentalization
sheds light on how, through processes of reflection, codification, and consolidation, a
particular institution or organization has gradually acquired the ‘right’ and authority to
speak in the name of a larger group of individuals or even entire national or trans
national populations and, thus, to govern in their name. A genealogy of government
shows, for instance, how the state has been gradually governmentalized in the course of
modern European history. The governmentalization of the state shows that it is, in actual
fact, “the mobile effect of a regime of multiple governmentalities” (Foucault 2008a: 77) at
the intersections of which the state is constantly being codified and re codified. As I have
discussed above, this focus on the state’s governmentalization implies that we do not
start off with an examination of “the nature, structure, and functions of the state in and
for itself” (Foucault 2008a: 77). Rather, such an analysis begins with unraveling the
problem of bringing something under the control of the state and with the problem of
what Foucault calls ‘statification’:
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The state is not a universal nor in itself an autonomous source of power. The state is
nothing else but the effect, the profile, the mobile shape of a perpetual statification
(étatisation) or statifications, in the sense of incessant transactions which modify, or
move, or drastically change, or insidiously shift sources of finance, modes of
investment, decision making centers, forms and types of control, relationships
between local powers, the central authority, and so on. (Foucault 2008a: 77)

Thus, in the case of the state, the analysis of its governmentalization reveals that it is
neither a master category of political organization nor something that has been solidified
some time in the early modernity and that, since then, has been reformed time and again
while maintaining some essential features.

What does it actually mean that a governmentalized institutional formation, such as
the state or the EU, could be considered as a mobile effect of “a regime of multiple
governmentalities”? (Foucault 2008a: 77) To adequately answer this question, we need to
deal with a third and last crucial element of Foucault’s analytics of governmentality,
namely the ways in which governmentality functions as a specific form of power. Many
studies that have employed or referred to governmentality ‘theory’ have neglected to
differentiate between the three interconnected dimensions that I consider this theory’s
central components:

Firstly, governmentality as an analytics or conceptual analysis of diverse, historically
specific arts of government and their effects. This perspective on government includes
the study of technologies of power as the analysis of how different governmental tools
and rationales have historically been redeployed, reconfigured, and transformed at a
given moment and place.15

Secondly, governmentality as a process: governmentalization as a gradual, historically
specific, non linear codification of certain rationalities, technologies, and strategies of
government.

Thirdly, governmentality as a historically specific and situated form of power in which
government is consolidated and retained in more or less stable and durable, yet
contestable ways.

Studies that neglect this differentiation prevailingly focus on governmentality as a form
of power, and on liberal or neo liberal modes of governmentality in particular. By so
doing, they run the danger of simplifying the empirical and theoretical implications of a
governmentality approach and, consequently, of reducing its potential to critically assess
processes of governmentalization, to distinguish different modalities of power, to chal

15 The conceptual framework of governmentality itself cannot be understood as a kind of trans historical
and universal theory, but needs to be considered in relation to the two other dimensions. However, the fact
that studies of governmentality themselves need to be seen as a product of liberalism (chapter 2) does not
preclude that these studies could, at the same time, develop as a critical analytical framework for studying
various forms of governmentality and their impact (see also Stenson 1998, who has formulated a compara
ble point of view).
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lenge existing governmental forms of power, and to indicate trajectories toward other,
newly emerging forms of governmentality.

Foucault distinguishes various stages of the governmentalization of the state, or,
better, various trajectories of governmentalization that have allowed the state to survive
as one of the most dominant agencies of government (2007b: 109). Each of these stages
corresponds roughly to a dominant modality of governmentality. Firstly, Foucault dis
tinguishes what he calls pastoral forms of governmentality, which have been developed
for the first time in the Middle Ages and from which modern, liberal governmentalities
as well as practices of the state have simultaneously and gradually emanated. In contrast
to prevailing notions and theories of secularization, Foucault suggests that the early
modern period does not start with the reduction or even disappearance of the social and
political power of the Church, but, rather, with the dissemination of the Church’s
pastoral functions outside of its main institutions over state related practices. Thus, even
though other forms of governmentality have started to dominate since the sixteenth
century, pastoral power still plays an important role in contemporary societies.16

Secondly, Foucault distinguishes a ‘proto liberal’ form of governmentality central to
the doctrines and practices of raison d’état (reason of state) and police (police). Today, we
associate reason of state largely with the arbitrary or even violent exercise of power, and
police with that specific state institution that is mainly concerned with security issues.
Foucault shows that these doctrines had another connotation in the period between,
roughly, the middle of the sixteenth and the end of the eighteenth century. As I will dis
cuss in chapters 2 and 4, the doctrines and practices of ‘reason of state’ and the correlated
‘police sciences’ represent a “‘dispositional’ and ‘householding’ conception of govern
ment” (Dean 1999: 6) that is primarily related to the enactment of mercantile and so
called cameralistic forms of administering persons and things.

