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For those attentive to the epochal shifts of globalization, the state 
has been either serving global capital or on its way out for decades. 
Neo-liberalism prones new scales of economic and political 
organization and the promise of a global civil society while 
international law ostensibly undermines the traditional functions of 
state power.1 The inadequacy of the state has found an equally sharp 
echo among populists who have reaffirmed democracy at the expense 
of a robust state.2 And in an odd déjà-vu, social scientists are once 
again pushing elsewhere: the state would seem at once the all-
powerful protagonist of global finance or entirely insufficient for 
integrating popular power in our contemporary democracies.3  

In what follows, I offer an analysis that seeks to come to terms 
with, and indeed challenges some of the assumptions underlying such 
portraits of the state. Perhaps ironically, I begin by returning to one 
of the theorists that has been most central to the push beyond the 
state, Michel Foucault.4 Foucault’s choice of the term 
governmentality, his regular comments on the insufficiencies of a 
strict focus on “the state,” and claims that his method implies 
“leaving the problem of the state aside,”5 have all contributed to a 
general sense that Foucault’s work pushed us in many fruitful 
directions, but the state was not one of them. It has indeed been 
commonly understood that Foucault was revealing the dark side of a 
rather innocent story on a liberating liberal individualism and 
subjectivity, and the trompe l’oeil of a progressive civil society 
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independent of the state, at the same time that he was rendering a 
more complex tableau of power than the Marxist emphasis on a 
superstructural state apparatus in the hands of a dominant class.6 
Instead, it has been argued, his work from the late 1970s, and in 
particular his focus on governmentality, solidified a turn toward a 
“microphysics of power.” This approach refused a conception of the 
refractory state as the sole site of power and rather demonstrated how 
the state, civil society, bureaucracy, law, and military coercion, among 
many other elements, were part of a larger set of governmental 
rationalities.  

I argue, somewhat to the contrary, that Foucault’s turn toward 
governmentality did not amount to a disinterest in the state any more 
than the last great wave of democratic mobilization and globalization 
has meant the state’s end.7 Indeed, many have interpreted his claim 
that we must cut off the king’s head as a call to turn away from the 
state entirely. Considering the full extent of his comments on the 
state, such an analysis seems problematic—as if cutting off the king’s 
head could mean that “the state” was no longer a significant category 
for understanding our contemporary world; as if through some 
metonymic miracle beheading the king meant the entire state 
magically disappeared. And what if the lesson to be learned from 
cutting off the king’s head is that we must reframe our basic analytical 
categories for thinking about the state? Precisely because he was the 
first to call for beheading the king, Foucault’s work is a fitting place 
to begin to clarify the place of the state. Through his lectures at the 
Collège de France, he provided a deeply revised notion of the state. 
Drawing it out of the center of the story, he revealed its permeability 
and responsiveness to other sites of power like individual subjectivity, 
family, civil society, asylums, schools, and multiple other bodies and 
practices. He refused to posit the state as a universal concept or thing 
with essential properties. From his perspective, one could not 
determine the fundamental nature of a polity by defining its state as 
red or blue, weak or strong, centralized or decentralized.  

In what follows, I argue that this approach to the state is original 
in that it integrates the deep ambivalence toward the state that 
characterized pluralist theories as well as other society-centered 
approaches, without tossing out the state in its entirety. In other 
words, the notion of the state that we may draw out of Foucault’s 
work cuts diagonally across pluralist, neo-Marxist, or Weberian lines 
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by incorporating the ideas of multiple sites of power and coercion. 
However, nodding toward an original conception of the state that has 
not been thoroughly explored, he also avoided the idea that the state 
was a mere tool of dominant social interests, that it was only one 
power among many or that it drew any inherent power from its 
autonomy. In this essay, I attempt to provide a sketch of key elements 
of Foucault’s work to open up new directions for thinking about the 
state. At the center of this endeavor is also an attempt to show that 
much of the most exciting work on the state in recent decades has 
confirmed the fruitfulness of this direction. It is not my aim to erect a 
Foucaultian theory of the state in the place of Hegel, Hintze, Weber, 
Laski, Schumpeter, Dahl, Poulantzas, Skocpol, Tilly or anyone else. 
Rather, it is an attempt to take seriously the empirical findings that 
have been driving an exciting revisionism of the state in recent years. 
As our social scientific investigations of the state push in increasingly 
new directions, we may need to revisit some of our leading political 
and social theorists to understand what they may tell us about the 
state. For as exciting as the literature on the state has been in recent 
decades, we have lacked broader conceptions of the state that would 
allow us to synthesize them and begin to consolidate our empirical 
gains.  

STARTING FROM DOUBT 

But is it really so important to provide oneself with a theory of the state?  
The Birth of Biopolitics, 91 

Critics and followers alike have interpreted Foucault’s work as a 
move away from the state. Nicos Poulantzas suggested that, 
“Foucault’s indisputable merits are therefore to be found in another 
region. What is truly remarkable is the fact that such discourse, which 
tends to blot out power by dispersing it among tiny molecular vessels, 
is enjoying great success at a time when the expansion and weight of 
the State are assuming proportions never seen before.”8 From a 
liberal perspective, Michael Walzer claimed that for Foucault’s 
political theory to be complete, it “would have to include an … 
account, which Foucault doesn’t provide, of the liberal state and the 
rule of law.”9 A decade later, in one of the more influential historical 
exchanges on Foucault, law and the liberal state, historian Laura 
Engelstein reframed the core of Walzer’s claim, arguing against 
Foucault that “the contribution of liberalism is not to displace an 
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intrinsically ideological legality with the normative power of an 
equally inequitable and unfree disciplinary regime but to replace the 
alliance between discipline and the administrative state with a 
configuration that frames the operation of discipline within the 
confines of the law.”10 Recognizing the path breaking new work on 
the state, Lawrence Stone insisted that “nor was Foucault much help 
in reorienting history towards the state. Although he was obsessed 
with power relations in history, he confined his attention to 
secondary institutions like the family, hospitals or prisons or to ethical 
concepts such as those governing sexual behavior.”11 

