Governmentality Approach 

- This is the summary of our seminar discussion from 12/17. 

Margit’s positions are in Times New Roman, Martina’s comments in Arial - 
Our first discussion on governmentality approaches (based primarily Thomas Lemke, 2000, Foucault, Governmentality, and Critique ) centered on the presumed superiority of this approach vs the three other perspectives on neoliberalism


- NL as "wrong knowledge" or as "ideology", followed by efforts to replace it with "right" ie. emancipatory knowledge (1)


- NL as the extension of the economy into politics, followed by efforts to reregulate and reembed capital (2)


- NL as practical anti-humanism, i.e. as destructive of individual and collective experiences & values (3).

Lemke/Foucault would have it that all these different views on NL rely on the very concepts they intend to criticize (p6), because they operate with the DUALISMS state/economy, subject/power, knowledge/power, when in fact these very dualisms constitute & stabilize liberal-capitalist societies.

Governmentality approach in contrast is said to "bridge" these dualisms, and thereby allows for a "more comprehensive account of the current political and social transformations, since it makes visible the depth and breadth of processes of domination and exploitation"(p7)

So, for example w/ regard to rationality and reality (1), GA views political rationality as "an element of government itself," not something exterior. 

Unklar bleibt mir hierbei, inwiefern nicht ein Konzept von Ideologie aufgebaut (und getrasht) wird, das in dieser Plattheit kein Autor vertritt. Weder Jessop noch Brenner/Theodore begreifen NL-Ideologie als "mere wrong knowledge", sie unterstreichen & untersuchen doch ebenfalls "how it functions as a politics of truth."

 I don’t think Lemke argues for a superiority of Marxist approaches but suggests it as a useful complementation of it for the sake of an integral anaylsis of neoliberalism. He could indeed be clearer in his critique of approaches of NL, but I think he names quite clearly what the main fault-lines of the approaches he criticizes are: First, a dualism of ideology as wrong consciousness and ‘reality’, second the theoretical separation of politics and economy, and third, a dualization of subjects and power/domination. I think with this he names three central pitfalls of some contemporary social theories. I agree that he totally simplifies the discussion at this point for the sake of his arguments and does not take into account other critical approaches, that indeed do also attempt to bridge these dualisms. And I suppose that where you see his statement of superiority. I would, however, still not read it this way. Especially because the text is from 2000 and refers to the debate of the mid- to end 1990s when such reductionist theories of neo-liberalism may have been more widespread (and especially less critiques yet!) then today. 

Therefore, I assume that he would not summarize approaches like Brenner/ Theordore 2002 under the theries he critiques, exactly because they do not 
· divide ’wrong’ ideology from ‘true’ knowledge, program and reality but put instead the concept of “Creative destruction” in the center and exactly do not talk about ‘neoliberal ideology’ or the neoliberal program but of “actually existing neoliberalism” (Brenner/Theodore 2002: 351).

· separate politics and economy (obviously, as they analyse the political economy of actual existing neoliberalism)
· regard neo-liberalism as practical antihumanism but instead propose a perspective that allows to analyse struggles and contestations, and hence make contradictions and agency visible.
Far away from stating any superiority of the GA over Marxism, Lemke actually opens his article with a statement of Étienne Balibar:

“ Foucault moved in his theoretical development from a rupture with Marxism as a theory to a ‘tactical alliance’, the use of some Marxist concepts or some concepts compatible with Marxism (…) [such as ] the concept of governmentality” (Lemke 2000: 1)

Therefore Lemke’s intention is not to attack Marxist theories, but to propose a useful expansion that proves especially necessary for the analysis of NL “Foucault hoped to complement and enlarge Marx’ critique of political economy with a ‘critique of political anatomy’” (Lemke 2000: 11).

What is this political economy of anatomy? This seems to be crucial to understand the contributions of the GA.  I’m not a Foucault expert either, but from what I know, he developed his theory out of what he called a ‘archeology of knowledge’. By this is meant to retrace the changing meanings of social norms about sexuality, madness vs. rationality, illness vs. health, discipline and punishment historically in a way that allows to connect the constant transformations in meanings to the organization of social control necessary to the emergence of a modern capitalist state. The features he analyzed are central for what he called biopolitics- the societal constitution of modern subjects, with specific sets of ideas about e.g. sexuality (like Foucault analyzed in Sexuality and truth). With these sets of ideas are not meant specific norms in a narrow sense but e.g. the believe that a person’s sexuality could conceal the essential truth about a person – which made sexuality both a societal site for supposed liberation and actual control. Control thus operates predominantly through the production of ideas/believe systems/rationalities of how sth should work/be/are. Foucault therefore distinguishes modern power from feudal power: while the latter was the power to decide over someone’s live or dead, the former mean the power to make live: Modern capitalist societies are not governed primarily through a repressive form of power, but through a productive power that produces specific subjectivities and discourses (not to be understood in a functional and reductionist sense). Discourses are not the opposite of  the material world. Because there is no reality without a meaning of this reality, discourse theory engages in the relation between material world and social sense-making of it – which indeed is connected to its appropriation. This is what Lemke points to in the example he is using about sustainable development. The example is that a new discourse on nature – namely to represent nature as a common good that has to be politically managed for the sake of all, including future generations- frames the neo-liberal commodification  of natural resources. Arturo Escobar, from whom the quote in the text is, researched the discoursive aspects of development policies. I understand that it sounds odd that a ‘shift in representation’ could 