The most substantial part of Foucault’s genealogy of governmentality is related to the
understanding of the gradual emergence and transformation of a third modality of
governmentality, which he considers as primarily liberal. As I will discuss in the context
of changing forms of European governance in chapter 2 and in the context of eighteenth
century East Central European practices of government in chapter 4, liberal forms of
government are primarily “concerned with the government through certain processes—
whether economic, psychological, biological, demographic or social” (Dean 1999: 6). The
emergence of liberal technologies of power implies a shift of the dominant form of
government “from a government of inhabitants, ‘things,’ and households [characteristic
of reason of state practices] to a government through tendencies, laws, necessities, and
processes” (ibid 111). Liberal governmentality emerged for the first time in the eigh

16 Foucault conceptualizes pastoral governmentality as forms of spiritual government of souls oriented to
their salvation in another world. He distinguishes political modes of pastoral governmentality that are
related to Egyptian, Assyrian, Babylonian, Mesopotamian, Hebrew, and Christian cultures and societies.
Central to all these modalities are governmental rationalities and technologies that are related to the
complex triangle of a high authority (a deity), its representative on earth (a ‘shepherd’ or ‘pastor’), and a
spiritual or religious community (a pastorate or ‘flock’). Foucault has extensively discussed Christian forms
of pastoral power and the ways in which they transformed into the state pastorate (Foucault 2007b: 123
236). I will not discuss pastoral power in this study, but focus on (the emergence of) liberal modes of
governmentality.
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teenth century—along with bio political forms of population regulation—and includes
forms of government whose basic forms “we can still recognize in its contemporary
modifications” (Foucault 2007b: 354). As I will discuss at length in the third part of this
study, one of its dominant contemporary modifications is related to neo liberalism or
neo liberal technologies of power, such as modes of government through community (N
Rose 2000) and the governance of activation (van Berkel and Borghi 2008a; Newman and
Tonkens 2011).

Earlier in this chapter, I pointed to the importance of understanding these different
modalities of governmentality not as the inauguration of ever new logics and regimes of
power that have decisively replaced earlier ones. This understanding of power relations
has important implications for how we analyze dominant and newly emerging traject
ories of governmentalization. Often, the contemporary condition in Europe or the world
has been described as the ‘age of globalization’ or as ‘the neo liberal order.’ These
representations, though justifiable to some extent, tend to suggest radical shifts and
rather homogeneous, all embracing transformations. Articulating power topologically,
however, makes it possible to analyze current ‘states of affairs’ as ambiguous and hetero
geneous at the same time. Understanding ‘globalization,’ ‘Europeanization,’ or ‘neo
liberalism’ as strategies to govern heterogeneous things, persons, populations, spaces, or
processes—and thus as forms of governmentality, rather than as dominant ideologies—
makes it possible to undo these terms from totalizing or homogenizing claims (chapter 5,
Larner and Walters 2004; Walters and Haahr 2005; Ong 2006). A topological approach to
power relations articulates how different modalities of governmentality and diverse
technologies of power overlap, intersect, or even contradict. Though one modality of
governmentality may be the most dominant at a certain place and time, this form does
not inevitably saturate and dominate all relationships of power.

BEYOND GOVERNMENTALITY? CONTESTATION AS A LIMIT CONCEPT

If a topological approach to power relations articulates how different modalities of
governmentality overlap, intersect, or even contradict, we also need to ask how domi
nant governmentalities can be subjected to change. Let me take the example of neo
liberalism again. If we conceive it as a set of technologies of power, rather than as an
omnipresent and omnipotent ideology, we also need to question whether the actual
articulation and enactment of these technologies automatically leads to something that
we again need to describe as neo liberal (chapters 6, 7, Clarke 2008; Ferguson 2009). Put
differently, is neo liberalism really “everywhere” (Peck and Tickell 2002), or could we
also trace trajectories toward its contestation? In this section, I discuss, more generally,
the ways in which modes of governmentality could be challenged.