Those that have drawn from Foucault’s work have responded that 
if Foucault’s work is lacking in a conception of the state, it is because 
he intentionally wanted to draw our attention elsewhere. Careful 
readers of Foucault like Nikolas Rose, Peter Miller, Colin Gordon, 
Graham Burchell and many others have emphasized Foucault’s focus 
on governmentality instead of the state. In the early 1990s, Nikolas 
Rose invited us to use Foucault’s work to think about “political 
power beyond the state,” insisting, “the state has no essential 
necessity or functionality.”12 He argued that the state then is part of a 
larger process of governmentalization, used to delineate those areas 
that may be treated as objects of state power and those that may not. 
The state for Foucault, from this perspective, “has no inherent 
propensities; more generally, the state has no essence.” 
Understanding power then, it has been argued, requires a reversal of 
the problematic of government and state: “the nature of the 
institution of the state is, Foucault thinks, a function of changes in 
practices of government, rather than the converse. Political theory 
attends too much to institutions and too little to practices.”13  

As we shall see, what follows does not take issue with this 
interpretation of the relationship between the state and 
governmentality in Foucault’s work and it certainly does not deny 
Foucault’s attempt to marginalize the state. It does however take issue 
with two underlying assumptions in these analyses. First, the theory 
of the state that it assumes. Walzer and Engelstein are convinced that 
the rule of law is an essential force in binding any state. On the other 
hand, Colin Gordon argued in The Foucault Effect that “state theory 
attempts to deduce the modern activities of government from 
essential properties and propensities of the state, in particular its 
supposed propensity to grow and to swallow up or colonize 



Foucault and the State  139 

everything outside itself.” Similarly, Rose and Miller suggest that 
“analysts treat states as unified actors with considerable autonomy, 
ruling domestically and pursuing their interests upon the world stage 
by means of diplomacy and warfare.” “We argue,” they continue, 
presenting their corrective, “that such a perspective obscures the 
characteristics of modern forms of political power.”14 Defining the 
state along these lines leads then to the second tacit assumption in 
these critiques of the state: given that this is how they have 
understood the state, Foucault’s work is not only unhelpful for its 
understanding, moreover the state has little place in his project which 
emphasized governmentality over the state.  

It is no doubt true that if one understands the state in a liberal 
polity as bound by law and civil society, as a set of essential properties 
that slowly colonize what is “external” to it, or as autonomous actors 
defined by diplomacy and warfare, then Foucault has little to tell us 
about the state. However, it does not follow that he is not helpful for 
understanding the state that has emerged out of the social science 
literature of the last twenty-five years, which differs considerably 
from the impoverished portrait present in such analyses. What 
follows provides an insight into how Foucault can help inform some 
of the key lessons learned on the liberal democratic state as it has 
been outlined in recent literature. I begin with the fundamental 
question of Foucault’s interest in the state and an attempt to draw out 
elements of Foucault’s analysis before turning to an investigation of 
how Foucault’s approach may inform the current state of the art. The 
aim is not to sketch out a theory of the state in Foucault’s work that 
will make it then possible to deduce the governmental actions that 
followed. Rather, embracing Foucault’s method, I seek to do quite 
the opposite: that is, present a necessarily incomplete perspective on 
how the numerous statements Foucault made about the state may be 
read in order to shed light on the empirical findings that have 
emerged in our investigations.  

The irony of redefining state power through its rejection has a 
long history. Foucault regularly made remarks like the one quoted in 
the above epigraph, highlighting his deep ambivalence toward the 
problem of the state. Of course, it is possible to assume that he was 
not interested in the state and wanted to look elsewhere. However, it 
is also possible to read Foucault’s ambivalence on the state in a 
positive light, as this essay attempts to do. For, in a moment when 
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some social scientists are once again plagued by doubt about the 
efficacy of studying the state, such ambivalence may be very useful. In 
fact, Foucault’s ambivalence may be read as a positive modality of 
epistemological doubt.15 In other words, Foucault’s doubt on the 
usefulness of the analytical value of examining the state was not a 
dismissal of the category but a positive point of departure for 
reconsidering some of the most basic elements of political 
modernity.16  

Throughout his lectures and interviews, Foucault insisted that 
starting from the position of the state was problematic. Foucault 
specifically suggested that "Methodologically,” his approach “entails 
leaving the problem of the State, of the State apparatus, to one 
side.”17 He went even further in the manuscript arguing “we cannot 
use the notion of State apparatus because it is much too broad, much 
too abstract to designate these immediate, tiny, capillary powers that 
are exerted on the body, behavior, actions, and time of individuals. 
The State apparatus does not take this microphysics of power into 
account.”18 

