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 P O L I T I C S   

   I
n a late interview, Foucault made the following rather astonishing remark: “in 

fact what interests me is much more morals than politics or, in any case, politics as 

an ethics  ” (EFR, 375). This remark is astonishing not only because the term “pol-

itics” runs like a red thread through much of Foucault’s work from the early 1970s 

onward – from his discussions of the politics of health in the eighteenth century to 

his accounts of the politics of truth and the politics of our selves, not to mention his 

analyses of biopolitics and political rationality – but also because his work has proved 

so inspirational for so much contemporary thinking about politics in the disciplines 

of philosophy and political theory. So what could Foucault have meant by saying 

that he is more interested in morals than in politics? He goes on to explain that his 

work is not “determined by a pre-established political outlook” and that it does not 

have as its aim “the realization of some dei nite political project” (ibid.). Indeed, as 

Foucault noted in another late interview, his readers have tried in vain to discern his 

politics; he has been read variously as a Marxist, an anarchist, a neoconservative, and 

a new liberal. As he puts it, “I think I have in fact been situated in most of the squares 

on the political checkerboard, one after another and sometimes simultaneously. . . . 

None of these descriptions is important by itself; taken together, on the other hand, 

they mean something. And I must admit that I rather like what they mean” (EEW1, 

113). The inability to place Foucault’s work on a spectrum of political ideologies is 

largely a function of his approach to political questions, which is through the lens of 

problematization: “I have never tried to analyze anything whatsoever from the point 

of view of politics, but always to ask politics what it had to say about the problems 

with which it was confronted” (EEW1, 115). (In this light, Foucault’s early defense 

of his archaeological method as connected to genuinely progressive politics is quite 

interesting. See “Politics and the Study of Discourse,” EFE, 53–72.) 

 But how, then, does Foucault understand politics? What, if anything, ties 

together his various uses of the term “politics”? Perhaps the best way to approach 
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this question is to distinguish two different uses of the term “politics” in Foucault’s 

work, a narrower and a wider use. The narrower use, operative in the preceding dis-

cussion and in much of Foucault’s late work, dei nes “politics” as a specii c domain 

or i eld of human activity, distinct from economics, morality/ethics  , and religion, 

concerned with relations of governance. The wider use, by contrast, dei nes poli-

tics simply as the struggle for power, where relations of power   are understood to 

be coextensive with the social body  . The transition in Foucault’s work in the late 

1970s from the genealogy   of disciplinary power and biopower to the analysis of 

governmentality   could be understood as a transition from the wider to the narrower 

conception of politics, as Foucault moved away from the   Nietzsche-inspired model 

of power as war   that he formulated in the mid-1970s and toward an analysis of the 

government of self and others (see Lemke  1997 ). However, the wide conception 

never completely disappears from Foucault’s work. 

 Moreover, Foucault never explicitly distinguishes these two uses of the term 

“politics” in his writings, and the two uses are often intricately intertwined, such that 

it is not always possible to disentangle them completely. But an implicit acknowl-

edgment of such a distinction can be found in his 1973 lectures, “Truth and Juridical 

Forms,” where he distinguishes his emerging conception of power as capillary and 

microscopic – which he calls here “infrapower” – from what is “traditionally called 

‘political power’” (EEW3, 86). The latter refers to the “state apparatus, or to the 

class in power,” whereas the former refers to “the whole set of little powers, of little 

institutions situated at the lowest level” (EEW3, 85–86); that is, to what Foucault 

will later call the “micro-physics of power” (EDP, 26). 

   Foucault’s wide conception of politics is exemplii ed in his discussion of “the 

politics of truth” in “Truth and Juridical Forms.” There, Foucault draws on his read-

ing of Nietzsche to trace the relationship between forms of knowledge   and power 

relations conceived as relations of struggle. “One can understand what knowledge 

consists of,” he writes, “only by examining these relations of struggle and power, the 

manner in which things and men hate one another, i ght one another, and try to 

dominate one another, to exercise power relations over one another” (EEW3, 12). 

