Discussion on Governmentality 2

Our second discussion on the GA focussed on the one hand on Thomas Lemke’s texts again, on the other on the text by Emily Gilbert „Leaky Borders, Solid Citizens“.

With Lemke we discussed the pros and cons of the GA again. What is it helpful for? Why not? Where are its difficulties? Shortcomings? Blind spots? Innovations? Opportunities it offers?

With reference to Nancy Fraser’s critique of Lemke, Britta argued it was problematic that the GA, or better, Foucaults’ concept of power, does not offer normative criterias allowing to decide how problematic a power relation is. On the other hand, Martina replied to this, that Foucault’s focus is a different, which does not mean that there lack of normativity offers a problem in the application of the GA. For instance, the GA also only speaks of ‘subjects’ and ‘subjectification’ without differentiating this along different (class, gender, race…) positions in society. ( However, I (Martina) believe that there must be GA applications that do exactly this). At least this was the case in the text we read about the GA. 
most problematic I think in Isabel Lorey’s statement:

“Our concern is not with these persons forced into precarization, but those who say that as cultural workers they have freely chosen precarious living and working conditions” sic!

After all, however, there still remains confusion about this point for me. Seems like there is at best no clearity about this in the GA and it is up to the individual person’s application of the GA how sensitive it is to social inequalities. 

A second point, we all agreed on was that – most obvious in Lemke’s second text we read, “’Eine Kultur der Gefahr’- Dispositive der Unsicherheit im Neoliberalismus”, the GA misses an adequate understanding of politics and the state. It is right in analysing the double edged sword of ‘freedom’ and ‘autonomy’ in bourgois capitalist societies, but by missing an idea of what politics and the state are, the idea of power relations and, finally, of the relation between coercion and consensus, remains extremely blurry: Everything that is force and domination seems to come from somewhere ‘up there’ , while all societal contradicitions are located inside the subject. The latter is indeed somehow an accurate empirical observation for our time, but the GA seems then to offer no way out. 
On the other hand, E. Gilbert’s text demonstrates that the GA can be applied productively in combination with political analysis. Gilbert analyses in her piece the implication of NAFTA agreement “The Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America” (SPP). She refers to the GA to widen her analysis to the level of subjectification, asking on the one hand what citizenship norms this agreement implies, and second, how this impacts those that fall out of this normative frame. Given the political contextualization of the GA she offers, she can, in contrast to the above mentioned reservations, differentiate between different subject positions in a specific power constellation. Her analysis reveals how the mobilization of subjects as ‘entrepreneurs of themselves’ in North America, and the control of mobility of “risky persons” (Gilbert 2007:90), constitute two sides of a (neoliberal, I guess) political constitution. While “citizens gain preferential mobility rights when they are able ‘to conduct themselves in the most beneficial ways to their health, wealth, happiness in ways that are rational, self-interested and calculating’” (Gilbert 2007:89), “manual labourers are constrained by temporary worker programs that are largely designed to foreclose full citizenship opportunities. The marginalized, the dispossessed, and the unemployed have no opportunities for mobility, and are to remain very much fixed in place where they are” (ebd.: 93). This constellation, however, also fuels opposition because “the tools of subjectification can also become the tools used by the subjugated to articulate their opposition” (ebd.: 93) and people refuse this mobility regime and display the contradictory nature of the so called partnership, the SPP creates, as anything but equal. 

Especially the aspect that subjectification  is indeed not only the site of power relations but also a starting point for agency and resistance to them, I find promising. By theorizing it, the GA would offer a step forward to explain under what circumstances marginalized and disadvantaged people can develop agency and when they don’t- because that the living conditions alone are not a sufficient explanation should be clear. Maybe the best understanding of the GA for me and for now is that GA offers to complement a political analysis of structural power relations broadening it to the level of subjectification (How does the constellation XYZ impact subjectification?). This is helpful then to relate this subjectification to the (conditions of) development of agency and resistance in a specific constellation. [see e.g. the study of  Chan/Ling 2000 about migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong and their different strategies to cope with their situation]. 

But is this not what social movement theories are concerned with already longer? And what instruments do they offer to shed light on this problem?
This I would like to discuss with you next time!