But what was this state that Foucault pushed aside? In his early 
College de France lectures from the first half of the 1970s, including 
Punitive Society (1972-1973) and Psychiatric Power (1973-1974), Foucault 
insisted on stepping beyond Marxist conceptions of the state, in 
particular that of Althusser. As Bernard Harcourt has shown, 
Foucault challenged Althusser’s interpretation of the “state 
apparatus,” presented in his Idéologie et appareils idéologiques de l’État.19 
Summing up this critique in his interview published in the Marxist 
geography journal, Hérodote, he stated: “In consequence one cannot 
confine oneself to analysing the State apparatus alone if one wants to 
grasp the mechanisms of power in their detail and complexity.”20 
Foucault was specifically interested in setting aside the “apparatus” of 
the state, or, one might say, the state as a set of institutions that 
enacted and naturalized ideologies generated by social and economic 
modes of production. In an interview given in 1977, Foucault 
reiterated his position on the state, arguing that “the idea that the 
State must, as the source or point of confluence of power, be invoked 
to account for all the apparatuses in which power is organised, does 
not seem to me very fruitful for history, or one might rather say that 
its fruitfulness has been exhausted.”21  
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Nonetheless, his investigations suggested that he did not want to 
leave the question of the state aside entirely. For example, he argued 
that he hoped to shed light on “how State and familial forms of 
power have each retained their specificity and have only been able to 
interlock so long as the specific ways in which they each operate have 
been respected.”22 His interest in the state “forms” instead of state 
“apparatus” suggests that Foucault wanted to push away from a focus 
on institutions and ideologies and toward how the state participated 
in more malleable and porous relations between different ways of 
deploying power. In short, Foucault’s discussions of the state showed 
less of an interest in leaving the state behind entirely than in 
reconsidering its place in a larger set of power relations that 
penetrated far beyond the specific apparatus of the state.  

In his 1977-78 lectures on Security, Territory, Population, Foucault 
opened two years of lectures in which he addressed the problem of 
the state directly. Clarifying his approach, he argued: “We know the 
fascination that the love or horror of the state exercises today; we 
know our attachment to the birth of the state, to its history, advance, 
power, and abuses.” Such fascination, he argued, had led to an 
overemphasis on the state that took two forms. First, paraphrasing 
Nietzsche and alluding to the liberal conception of that state, he 
suggested, “an immediate, affective, and tragic form is the lyricism of 
the cold monster confronting us.” “But,” he continued, focusing 
more specifically on the Marxist conception, it could also be 
“reductive” because it was perceived “as the target to be attacked and, 
as you well know, as the privileged position to be occupied.”23 One of 
Foucault’s primary concerns then was to avoid “overvaluing” the 
problem of the state by establishing it as a specific site that could be 
controlled or possessed.  

So, for all of his comments doubting the efficacy of studying the 
state, Foucault continuously brought the state back in. His growing 
interest in the state toward the end of the 1970s may be explained in 
part by the slow thaw of the Marxist hold over the political history 
and theory of the state, especially as a result of the work of the 
second left Claude Lefort, Cornelius Castoriadis, Pierre Rosanvallon, 
as well as more direct liberal attacks by figures like François Furet, 
and Marcel Gauchet, among others. As these authors elaborated their 
anti-totalitarian and anti-marxist paradigm, Foucault looked 
increasingly to dialogue with them, leaving aside the pressing need for 
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a direct engagement with Marxism.24 Furthermore, within the actual 
body of Foucault’s work, the turn away from a response to Marxist 
conceptions of the state was no doubt also tied to his increasing 
emphasis on governmentality. What is particularly interesting in this 
context is the very original set of statements he made about the state 
in this process of setting it aside.  

“We have to study power outside the model of Leviathan,” he 
argued in Society Must be Defended, “outside the field delineated by 
juridical sovereignty and the institution of the State.”25 Just what did 
Foucault mean through such claims? His concern with displacing the 
state from the center of political analysis was intertwined with his 
interest in revealing the complexity of power relations and 
undermining the idea of a central source or apparatus of power that 
could be wielded by a specific interest group. Functioning within the 
larger power regimes of discipline, security, and biopolitics, he argued 
that the state was not a given from which a whole set of power 
relations could be deduced. The state did not have some theoretical 
structure to be discovered and diagnosed. “You will, of course, put to 
me the question, or make the objection: Once again you do without a 
theory of the state. Well, I would reply, yes, I do, I want to, I must do 
without a theory of the state, as one can and must forego an 
indigestible meal.”26 However, he explained this position by asking 
the question: “What does doing without a theory of the state mean? 
If you say that in my analyses I cancel the presence and the effect of 
state mechanisms, then I would reply: Wrong, you are mistaken or 
want to deceive yourself, for to tell the truth I do exactly the opposite 
of this.”27 In fact, he argued, “the problem of bringing under state 
control, of ‘statification’ (étatisation) is at the heart of the questions I 
have tried to address.”28 His doubts about the usefulness of a theory 
of the state did not, then, add up to a refusal to consider the state tout 
court. Foucault did not so much push us “beyond the state” as toward 
a more supple and capacious understanding of how the state was 
embedded in a wider regime of power relations. Or, as Michael 
Senellart points out, in Foucault’s work “it is neither a question of 
denying the state nor of installing it in an overarching position.”29 

Elements of Foucault’s state. Thus Foucault consistently pushed the 
state to the periphery of his investigations in order to gather a fresh 
perspective on its place in the generation, deployment and 
maintenance of power. Furthermore, he did so by cultivating a 
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relentless suspicion of the state as a category. Distilling Foucault’s 
most direct comments—“the state is…”— we may then draw out a 
set of dimensions that enable us to uncover a deeply original view of 
the state. In the first pages of his Birth of Biopolitics lectures, he opened 
with the provocative hypothesis: “The state is at once that which 
exists, but which does not yet exist enough.”30 “The state is not a cold 
monster,” he continued, “it is the correlative of a particular way of 
governing.”31 Returning to the theme of the state later in the same 
lectures, he extended his definition: “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…”32 He then 
concluded, “The state is nothing else but the mobile effect of a 
regime of multiple governmentalities.”33  