What do we win from this? That we can analyze societal discourses and learn sth about the operation of power and resistance, for example. It becomes obvious that in actually existing neo-liberalism, formerly ‘alternative’ concepts and terms (like sustainable development) play a crucial role. I don’t think that we should regard this ‘representational shift’ as contrast to a real shift, but as one development (commodification and its framing). 

Lemke illustriert seine These mit der neoliberalen Konzeption des Ökosystems, "which is also a reinvention of the boundaries between nature and society", i.e. previously untapped areas werden der Kapitalverwertung unterworfen.

Dieser Prozess wird von anderen Autoren jedoch genauso beschrieben und analysiert. Was genau gewinnen wir, wenn wir diesen Prozess als "reinvention" beschreiben? Was meint Escobar, wenn er schreibt "Through a new process of capitalization , effected primarily by a shift in representation, ..."

Ist es nun ein realer shift, oder primär einer "in der Repräsentation"? 

Wie genau habe ich mir im GA die Beziehung zwischen Realität und Repräsentation vorzustellen? 

While initially Lemke stresses the superiority of the GA consists of making us more aware of the breadth and depth of exploitation, in this section he highlights that it enables us to "take more into account the conflicts and resistances that are put forward against technologies and rationalities of government" (p9) -- und zwar als "always already part of the programs themeselves".

Where does that leave us with potential challenge to NL? is there any left? If so, how might we decipher it?

This, I think is indeed an important point we might want to discuss more next week. I agree that poststructuralist theories have sth totalizing. Where do they offer a “way out”? On the other hand, the Foucaultdian concept of power is also somehow very optimistic: Foucault stated that wherever there is power, there is also resistance. Hence, the good news is- there is always resistance. The bad new, however is: it is constitutive for power, too. What to do with this is a good question. Maybe Foucault is a this historical moment more useful to understand the totality of NL and how it integrates opposition then in offering advices of how to act. Maybe it can only make us aware of important battlegrounds that have traditionally rather been ignored and that center around questions like representations and subjectivities (and this is also why Foucault has been very important for gender studies and cultural studies, because it offers a ‘tool box’ to analyze among others the importance of gender, sex and race in the societal order). It can help us to acknowledge such struggles. 

However, where does opposition end and neoliberalism start? When GA locates government in the production of subjects, how can subjects contest the domination of the government? And does this hold for all subjects alike? Who is affected by power relations, who object of government and who faces domination (see the distinction between power as strategic games, government and domination on p.5).

Lemke illustriert seine These mit der neoliberalen Konzeption des Ökosystems, "which is also a reinvention of the boundaries between nature and society", i.e. previously untapped areas werden der Kapitalverwertung unterworfen.

Dieser Prozess wird von anderen Autoren jedoch genauso beschrieben und analysiert. Was genau gewinnen wir, wenn wir diesen Prozess als "reinvention" beschreiben? 

Es ist ein sehr de-naturalisierender Begriff. Das ist zentral.

Was meint Escobar, wenn er schreibt "Through a new process of capitalization , effected primarily by a shift in representation, ..."

Escobar (von dem das Zitat ist) untersucht die diskursive Ordnung des Machtverhältnisses zwischen erster und dritter Welt. Natürlich klingt es sonderbar, dass ein Repräsentationswandel eine Kapitalisierung hervorrufen soll. Und es ist schwer das zu interpretieren wenn wir den Originaltext gar nicht haben. Aber wenn ich zB an Formen von Governance im Bereich der globalen Umweltpolitik denke dann gibt es da natürlich das Element, dass neue Schutzabkommen (zb Biodiversitätsabkommen) auch erst der Kommodifizierung Tür und Tor geöffnet haben, da zB bestimmte Pflanzen vorher überhaupt gar nicht zertifiziert gewesen waren, man sie deshalb aber auch nicht zum Privateigentum erkläret werden konnten. Ein tolles Beispiel ist ja auch immer wie Kartierungen (Repräsentationen der Welt) und koloniale Eroberung. Natürlich ging die Eroberung nicht immer der Kartierung voraus. Gleichwohl mag es sein, dass die Kartierung schon vom Eroberungswillen motiviert ist. Ich meine also, man kann Escobar auch zu seinen Gunsten verstehen und muss ihm jetzt nicht unterstellen er ersetze Ökonomie mit Linguistik. That’s not the point, I think. What is central is that there is no knowledge outside of power relations, and no power relations without a specific knowledge (= Lemke’s rationalities or representations).

