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     S TAT E   

   F
or most of his career, Foucault said nothing in particular about the state. 

He did not begin to rel ect on it until the mid-1970s. His interest in the con-

cept intensii ed in the late 1970s before again disappearing from view in the 

1980s. In the short period of time that he wrote and spoke about the state, primar-

ily in three courses at the Collège de France between 1976 and 1979, however, his 

rel ections developed signii cantly around his invention of the new concept of “gov-

ernmentality”; that is, of variable “governmental rationalities,” discourses that shape 

the state. 

 The lack of attention to the state before the mid-1970s is surprising inasmuch 

as much of Foucault’s work before that point had already been political, from the 

 History of Madness  in 1961 to  Discipline and Punish  in 1975. He dealt with political 

issues without thematizing the state as such, though of course he did not completely 

exclude the state, which would be all but impossible when discussing questions of 

public policy, as these works do (ECF-BBIO, 77). He neither ignored nor denied 

the existence of the state, nor refused to use its name, but he did not focus on it. 

Still, even this lack of thematization of the state was a relatively radical refusal, given 

a prevailing expectation that any political work had to address the question of the 

state. Foucault therefore deliberately chose to bracket the question. When he did 

come to address it, he did so in a way consonant with the earlier bracketing, by 

arguing that too much weight was given to the state in political theory and that this 

needed to be corrected by “cutting the head off the king.” 

 Beginning in 1976 with his lecture series “Society Must Be Defended” and the 

i rst volume of his  History of Sexuality , Foucault put the state in its place, within the 

framework of his radically novel account of power. Whereas earlier political the-

ory had tended to see the state as the command center of social power   relations, 

Foucault assigned power priority over the state, with the latter as “superstructural” 

in relation to the former (EPK, 151). For him, “the state is a codii cation of multiple 
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power relations which permit it to function” (FDE3, 151, my translation; cf. EPK, 

122). Although the state may be an enormously important point for the organization 

of power relations (FDE2, 812), power relations preexisted the state and it is ulti-

mately to them that we must turn to understand politics. 

   Foucault’s distinctive perspective means seeing the state, revolution  , politics, 

and war as essentially the same, inasmuch as they are each different codii cations of 

power relations. The obvious differences we see between war and peace are, for him, 

the products of the differential operations of power. 

 Foucault sees his position here as an outgrowth of a certain tendency in the 

history of the theory of the state. In  Society Must Be Defended , he traces rel ection on 

the state to a “historico-political discourse” that emerged once the state was estab-

lished as such toward the end of the sixteenth century. The state had emerged via the 

expulsion of war to limit the state, ending the medieval situation in which the right 

of substate actors to use force was ended in favor of a state monopoly of violence   

(ECF-SMD, 49). A discourse then emerged, i rst around the English Civil War, that 

argued that the state was not natural, as it had seemed before, but rather the tool for 

the domination of a class who had conquered the country as invaders centuries ear-

lier, thus advocating the reopening of the concealed war and overthrow of that class 

(ECF-SMD, 50). Against this view emerged the view, most prominently exemplii ed 

by Thomas Hobbes, that the state mediates or subsumes the war that comes before, 

urging support for the state. Other accounts of the state followed. Around the French 

Revolution  , a conception of the state as synonymous with the nation arose, identii ed 

with Abbé Sieyès in particular, which Foucault (ECF-SMD, 219) sees as making a 

decisive break with all previous perspectives, including Rousseau’s superi cially sim-

ilar position. Thereafter, yet another perspective arises, which viewed conl ict over 

state power as an attempt to produce a universal state (ECF-SMD, 225).   

 Foucault’s own perspective harks back to the oldest view of the state, as the 

product of a conl ict that it does not reconcile, though his position is more complex 

than any earlier view: he does not see the conl ict as between two groups, does not 

see any group as ever decisively capturing state power  , and does not believe in the 

possibility of a universal state. 

 The different theories of the state have had powerful recursive effects, within a 

power-knowledge nexus, on the way politics was actually organized. This recursiv-

ity is at the heart of Foucault’s 1978 lecture series “Security, Territory, Population.” 

 Society Must Be Defended  effectively ends its account of the history of state in the 

nineteenth century, with Foucault going on to study the actual constitution of the 

state after that point. Foucault’s next two years of Collège de France lectures (resum-

ing after a hiatus in 1977) i ll out this lacuna. 

 The explicit theme of the lectures of these two years is not so much the state as 

 government . For Foucault, government is a very large area of discourse  , encompass-

ing questions of personal conduct   as well as statecraft, but here Foucault is in fact 
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focused on government in the narrow sense; that is, the intersection of governmen-

tality   with the state, what he calls the “government of the state” (ECF-STP, 89). The 

coincidence of government and state occurs initially through a theory of state that 

Foucault calls  raison d’État . This term appears untranslated in the English version of 

the lectures, though Foucault in his own lectures in English in the United States uses 

the phrase “reason of state” (EEW3, 406–407). This mode of governmental reason 

took the state as the sole object of government, privileging it, making it synonymous 

with government or politics (ECF-STP, 287).  Raison d’État  for Foucault is the i rst 

self-conscious theoretization of the state form in history. It is more than a theory, 

however; it is a governmental rationality, which means it had a direct inl uence on 

the way the state was run in practice (see ECF-STP, 276–277). However, this does 

not mean that the state simply embodied the theory. Although  raison d’État  saw the 

state as all-powerful, it could not make the state be all-powerful. It could only serve 

to increase the state's prominence relatively. There were contrary tendencies, in 

practice and in theory. In particular,  raison d’État  could be said to have generated its 

opposite, an eschatological revolutionary   discourse that posited the complete disap-

pearance of the state as its goal (ECF-STP, 356). 