From these statements, it is possible to formulate a series of 
characteristics of Foucault’s notion of the state. First, it is not “a 
thing coherent.” That is, it is a process, “a perpetual statification” or 
even multiple processes “statifications.” Second, it is not 
autonomous. That is, it is not an object, which, as he explained 
elsewhere, can be possessed or controlled in its entirety, or which 
obeys its own logic independent of a larger context of power. The 
positive formulation of this notion would mean that the state is 
embedded in larger networks of power. The state does not stand 
outside or determine the deployment of power, but is rather tied into 
and shares in a nexus of power. Third, the state is not universal but is 
rather “a mobile shape” or a “mobile effect.” The state then must be 
understood in its multiple dimensions as what it does rather than what 
it is: we cannot posit the state as something that exists with a given set 
of characteristics and then set out to uncover it. Rather, we must 
examine power relations and explore where the state seems to emerge 
in “transactions which modify, or move, or drastically change.” Last, 
the state is something that is both present—it “exists”—and is 
always, necessarily becoming—“does not yet exist enough.” From 
this claim, and Foucault’s broader method, we may suggest that the 
state may only be grasped as a history.  

We may therefore give a rough idea of the state in Foucault’s work 
as 1) process; 2) embedded; 3) effect; 4) historical. At the most abstract level, 
we may understand the Foucauldian insight into the state as a historical 
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process of embedding certain effects. Such a composite approach to state 
processes distances us from the Marxist and the liberal vision of the 
state. At the same time, it avoids the outlines of a Weberian emphasis 
on autonomy, bureaucratization, rationalization or monopoly of 
legitimate violence that has dominated other contemporary attempts 
to step outside of the liberal and neo-Marxist frame. Finally, it points 
toward a capacious and supple understanding of state power as 
something that may be studied through what it does and not by an 
ideal-typical notion of its means. This interpretation of Foucault’s 
writings on the state challenges the idea that Foucault’s work was 
simply pushing beyond the state. For all that Foucault challenged 
notions of sovereignty and a unitary autonomous state, Foucault was 
hardly a radical anti-statist. Elaborating each of these elements in the 
context of recent work on the state may help us to work toward a 
reconceptualization of the modern state that corresponds more 
tightly to our empirical findings.  

PROCESS. HOW THE STATE HAPPENS 

At the heart of Foucault’s reinterpretation of the state was his 
argument that the state was not defined by its specific means, 
institutions, or parts, but rather as an interactive process. Posing the 
state as one type and form of power among others, Foucault opened 
a path to thinking about how different modes of power became 
“statified” (or not) over time. “It is certain that the state in our 
contemporary societies is not just one of the forms or one of the 
sites—be it the most important—for the exercise of power, but in a 
certain way all the other types of power relations refer to it.” “But,” 
Foucault continued, “this is not because each one is derived from it. 
It is rather because there was a statification of the relations of power.”34 
To be sure, Foucault granted the state process of our contemporary 
era an important place within the myriad power relations existing 
between individuals, institutions and practices. He did not however 
posit the state itself as a static point out of which these other relations 
emerged.  

Central to the state process was his argument for governmentality. 
One of the key contributions of the notion of govermentality, or 
specifically the “governmentalization of the state” was to show how 
the state was brought (back) in or set aside to render governance 
more effective. Indeed, Foucault’s argument that “What is important 
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for our modernity, that is to say for our present, is not then the state’s 
takeover (étatisation) of society, so much as what I would call the 
‘governmentalization’ of the state,” is an argument for understanding 
how the state itself became a means of governing. Weaving a 
relationship of power, the state’s capacity to govern was increased by 
drawing limits on it and defining its relationship to society. In other 
words, the state process was not something that existed or a list of 
tasks more or less effectively completed—a perspective that would 
lead to now stale arguments about weak or strong states—it was a 
more supple process in which the state was invoked or not in order 
to render practices, objects, and populations more or less effectively 
governable. Foucault argued therefore that at the heart of the 
construction of the modern state was not an administrative apparatus, 
fiscal bureaucracy or an army. Instead, he looked in a quite different 
direction: 

Governmentalization of the state is a particularly contorted 
phenomenon, since if the problems of governmentality and the 
techniques of government have really become the only political stake 
and the only real space of political struggle and contestation, the 
governmentalization of the state has nonetheless been what has allowed 
the state to survive. And it is likely that if the state is what it is today, it 
is precisely thanks to this governmentality that is at the same time both 
external and internal to the state, since it is the tactics of government 
that allow the continual definition of what should or should not fall 
within the state’s domain, what is public and what private, what is and is 
not within the state’s competence, and so on.35  

The state process then took place through the very exercise of 
setting limits between the state and civil society, administrative 
intervention and laissez-faire, constraint and individual expression. 
Since the eighteenth century, these ostensible oppositions have been 
elaborated, Foucault argues, in relation. The state has emerged by 
negotiating the relationship between these oppositions, not by 
limiting and inflating or banishing it on one side or the other. Such an 
approach parallels studies that have proven effective for thinking 
about the state in U.S. history, where historians have recently argued 
“that a great and understudied source of the American state’s 
dynamism emerges along the limits of public authority. Indeed, it 
would appear that these boundaries are not simply loci of visibility, 
but generators of power. The power of the state may be said to be 
precisely this capacity to summon social power for projection beyond 
the confines of its societal origins (whether that is the family, the local 
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community, the region or the nation) by legitimately inscribing or 
reinforcing the boundary of public and private authority for effective 
use.”36 