Ist es nun ein realer shift, oder primär einer "in der Repräsentation"? 

Wie genau habe ich mir im GA die Beziehung zwischen Realität und Repräsentation vorzustellen? 

What do we win from this insight? That we can analyze societal discourses and learn sth about the operation of power and resistance, for example. It becomes obvious that in actually existing neo-liberalism, formerly ‘alternative’ concepts and terms (like sustainable development) play a crucial role. I don’t think that we should regard this ‘representational shift’ as contrast to a real shift, but as one development (commodification and its framing). How to understand this relation between representation and action exactly-must that not be object of individual studies? And isn’t this the research agenda of the GA? 

With regard to "domination and technologies of the self" (3) Lemke argues there is no polarity of subjectivity and power, rather "government refers to a continuum, which extends from political government right through to forms of self-regulation" (p12). Neoliberal forms of government encompass both, "direct intervention" by means of state apparatuses and "indirect techniques" for leading/controlling individuals. (Vermutlich nennt er letztere "indirect" because people "self-govern"?)

He claims nl rationality endeavors to achieve congruence between 

- responsible and moral individual

- economic-rational individual

(Wendy Brown in Neoliberalism, Neoconservatism, and De-Democratization, also working with a Foucauldian approach, argues that NL and NC are contradictory, but that in some ways NL prepares the ground for NC)

[Can a rationality "endeavor" and "aspire to"? // Yes, when we assume that discourses are productive ]

==> strength of GA angeblich darin

that it construes NL not just 

- as ideological rhetoric

- as a political-economic reality

- as practical anti-humanism,

but as a political project that endeavors to create a social reality that it suggests already exists. In that it highlights the intimate relationship between "ideological" and "political-economic" agencies (was meint er bloss mit dieser intimen Beziehung? The word intimate stresses the secret/hidden character of this relation on the one, it’s centrality/closeness, on the other side)

Und dann verweist er noch auf die "theoretical implications and the self-critical capacity of such a form of analysis", nämlich:

"By situating the processes of theory construction and the invention of concepts in a socio-historical space, the GA allows to problematize their truth-effects" -- and thus avoid the essentialization of the critique of essentialism.

This is where he completely loses me. I have been analyzing any and all theories that I have ever worked with, always, in their socio-historical space
, i.e. paying attention to the materiality of the process of theory production, because that is what good marxists do (and before I ever heard of Foucault or GA) - but don't understand what he means by "problematizing their truth-effects". 

And the first time I read categories such as "invention", "fiction", "construction" etc.  (with which he illustrates the essentialisation of the critique of essentialism) was in his very text, e.g. p8!

I have problems to understand what is meant with “essentialisation of the critique of essentialism”, too. I think the more important sentence is: “In the perspective of governmentality we always have to reflect on the historical and social conditions that rendered a certain historical knowledge of society ‘real’, taking into account the possible theoretical and non-theoretical consequences of these ‘thruths’” (14). Means: How, in what context does a specific theory become influential (and another one is marginalized)? And what are the implications of such successes? I think that Lemke points here to the whole question of the success and ‘becoming-mainstream’ of poststructural approaches and their complicity to a neo-liberal rationalitiy, e.g. in biotechnology (the example he himself gives on the same page). Therefore it is crucial  “to not reverse the theoretical gain of denaturalization by linking it to a strategy of dematerialization” (ibd.). Lemke hence argues for both: the continuation of a critical deconstructionist analysis – denaturalization- that continues also the Foucaultdian’ tradition of inquiry, integrating representation and meaning into an analysis of power relations and domination. 

So what is the specific contribution of GA?

As far as I understand the innovation of the GA is that it attempts to develop a research perspective  that integrates micro- and macro processes of power and domination. Where are its weaknesses and where its strengths?

It makes us "reflect on the historical and social conditions that rendered a certain historical knowledge of society "real","

does that mean the historical knowledge of society is already there, before it was rendered "real" by specific conditions? 

No, it means that what is socially accepted as “real” is constituted by power relations. (by the way it also doesn’t mean that there is no “reality” – its just a critical stance towards claims of realities that marginalize other realities)

Please, help, somebody!
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