A consideration of the possibility of the contestation of a particular governmentality,
understood as a form of power, needs to start from acknowledging that we cannot
simply juxtapose forms of resistance to mentalities of rule. Within the governmentality
literature, it has sometimes been suggested that the continuous revision and reshaping of
rule is a consequence of resistance to rule (Hunt and Wickman 1994; Miller and Rose
2008). However, such an approach implicitly considers resistance as something exterior
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to rule, rather than as primarily constitutive thereof. An understanding of resistance as
something that is integral to the shaping of power relations allows a conception of
politics as “relations of contest or struggle which are constitutive of government, rather
than simply a source of programmatic failure and (later) redesign” (OMalley et al 1997:
505). As I have explained above, governmental mentalities cannot simply be seen as the
answers of rulers or policy makers to questions they ask themselves in order to deal with
the conduct of the objects or subjects they want to govern. This has much to do with the
impossibility to consider rationalities, technologies, expertise, and practices of govern
ment as autonomous, separate, or even successive moments of governmental actions,
rather than as always inextricably interwoven elements of a specific art of government. If
we would consider them as separate or successive moments of government, this would
imply that resistance is a kind of external blockage that hinders unproblematic and
successful implementation in the ultimate phases of a linearly represented governmental
process. Seen from this perspective, a governmental project or program could fail only
due to obstacles that are put on the highway of an otherwise well oiled and ongoing
governmental machine. Or, following yet another but related interpretation of how rule
is supposed to work, resistance is taken into account by the ‘rulers,’ but it is always
seriously weakened or even neutralized by their attempts to bring it into alignment with
their rationalities and technologies of government. This interpretation assumes, firstly,
that rulers are well able to identify what they need and do not need to rule successfully,
and, secondly, that, after the identification of these abject elements, they can get—easily
or not—rid of them during implementation processes (OMalley 1996: 323). Both views of
the role of resistance presuppose that governmental projects and techniques can be
coherent, uniform, univocal, systematic, and, finally, also successful—if only we remove
the resistant elements or align them effectively during the process of implementation.17

However, the crucial matter is that we cannot separate out rationalities and technol
ogies of government from the processes of their messy translation. Neither can we
conflate governmental strategies and outcomes, nor isolate power relations from the
resistant elements that constantly saturate them. We need to acknowledge the constitu
tive role of resistances, contestations, and antagonisms in how rule operates and in how
governmental rationalities and technologies, as well as their spatial configurations, are
shaped and reshaped.18 The acknowledgment of such a relation between rule and con
testation implies more than the recognition of a kind of permanent interaction between
them. It is the explicit aim of this study to analyze the extent to which this mutual
relation between rule and contestation corrodes the stability of rationalities of govern

17 James Scott’s (1985; 1990; 1998) seminal studies on high modernism, state domination, and everyday
forms of resistance still seem to start from a similar view of resistance. Scott acknowledges that there are
“no pristine sites outside of power” and devotes much space to “the messy encounters between tangled and
ineffective state plans, on the one hand, and local forms of resistance and accommodation, on the other
hand” (2005: 400). Yet, he does not really take into account the constitutive role that resistance plays in how
rule operates (see below). Therefore, his concept of resistance considerably differs from the one implied by
Foucault’s work on governmentality (Ferguson 2005b; Li 2005).
18 Increasingly more authors who have discussed a governmentality approach, have also acknowledged this
issue (OMalley 1996; OMalley et al 1997; Stenson 1998; 2008; Barnett 1999; Li 1999; 2007a; Ong 2006; Ong
and Collier 2005a; Lemke 2000; 2007; Allen 2003; Clarke 2004; McKee 2009).
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ment and contributes to a form of ambivalence that is not accidental, but, rather, central
to forms of governmentality. This issue points to the importance of the strategic mobility,
transformability, and reversibility that characterizes forms of governmentality:

[a governmentality approach involves the examination of] the complex and multiple
practices of a governmentality that presupposes, on the one hand, rational forms,
technical procedures, instrumentations through which to operate, and, on the other,
strategic games that subject the power relations they are supposed to guarantee to instability
and reversal. (Foucault 1997c: 203, my emphasis, see also 2005a: 252; 2008a: 320)