Defining the state as process works in the opposite direction from 
the widely-used definition of the state by Max Weber as a monopoly 
on the legitimate means of violence: the state becomes at once much 
less and much more. It is much less in that the state cannot—has 
never had and no doubt never will—have a monopoly on the means 
of coercive power. Similarly, the state loses in substance, as a thing 
with an idea against which other weaker or stronger states can be 
compared. But it also promises something more in that the state 
process develops and is held together through any number of modes 
of deploying coercion and generating consensus. The capacities of the 
state swell not as members of state institutions, civil servants, or 
executive powers figure out ways of realizing its inherent properties, 
but through the process by which it is invoked within and interacts 
with other modes and practices of exercising power: “I would say that 
the State consists in the codification of a whole number of power 
relations which render its functioning possible.”37 One way of 
defining the state process then would be to suggest that it is a way of 
rationalizing a given set of power relations in a given context. From a 
historical point of view, such an approach raises the issue of “the 
entrance of the state into the field of practice and thought.” That is, 
how and when did the state could become a legitimating capacity or 
something that needed to be invoked or shunned. Foucault also refers 
to this growing urgency to invoke the state in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries as a “desire for the state.”38 

It should be pointed out that from this perspective, only at the 
most superficial level would it make sense to argue historically for 
groups or practices that were outside the state, which the state slowly 
colonized to bring under its control. One might argue, to the 
contrary, that the state process has operated in precisely the opposite 
way: the state did not “centralize” power in the way we have 
commonly argued by overcoming resistance on the periphery. Rather 
it gained consistency—the state’s weave thickens and thins, so to 
speak—through interactions between various groups or practices 
over time, shifting in response to modes of government. In the 
modern era, the state provided a procedural horizon for organizing 
practices and a sense of unity among different modes of exercising 
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power—or in other words, its history includes the process of its 
theorization. It in this sense that processes of the state must be 
understood as simultaneously historical and theoretical because the 
state itself cannot be divorced from the ideas that we have about it on 
what it can or cannot do. As Timothy Mitchell has argued, building 
on Foucault’s interpretation of the state: “the phenomenon we name 
‘the state’ arises from techniques that enable mundane material 
practices to take on the appearance of an abstract, nonmaterial form. 
Any attempt to distinguish the abstract or ideal appearance of the 
state from its material reality, in taking for granted this distinction, 
will fail to understand it.”39 

The technologies of power, which give the state its animus, are 
based on the elaboration of relationships “invented and organized 
from the starting points of local conditions and particular needs. They 
took shape in piecemeal fashion.”40 The history of the state is the 
result then not of accumulating a monopoly on legitimate means of 
violence, but is instead part of a necessarily more incomplete process 
in which the construction of hierarchies and legitimacy takes place 
through the process of invoking the state itself. As a result, state 
processes cannot take place without constant interactions with other 
sources and practices of power. Foucault calls upon the notion of 
“statification” or “étatisation” to capture “the 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.”41 What he refers to in other arenas as a 
“transactional reality.” At the heart of this conception is the idea that 
the state does not necessarily make reference to an underlying, unified 
reality, and yet it is  “nonetheless real,” it is “born precisely from the 
interplay of relations of power and everything [that] constantly eludes 
them, at the interface, so to speak, of governors and governed.”42 
Adapting William Novak’s invocation of the pragmatism—truth is 
what happens to an idea— for thinking about the state, it would be 
possible to argue that for Foucault the state is what happens to 
organizations, practices, people, etc.43  

Instead then of positing the incapacities of the state, it becomes a 
question of undertaking an investigation of where the state has 
emerged as a problem, who invokes it and in what ways it appears to 
be a solution. An immediate effect of such an interpretation is an 
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ostensible flattening of the state or as Charles Taylor has argued, “this 
power is not wielded by a subject,” rather, he continues, “it is rather a 
complex form of organization in which we are all involved.”44 This is 
not to say that there is not a hierarchy to the state. As Foucault makes 
clear, it is obvious that systems of power take on “pyramidal form.” 
There is a top and a bottom, with decision-makers, policies, 
directives, judges, executives, and legislators. But even within these 
hierarchical structures, “this summit doesn’t form the ‘source’ or 
‘principle’ from which all power derives.”45  

Such an approach may be vital for understanding larger questions 
of the relationship between the state and key phenomena of political 
modernity, such as empire. Notions of the state as a “thing coherent” 
have been notoriously insufficient for understanding the networks 
that gave birth to early modern and modern empires. It has been 
shown to be entirely inadequate to suggest that the state somehow 
“existed” in the metropole and spread out toward distant lands or 
alternatively, in some reifying boomerang effect, experimented in 
distant colonies only to wield the full weight of its power on the 
metropole. Rather, the state in empire has emerged as always partially 
and incompletely constructed through its interactions with traders, 
organizations, institutions and multiple other parties and practices on 
the ground. European states consistently lacked total hegemony and 
deeply disputed the extent to which they should even strive for such 
control at the same time that they introduced, at the most unexpected 
moments, various doses of rule of law and democratic practice while 
pursuing unheard of brutality in action and discourse. At the same 
time, such informal empires as the ones that emerged in the second 
half of the twentieth century, what James Sparrow has referred to in 
the American case as “the extrinsic state” in the post-war world seem 
particularly appropriate cases for understanding how state processes 
were constructed as state intervention was both invoked and rejected 
domestically and internationally. 