The result of such an examination would be a “political history   of knowledge” or a 

historical analysis of “the politics of truth  ” (EEW3, 13). Nietzsche opened the door 

for such an analysis by demolishing the myth of knowledge purii ed of power rela-

tions, and showing that all knowledge production is woven together with struggles 

for power (EEW3, 32; see also EPK, 131–133).   

   Foucault articulates the idea of politics as a struggle for power in its strongest 

form in his 1975–1976 lecture course “Society Must Be Defended,” when he dis-

cusses whether it makes sense to invert Clausewitz  ’s dictum and claim that “politics 

is the continuation of war by other means” (ECF-SMD, 15). This would mean that 

“the role of political power is perpetually to use a sort of silent war to re-inscribe 

that relationship of force, and to re-inscribe it in institutions, economic inequalities, 
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language, and even the bodies of individuals” (ECF-SMD, 15–16). The lectures pose 

the question of whether the model of politics as war is the best way to analyze polit-

ical power (see ECF-SMD, 23), and Foucault’s answer to this question seems to have 

evolved throughout the mid-1970s. Just prior to the start of 1975–1976 lectures, in 

a short interview published in 1975, Foucault seems to endorse the idea that politics 

is the continuation of war by other means (FDE2, 704; cited in Davidson  2003 , xiii), 

but in 1977 he was more sanguine or at least more noncommittal on this point (see 

EPK, 164). Perhaps his most considered answer to this question is given in the cru-

cial chapter on Method in volume 1 of the  History of Sexuality :    

  Should we turn the expression around, then, and say that politics is war pursued 

by other means? If we still wish to maintain a separation between war and politics, 

perhaps we should postulate rather that this multiplicity   of force relations can be 

coded – in part but never totally – either in the form of “war,” or in the form of 

“politics”; this would imply two different strategies (but the one always liable to 

switch into the other) for integrating these unbalanced, heterogeneous, unstable, 

and tense force relations. (EHS1, 93)  

 In other words, politics and war are distinct but nonetheless related strategies for 

integrating and coordinating the multiplicity of force relations in a particular soci-

ety. If politics is not in itself war, it and war at least share some central dei ning 

characteristics: force and struggle.   

   In the next two sets of lecture courses, “Security, Territory, Population” (1977–

1978) and “The Birth of Biopolitics” (1978–1979), the wide model of politics as 

a warlike struggle for power recedes and the narrower conception of politics as a 

distinctive domain linked to   governmentality and the problematic of the state gains 

prominence. And yet, characteristically, Foucault gives this account of politics his 

own distinctive twist. Rather than starting from a theory of the state, Foucault aims 

to decenter the state from our understanding of politics and to focus instead on the 

broader techniques of governmentality and political rationality that undergird and 

give rise to modern state forms. This is connected to his attempt to displace the 

problematic of sovereignty   from our understandings of politics, for “to pose the 

problem in terms of the State means to continue posing it in terms of the sovereign 

and sovereignty, that is to say in terms of law  ” (EPK, 122). Hence, cutting off the 

head of the kind means not only constructing a genealogy of disciplinary power, as 

Foucault did in  Discipline and Punish  and related texts, but also constructing a gene-

alogy of the modern state. Such a genealogy   would show “how the emergence of the 

state as a fundamental political issue can in fact be situated within a more general 

history of governmentality, or, if you like, in the i eld of practice  s of power” (ECF-

STP, 247). 
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   In connection with this general aim, in the 1977–1978 lectures, Foucault traces 

the roots of the mode of governmentality that emerges in the modern state in the 

late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries back to its roots in Christian pastoral 

power (see ECF-STP, lecture 7). He also charts the emergence in the seventeenth 

century of a conception of the political domain as distinct from the economic, moral, 

or religious domains, governed by its own distinctive form of rationality,  raison d’État  
(see ECF-STP, lectures 10 and 11). Similarly, in the 1978–1979 course, Foucault 

analyzes the emergence of a liberal mode of governmentality that receives extreme 

expression in the economic neoliberalism in mid-twentieth-century German and 

American economic thinking. This mode is distinct from previous modes of govern-

mentality, which had been centered on notions of i rst sovereignty   and later  raison 
d’État . These modes can be contrasted by considering the types of questions posed 

by each art of government:

  At one time these amounted to the question: Am I governing in proper confor-

mity to moral, natural, or divine laws? Then, in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, with  raison d’État , it was: Am I governing with sufi cient intensity, 

depth, and attention to detail so as to bring the state to the point i xed by what 

it should be, to bring it to its maximum strength? And now the problem will be: 

Am I governing at the border between the too much and too little, between the 

maximum and minimum i xed for me by the nature of things – I mean, by the 

necessities intrinsic to the operations of government? (ECF-BBIO, 19)  

 For the liberal and neoliberal forms of governmentality, the limits of governmen-

tal rationality will be set by political economy. At the conclusion of his lectures on 

liberal and neoliberal governmentality, Foucault asks: “What is politics, in the end, 

if not both the interplay of these different arts of government with their different 

reference points and the debate to which these different arts of government give 

rise? It seems to me that it is here that politics is born” (ECF-BBIO, 313). Here, 

politics is tied to the question of governance but is not equated with the state in any 

straightforward manner; rather, it is connected to processes of what Foucault calls 

“statii cation” (ECF-BBIO, 77).   

 To be sure, what I am calling the narrower and wider conceptions of poli-

tics in Foucault’s work intersect and overlap in important ways. These two con-

ceptions of politics arguably intersect in Foucault’s discussions of governmentality. 

Here, Foucault doesn’t exactly abandon his earlier notion of politics as a struggle for 

power – even if he moves away from the strong formulation of politics as war   that he 

l irted with in the mid-1970s – but he does seek to connect that notion with politics 

in the sense of the emergence of specii c governance structures and state forms. The 

result is a genealogical analysis – an analysis that is dei ned methodologically by its 
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commitment to the irreducibly political nature of truth   – of the role that micropow-

ers play in the emergence of the modern state and the development of its distinctive 

art of government and political rationality.   

 These two conceptions of politics are also connected through the idea of 

politicization. In an interview conducted in 1977, Foucault was asked to clarify his 

understanding of the term “political.” “The domain of the political,” he responded, 

is constituted by “the set of relations of force in a given society,” and “politics is a 

more-or-less global strategy for co-ordinating and directing those relations” (EPK, 

189). In this context, “the problem is not so much that of dei ning a political ‘posi-

tion’ (which is to choose from a pre-existing set of possibilities) but to imagine and 

to bring into being new schemas of politicization” (EPK, 190). Here, politicization 

means thematizing a set of previously unthematized power relations – which are 

already political in the wide sense of the term – and inventing new schemas for 

analysis and criticism that show the relevance of these power relations for our under-

standing of politics in the narrower sense. (See also, in this vein, a 1973 interview 

in which Foucault claimed that one of the distinctive characteristics of the political 

movements of that time was the politicization of practices, institutions, and domains 

of life previously thought of as nonpolitical [FDE2, 428].) 

     What, then, of Foucault’s claim, mentioned at the beginning of this entry, that 

insofar as he is interested in politics at all, his interest is in politics as an ethics? 

Here the notion of governmentality is once again central. For Foucault, ethics con-

cerns one’s relation to self  . When Foucault says that he’s interested in politics as an 

ethics, I take this to mean that he is interested in the interaction between technol-

ogies of domination and technologies of the self (on this point, see EEW1, 177). 

Governmentality, he tells us, is the point of intersection of these two types of tech-

nologies, the point where the government of the self   connects with the government 

of and by others. There are interesting examples of the idea of politics as an ethics 

in some of Foucault’s late interviews about gay politics. For example, when asked 

questions about gay political struggles for increased civil rights, Foucault typically 

responded by talking about the need for gay men to create new “cultural forms” 

and “ways of life  ” (EEW1, 157–158). Gay culture, he says, has the chance to invent 

“ways of relating, types of existence, types of values, types of exchanges between 

individuals which are really new and neither the same as, nor superimposed on, 

existing cultural forms” (EEW1, 159–160; see also EEW1, 137 and 163–164). Such 

cultural transformations are instances of political engagement inasmuch as they 

challenge and subvert existing structures of power relations, but their challenge 

takes the form of a reinvention of ethical forms of relation to self and others: poli-

tics as an ethics  .     

    Amy   Allen     
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