Strategic games, thus, refer to the principal contestability of power relations. A game
represents a set of rules by which a non essential ‘truth’ and a relative degree of certainty
and stability is produced. A game “is a set of procedures that lead to a certain result,
which, on the basis of its principles and rules of procedures, may be considered valid or
invalid, winning or losing” (Foucault 1997b: 297). Such a set of procedures is not some
thing fixed for “it is always possible to discover something different and to more or less
modify this or that rule, and sometimes even the entire game” (ibid). Strategic games
need to be seen in the context of the ways in which power relations are conditioned by
the element of freedom. As I have discussed earlier in this chapter, states of domination
in which ‘free play’ has almost been made impossible represent only one far end of a
much more heterogeneous and longer spectrum of power relations. The strategic aspect
of games, therefore, could basically be related to “any form of activity … in which the
coordination of action is potentially open to dispute” (Tully 1999: 168). Within these
manifold games, such strategies of struggle are related to “any form of reciprocal inter
play, or ‘incitation and struggle,’ disputation takes, from sedimented games of domi
nation where free play is reduced to a minimum at one end, through all forms of
negotiation and provisional agreements and disagreements, up to direct confrontations
that break up game at the other end” (ibid). James Tully has concisely reformulated how
Foucault’s notion of strategic games contributes to a view of contestation that leads
beyond power resistance binaries:

[Foucault] sees the modification of the rules of any game as itself an agonic game of
freedom: precisely the freedom of speaking and acting differently. He asks us to
regard human activities as games with rules and techniques of governance to be sure,
and these are often agonic games, but also, and more importantly, to look on the ways
the players modify the rules by what they say and do as they carry on, and, in so
doing, modify their identities as players: that is, the games of freedom within and
against the rules of the games of governance. (Tully 1999: 168; cf Foucault 1997b: 291
93)

Consequently, to deal with the relationship between rule and resistance, an analysis of
specific modes of governmentality needs to be linked with an examination of parallel
types of contestation—or of what Foucault has now and then called ‘counter conducts.’
He clearly makes this point at the end of his lectures on security, territory, and popula
tion, where he states that “the history of the governmental ratio, and the history of the
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counter conducts opposed to it, are inseparable from each other” (Foucault 2007b: 357, my
emphasis).

Foucault himself has only summarily dealt with such counter conducts (2004: 66 79;
2007b: 197 216, 355 57). His related remarks are sometimes vague and cryptic. In the first
volume of The History of Sexuality, for example, he writes: “it is not that life has been
totally integrated into techniques that govern and administer it; it constantly escapes
them” (1990a: 143). Foucault suggests that, as soon as life in the form of population
regulation has entered into modern history as a bio political object, individuals or
collectives have also started to consider the basic needs and requirements of that same
life as the sources for counter conducts.19 What could that mean? In his lecture series on
governmentality, Foucault delineates three ways in which counter conducts have simul
taneously developed with modern forms of governmentality. In these cases, he discusses
forms of counter conduct that were developed at the time of the shift of the dominant
type of power from raison d’état to liberal governmentalities. Firstly, he suggests that the
indefinite governmentality of the state was partly halted by the simultaneous emergence
of the reality of society (or civil society) itself.20 Secondly, he brings up the ways in which
various forms of revolt and rebellion functioned as counter conducts. Foucault relates
them to oppositions to the state in which a population tried to break the bonds of
obedience that were a result of its bio political regulation. Thirdly, he puts forward that
the state as the possessor of ‘truth’ was also opposed by the idea of a nation (Foucault
2007b: 355 57).

At first glance, these examples of counter conduct may seem somewhat odd. Indeed,
‘society,’ ‘population,’ and ‘nation’ are quite heavy terms, which seem to suggest big,
collective movements, rather than micro political and strategic ways to rearticulate and
challenge modern governmentalities. Moreover, we are usually inclined to identify civil
societal movements, popular or mass revolts, and anti state forms of nationalism with
the oppressed, marginalized, and minoritized. What Foucault seems to clarify here, how
ever, is that the popping up of the pairs of state society, state population, and state
nation as schematizations typical of modern, liberal rationalities and technologies of
government—rather than as politically universal entities—has resulted in attempts to
intervene in society and the ‘nation’ through the bio political regulation of population as
well as in parallel efforts to challenge the corresponding governmentalities. Thus, these chal
lenges are not conducted outside existing power relations and dynamics, but rather by