EMBEDDED. SOCIAL NETWORKS OF STATE POWER 

The important wave of state studies from the 1970s to the 1980s 
placed a particular emphasis on a distinction between the state and 
society. From Birnbaum and Badie’s neo-Weberian analysis of the 
French state to Skocpol et al. emphasis on state autonomy, the 
question of drawing boundaries between the state and society was at 
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the heart of the state’s return. One has only to look back as far as 
Nordlinger’s On the Autonomy of the Democratic State (1982) to uncover 
an attempt to reconsider the democratic state from the perspective of 
the state-society opposition. Articulating an important corrective to 
the then dominant society-based approaches within the social 
sciences, Nordlinger argued: “No matter how compelling the societal 
perspective is thought to be, only by distinguishing between state and 
society does it become possible, even in principle, to establish the 
forceful and extensive impact of societal constraints.”46 This work 
was constructed tightly on an opposition between state and society, as 
if the two could never be seen in the same room together. But like a 
bad movie scenario, one begins to wonder if the fact that they can 
never be seen together, doesn’t ultimately suggest that they are less 
distinct than we have thought in the past?  

The state-society opposition nourished historiographical debates 
gave a great deal of purchase to those who either placed power within 
the social or established the autonomy of the state, while those 
interested in governmentality have insisted that the liberal opposition 
between state and society was in itself a tool of governance. But if we 
take Foucault’s perspective on the state seriously, it appears that one 
of the essential elements of his perspective was his refusal to isolate 
the state from society. Indeed, his claim that “the state is not a 
universal nor in itself an autonomous source of power”47 was 
predicated on the idea that the state only acquired its power in 
relation to other social forms. As André Burguière has pointed out: 
“Foucault accustomed historians to approach institutions not as 
traditional history does, in the forms and places they officially 
attribute to themselves and as autonomous apparatus standing over 
society and human consciousness, but rather through the processes 
by which they become incorporated into society. The state does not 
live enclosed in its ministries and barracks. It lives inside us, invading 
our ways of thinking and reshaping the forms of our consent to 
reality.”48 

Work on the British state has suggested that states must be 
considered on a spectrum, of the “the interplay between state and 
society,” imagining “on the one hand, a garrison state with 
omnipotent authority and an abjectly subject population; on the 
other, a withering away of any formal control imposed from the 
outside as citizens learn and internalize what is expected of them and 
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social shaming accomplishes what police functions used to.”49 John 
Hobson has made a similar argument for Britain’s state capacity: “All 
states can be situated along a continuum,” Hobson argued, “ranging 
from those polities that are ‘embedded’ within their societies at one 
end (Britain), to those which are ‘isolated’ from society at the other 
extreme (Russia).” The British state was able to extract far greater 
wealth because it was “broadly embedded within society,” he 
concluded.50  

Though it has not necessarily invoked the work of Foucault, much 
of the most innovative work on the state in recent decades has 
moved in a similar direction. Many of these studies have opened their 
analyses by demonstrating the limitations of the Weberian model of 
autonomy to shed light on a liberal state model that is built on state-
society permeability.51 Moving away from the overwhelming focus on 
continental conceptions of the state and focusing instead on revising 
the British and American states, they have discovered a power and 
capacity in an institutional context that was previously considered 
weak, laggard, or limited.52 Challenging the pioneering work by 
Stephen Skowronek, Ira Katznelson has invoked “the institutional 
character of liberalism.” “The United States in its first six decades of 
independence [w]as an assertive, expansive, and permeable liberal 
state,” he writes.53 Building on John Brewer’s analysis of the British 
state in the eighteenth century, Katznelson explains: “The regime’s 
particularities as a liberal state based on popular sovereignty, consent, 
and representation demand an approach to state formation that 
makes constitutive these distinctly liberal features of the polity.”54  

Recent historiography has shown that since the nineteenth 
century, liberal states sought to undermine their autonomy through 
effective relationships with civil society, law, and federalism. As 
William Novak has argued, instead of limiting state power, civil 
society, law, and division of powers—both horizontally (between 
branches of government) and vertically (through various modes of 
federalism, decentralization and delegation to private bodies)—have 
been shown to collaborate with the state, generating a more effective 
deployment of state power. Building on legal realism, for example, 
Novak has shown that the U.S. government chartered the myriad 
American associations that Tocqueville famously opposed to the 
interventionist French state.55 The state, he has shown, derived 
greater efficacy from its capillary and diffuse nature and its tentacular 



Foucault and the State  151 

relations with regional and local institutions as well as associations on 
its periphery.56 As a result, he argues, the state has acquired greater 
capacities through its collaboration with peripheral institutions and 
not merely dominating or colonizing them: the state was not limited 
by civil society, but actually permitted civil society to thrive. 
Moreover, law was not a bulwark, preventing the encroachment of 
the state but was in fact a key vehicle for transmitting and embedding 
state power within society.57 Likewise, Elisabeth Clemens has noted 
that the classic liberal opposition between associational life and the 
state does not provide a proper account of the ways that the state 
collaborated with civic associations.58 On the level of welfare, Jacob 
Hacker and Kimberly Morgan among others have noted how the 
American welfare state was in fact built on a peculiarly strong 
marriage between private and public authorities.  