 This way of thinking, though diametrically opposed to  raison d’État , neverthe-

less for Foucault belongs to the same general conception of the state by according 

it much more importance than it should have. Here we see an instance of the over-

valuation of the state that Foucault elsewhere calls “state-phobia” (ECF-BBIO, 

76). He coined this phrase in relation to twentieth-century thought, but it was 

clearly already present in the nineteenth century. Foucault sees state-phobia as 

taking two forms. Most obviously, it takes the form of viewing the state as a “cold 

monster” (a phrase of Nietzsche  ’s that Foucault invokes here), which is anarchist 

in its implication that the state is generically evil. More subtly, there is a discourse 

that reduces the state to certain specii c functions. As Foucault notes, it is not 

obvious how such a view overvalues the state, since it sees the power of the state as 

distinctly limited. However, it does view the state as the crucial point in the power 

structure, the point both to be attacked and to be won in politics  . This position is 

surely supposed to represent Marxism  . Against all forms of overvaluation of the 

state, Foucault argues that “the state, doubtless no more today than in the past, 

does not have this unity, individuality, and rigorous functionality, nor, I would go 

so far as to say, this importance. After all, maybe the state is only a composite real-

ity and a mythicized abstraction whose importance is much less than we think” 

(ECF-STP, 109). 

 Is not Foucault himself state-phobic in making such remarks? Not in the sense 

he means. Throughout his career, he is consistently hostile to the use of the notion 

of the state as a central concept in political theory, and what he calls state-phobia is 

part of the overvaluation he opposes. For Foucault, to hate the state is a mistake, if 

only because it makes the state more important than it is in reality. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139022309.083
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 29 Jan 2021 at 11:48:07, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139022309.083
https://www.cambridge.org/core


480 / Mark Kelly

 Relatedly, Foucault holds that it is not the  étatisation  (literally “state-isation”) 

of society that is the political problem in relation to the state today, “so much as 

what I would call the ‘governmentalization’ of the state” (ECF-STP, 109). It is not 

that Foucault thinks that  étatisation  has never been a problem – at least, he clearly 

claims in  The Will to Knowledge  that Nazism was an “unlimited  étatisation ” (FHS1, 

197; cf. EHS1, 150), albeit one that served as a cover for what was going on in terms 

of micropowers (cf. ECF-BBIO, 77). Rather, he simply does not think that this is 

the current problem. Instead, the contemporary situation is marked by an opposite 

tendency, the hegemony of a state-phobic governmentality  , which is the subject of 

his next series of lectures, 1979’s “The Birth of Biopolitics.” This governmentality is 

neoliberalism. 

 Foucault argues that  raison d’État ’s focus on the state made the state autonomous 

but that other governmentalities can produce different state forms (ECF-BBIO, 6). 

In liberalism  , the state is justii ed solely by reference to its function of ensuring the 

freedoms of subjects outside the state, in civil society  . The state is seen as a potential 

danger to these freedoms, requiring restriction. In   neoliberalism, this vision acquires 

a particularly economic complexion: the state is justii ed only to the extent that it 

helps an economy of private enterprise without impinging on it. Liberalism produces 

no theory of the state, only of government, argues Foucault (ECF-BBIO, 91). 

 Foucault suggests a three-stage account of historical state forms: i rst the feu-

dal, sovereign state, followed by the administrative, disciplinary state, and then 

more recently the governmental state (ECF-STP, 110).  Raison d’État  is associated 

with the second of these stages, which Foucault also refers to as the “police state.” 

Neoliberalism must be identii ed with the third. That the state today is for Foucault 

peculiarly “governmental” does not, however, imply that he thinks that government 

is unique to this form of state. Rather, he thinks that the state today has been pecu-

liarly “governmentalized,” that this governmentalization is essential to the state 

today, and indeed “has allowed the state to survive” (ECF-STP, 109). The reason 

government has been crucial to the survival of the state is that it straddles the bound-

ary between the state and its outside, thus providing the means for the adjustment of 

the state in relation to external pressures. However, this is a matter only of a growth 

in prominence of government in relation to the state form: government is older than 

the state; “the state is an episode in Governmentality” (ECF-STP, 248). Indeed, the 

state is founded on government: the state as a concept is distinctive of “governmen-

tal reason” (ECF-STP, 286). 

 A point of difi culty and possible confusion here is how to link this description 

of the state back to the diagnosis of contemporary “biopolitics” in  Society Must Be 
Defended . Foucault characterizes contemporary states as concerned with the “bioreg-

ulation” of populations   (ECF-SMD, 250). He names the mechanism by which the 

life   protected by biopolitics is differentiated from that which can be killed or allowed 
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to die “state racism  ,” referring it explicitly to the state (ECF-SMD, 256). The rea-

son that this is “state” racism, one can surmise, is that the state has a decisive role 

in relation both to the regulation of populations and to the use of force. Biopolitics   

ultimately, however, is rather indifferent to the division between the state and its 

outside, though it obviously requires some form of state. It is not a governmentality  , 

and for Foucault it is instantiated in forms as diverse as Nazism and neoliberalism. 

Governmentality is, however, crucial to it, as the means of coordinating biopolitics 

across the boundary of the state, whether by focusing on the state or seeking to 

limit it.   

    Mark   Kelly     
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