19 Jacques Rancière suggests that Foucault was “never interested” (2010: 93) in the theoretical question of
politics, but primarily in questions of power and bio politics. Yet, if we take seriously the ways in which I
have analyzed the relationships between governmentality, biopower, and contestation in this chapter, as
well as Foucault’s own claim that the main goal of his work has not been to analyze the phenomena of
power but to discuss how humans are made, and turn themselves into, subjects (Foucault 2000e: 326; 2010:
41 42), Rancière’s statement becomes unsettled again. If, as Rancière puts forward, the “question of politics
begins when the status of the subject able and ready to concern itself with the community becomes an
issue” (ibid 93), this question is also central to Foucault’s notion of acting on the acts and actions of others
(see above). If it is true that Rancière’s concept of politics has more in common with that of Foucault than
the former suggests, this congruence would also have consequences for the way in which Rancière (1999;
2010) distinguishes his use of the police concept from that of Foucault. My chapter 4 can be read as an
implicit critique of how Rancière distinguishes his police concept from the Foucauldian one.
20 In chapter 2, I will discuss the state society relation in the context of liberal governmentality.
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means of a perpetual use of tactical elements that are pertinent in these struggles, insofar
as they fall within the general horizon of particular, dominant forms of governmentality.
This points to the crucial importance of processes of discursive and strategic re articu
lation. As discourses and practices of binary distributions between state and society,
state and population, and state and nation, counter conducts could mobilize new agents.
Consequently, it would be erroneous to suggest that the discourses and practices of civil
society, for instance, belong exclusively to the underprivileged and disadvantaged.
These discourses have a capacity to circulate and an ability to transform and even meta
morphize to serve dissimilar political programs and projects (I will return to this theme
in the third part of this study).21 This ability is what could be understood as the strategic
polyvalence or reversibility of forms of governmentality.

This discussion leads me to propose conceptualizing contestation as a limit concept.
Since counter conducts always appear within the horizon of parallel forms of govern
mentality, we can productively consider those resistances that are embodied by counter
conducts as challenges that emerge at the limit of corresponding governmentalities. Such
forms of contestation could be understood as “border elements … which have been
continually re utilized, re implanted, and taken up again in one or another direction”
(Foucault 2007b: 215). As I have clarified, it would be a mistake to identify such an
understanding of the border, the limit, or the margin too easily with those who are or
have historically been marginalized or disadvantaged. Strategies for change and chal
lenge can be developed within various contexts and articulated wherever governmental
practices are seriously destabilized.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have explored the main methodological and conceptual parameters of
the analytical framework that I will mobilize in this study to discuss several trajectories
toward Europe’s governmentalization and to interrogate past and current forms of Euro
pean Romani minority governance and self governance in particular. I have examined
how an approach to power relations along the lines of an analytics of government avoids
considering state, sub state, or supra state institutions as natural, pre existing political
formations. Understood from the angle of governmentality, such formations are seen as
the temporal, unstable, and contestable effects of various technologies of power and their
dissemination through the social body, rather than as the unproblematic starting points
of socio political analysis. I have explained how a governmentality approach contributes
to discussing sovereign, disciplinary, and regulatory forms of power beyond epochal or
functionalist claims as well as to conceiving contemporary power relations beyond
structure agency and power resistance binaries. I have shown how an understanding of
government beyond political government or governance has several advantages. Such a

21 Foucault has tried to show how, for instance, the discourse of races started as a form of counter conduct
or counter history and how this discourse gradually, in the course of modern European history, was re
codified as a dominant and dangerous form of state racism. Foucault considers the repeated re articulation
of the discourse of races as an example of a discourse’s ability to circulate and transform and serve even
contradictory political aims (Stoler 1995: 70 73; Foucault 2004: 76, 208).
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conception not only identifies heterogeneous agents and agencies involved in the
performance of government at a variety of levels, it also considers the objects, subjects,
spaces, and scales of governance themselves as situated, historically specific outcomes of
governmental rationalities and strategies. Moreover, an analytics of government under
stands the maintenance, circulation, and transformation of power relations beyond inten
tional or discursive framings. I have paid particular attention to the crucial role that
practices of rendering technical—making something amenable to a technique—play in
assembling disparate and heterogeneous elements in order to make something govern
able at all. I have related the analytics of government to the relevance of understanding
governmentality both as a process and as a form of power. Examining processes of
governmentalization makes it not only possible to de familiarize our common under
standing of government and its scope, but also sheds light on how specific arts of
government have historically undergone important changes and crystallized in different,
yet contestable forms of power. Examining how my threefold theory of governmentality
contributes to a better understanding of transformations of European (minority) govern
ance is the central aim of the next chapter.