At the heart of this recent work on the state then has been a 
renewed interest in thinking about the state-society relation and in 
particular the primacy of democratization in the state building 
process. This approach to state building has opened a door to what 
we may call the “democratic state.” The adjective democratic here 
should not be understood as normative or suggestive of a teleology 
toward a more just or popular form of state rule. To be sure, it would 
seem even more capable of mass surveillance, terror, and popular 
manipulation than many of its non-democratic counterparts. 
However, as Rosanvallon pointed out many years ago, our histories 
of the state only suffer from our inability to make a distinction 
between totalitarian, dictatorial states and democratic ones. While 
democracy has been understood as a means of checking state power, 
recent work has shown that the democratic state may be more 
effectively understood as a modality of breaking down state 
autonomy. The “democratic leviathan” could only be built through a 
great expansion popular participation and its interaction with groups 
in civil society.59  

Work on the democratic state is essential for understanding the 
ostensibly paradoxical case of modern state building, the American 
state.60 In writing the history of the American state, historians have 
demonstrated that new levels of compliance were achieved by 
reducing state autonomy, through the reinvention of new modes of 
state society relation to almost all sectors of society. In the context of 
the postwar United States, James Sparrow has shown that the new 
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wartime and then post-war leviathan could only be built by greatly 
expanding the degree and modes of citizen participation. During this 
period, the state and statecraft, including bureaucracy and a vastly 
expanded administrative power, were in part constructed through 
reaching out and defining new relations to new citizen groups. If 
anything, Sparrow places the development of a deep tentacular state 
at the heart of the history of refounding American democracy. In the 
construction of this massive democratic leviathan, the essential 
question became: How was the relationship between a government 
that was expanding in nature and scope and its citizens recast such 
that it remained a legitimate democratic bond—and not a 
pathological process of either social alienation (in which society 
would be too divorced from a despotic authoritarian state, which in 
turn would have to rely largely on coercion) or political slavery (in 
which the state were only a simple vessel for communicating 
dominant social interests).  

Recent studies have shown that state construction could also take 
place through democratization by guaranteeing equality, individual 
liberties, legal protection, and the vote.61 Drawing on the specific case 
of race in the United States, Lieberman and King have noted that civil 
rights legislation for example both increased the level of state 
intervention and overall capacity at the same time that it generated 
deep mobilization against itself. “Democratic contestation and state 
power,” they argue, “are not, as they might intuitively seem, 
incompatible.” Looking to post-soviet states of Eastern Europe, they 
also show that Grzymala-Busse’s analysis reveals how new processes 
of democratization, including opposition and partisan politics actually 
contributed to the processes of state building. Even recent calls for 
state reform in Britain have echoed these ideas: “The age of 
democracy—and universal suffrage in Britain is still less than 100 
years old—has not yet recast these power centres in a democratic 
image. Instead a timid form of democracy has been grafted on to 
them, in varying degrees.”62 

To make sense of these phenomena, many historians have looked 
to the ground-breaking work of Michael Mann, and especially his 
concept of infrastructural power. As he argues, infrastructural power 
both cages state-society relations into nations and tightens the state-
society relationship. In other words, what makes these infrastructural 
states powerful is not their autonomous rational bureaucracy as much 
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as their ability to be flexible, integrate, respond, penetrate and 
organize society as well as individuals in deep and, sometimes, 
undetectable ways. But as we search elsewhere for theorists who may 
help us make sense of this relationship, Foucault’s work may also be 
useful for uncovering another perspective on infrastructural power. 
As Philip Gorski has pointed out, “Foucault’s own analysis of 
capillary power may be seen as an attempt to theorize state 
infrastructure.”63  

Indeed, Foucault was particularly interested in examining the 
structures that supported the efficacy of the state. “I don't want to say 
that the State isn't important,” he argued:  

What I want to say is that relations of power, and hence the analysis that 
must be made of them, necessarily extend beyond the limits of the State. 
In two senses: first of all because the State, for all the omnipotence of 
its apparatuses, is far from being able to occupy the whole field of actual 
power relations, and further because the State can only operate on the 
basis of other, already existing power relations.64  

One of Foucault’s most important contributions to thinking about 
power, then, was his attempt to integrate the state into other 
networks and relations. To understand the state, it was necessary to 
explore how the state depended on social forms like the family or 
schools. “To put it in more concrete terms,” Foucault argued,  “we 
can obviously describe a given society's school apparatus or its set of 
educational apparatuses, but I think that we can analyze them 
effectively only if we do not see them as an overall unity, only if we 
do not try to derive them from something like the Statist unity of 
sovereignty. We can analyze them only if we try to see how they 
interact, how they support one another.”65 Breaking down the idea of 
a unified state sovereignty meant recognizing the ways that the family, 
educational organizations, the army, and other institutions and 
practices were both supported by and supported the state: “Does 
obligatory school attendance require the continued functioning of this 
sovereignty, the sovereignty of the family? Look at how, historically, 
the obligation of military service was imposed on people who clearly 
had no reason to want to do their military service: it is solely because 
the State put pressure on the family as a small community of father, 
mother, brothers and sisters, etcetera, that the obligation of military 
service had real constraining force and individuals could be plugged 
into this disciplinary system and taken into its possession.”66 The 
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state’s power then came from its ability to articulate effectively with 
other modes and practices of power.  

EFFECT. MOVING AWAY FROM MEANS 

One of the reasons why Foucault’s state has been ignored is 
because of his insistence that the state in itself must not be the point 
of departure for studies of political power. Instead he argued for 
investigating where and how the state shows itself to be effective in 
given circumstances. “The state has no heart, as we well know, but 
not just in the sense that it has no feelings, either good or bad, but it 
has no heart in the sense that it has no interior.”67 Foucault’s 
approach begins then by attempting to eschew metaphysical concerns 
with the state as a thing, what it consists of, or what defines it. In 
other words, he sets aside the fundamental question of sovereignty or 
the state’s unity. “Rather than asking ourselves what the sovereign 
looks like from on high,” Foucault suggested, “we should be trying to 
discover how multiple bodies, forces, energies, matters, desires, 
thoughts, and so on are gradually, progressively, actually and 
materially constituted as subjects, or as the subject. To grasp the 
material agency of subjugation insofar as it constitutes subjects would, 
if you like, be to do precisely the opposite of what Hobbes was trying 
to do in Leviathan.”68 Unmooring the state from the image of the 
Leviathan or its institutions was a key step in moving away from the 
idea of the state as an immutable block to be rejected or captured. Or 
as Foucault stated succinctly, “the state does not have an essence.”69 

Methodologically, Foucault argued that breaking down the unity 
of the state meant that instead of deducing power by starting at the 
center and moving outward, seeing its extent, it was necessary to do 
just the opposite; that is, pursue an ascending analysis of power from 
its smallest mechanisms and to examine how these various 
technologies found their way into more generalizable forms of 
control, including the what we call the state. Instead of “trying to 
wrest from the state the secret of what it is,” Foucault looked for the 
places where it intersected with other groups, institutions, and 
organizations. Showing how things like the state emerged out of 
concrete practices, he wanted to “pass these universals through the 
grid of these practices.”70 For this reason, the aim of his lectures was 
“moving outside and questioning the problem of the state, 
undertaking an investigation of the problem of the state, on the basis 
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of practices of governmentality.”71 Thus a picture of the 
contemporary state emerges by studying how the state interacts with a 
given set of practices or institutions in particular situations. As 
Thomas Lemke has argued, “the state is to be understood as an 
emergent and complex resultant of conflicting and contradictory 
governmental practices.”72 

Foucault himself applied this method to his investigation of the 
Reason of State in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. “Reason of 
state,” he argued, “is precisely a practice, or rather the rationalization 
of a practice, which places itself between a state presented as given 
and a state presented as having to be constructed and built. The art of 
government must therefore fix its rules and rationalize its way of 
doing things by taking as its objective the bringing into being of what 
the state should be.”73 Making the state autonomous, independent, or 
steady was not some inherent characteristic of the state itself, it was in 
fact an aim of the practices of governance: the practices of 
governmentality built a state, not the reverse. Foucault elaborated a 
similar point in discussing common misinterpretations of his study of 
panopticism: “The Panoptic system was not so much confiscated by 
the State apparatuses, rather it was these apparatuses which rested on 
the basis of small-scale, regional, dispersed Panoptisms.” The 
consequence, he concluded, is that “one cannot confine oneself to 
analysing the State apparatus alone if one wants to grasp the 
mechanisms of power in their detail and complexity.”74  

This move to observe the effect of the state has been paralleled in 
recent work by Bruno Latour, William Novak, Craig Calhoun and 
others, who have suggested that our investigations of the state must 
avoid positing the state as a reified object and instead approach it 
through its impact and outputs. Building on his work in the history of 
science, Latour insists that the state cannot be posited as a unified 
theory in advance because it is incessantly being constructed and 
responding to particular circumstances. “Politics is always the blind 
leading the blind,”75 explains Latour. He continues critiquing neo-
liberal visions of the state: “A State that fails to protect is no longer 
legitimate. But it does not mean that we know what is a State and 
what sort of protective envelop it should be able to compose.”76 Or 
as Novak has argued, we must “look in detail at what state officials of 
all kinds (not just state elites, but mayors, councilors, clerks, 
regulators, tax collectors, administrative court judges, police, jailers, 
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grand juries, etc.) actually did. The pragmatic perspective aimed at 
action-oriented “how” questions—how officials acted, how policy 
was made, how government functioned—as opposed to more 
essentialist questions about the nature or essence of law or the 
state.”77 Along similar lines, Dominique Linhardt has specifically 
invoked Foucault’s claim that “The state is at once that which exists, 
but which does not yet exist enough” to argue for studying the state 
through what he calls “tests [épreuves] of the state”: “understood as a 
general term, which is susceptible to grasping the different types of 
collective effervescence in which states constituted a problem.”78 
Didier Fassin has elaborated a similar approach in calling for an 
investigation of the moral state. In doing so, he refuses to reduce the 
state to a bureaucratic abstraction, choosing to focus instead on how 
the state “is constituted through discourses, practices and relation 
which transform it into a concrete situated reality, incarnate in the 
work of its agents and inscribed in the essential issues of its time.”79  

These revisions of the state in history and sociology clearly move 
away from the idea that the state may be captured and boxed up, 
defined by a list of criteria. Instead it is a question of seeing where the 
state has encountered other sites and sources of power, exploring the 
effects of these interactions, and analyzing the state based on these 
phenomena. As Foucault suggested, “excessive insistence on its [the 
state’s] playing an exclusive role leads to the risk of overlooking all 
the mechanisms and effects of power which don't pass directly via the 
State apparatus, yet often sustain the State more effectively than its 
own institutions, enlarging and maximising its effectiveness.”80  

Such an approach works hard to render the state more digestible 
at the same time that it opens vast new avenues for exploration. It 
would seem particularly promising for investigating the construction 
of states and empire, where the relationships between organizations 
often remained informal, hybrid, and conflicting. While Foucault has 
been used extensively to examine colonialism and empire, his work 
may also have a great deal to tell us about how the state operated 
beyond the specific territorial limits of the national territory. As John 
Agnew has noted, in his work on globalization and sovereignty, state 
power is not and has never been unitary. As a fissiparous form of 
power, state process bears a complex relationship to the production 
of space and institutions, for example. “But what if the absolute and 
indivisible political authority implicit in this story about state 
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sovereignty and its presumed territorial basis is problematic to begin 
with?” Agnew asks, suggesting that our classic analyses of the state 
are insufficient for understanding forms of state power in non-
national scale. “The assumption has long been,” he continues, “that 
states monopolize power that they then distribute or use to fulfill 
their desires. In fact, what if states are no more than coordinating 
devices to connect and integrate networks of power into discrete 
territories?”81 Agnew then suggests that Foucault may be helpful for 
working through this question by pointing out: “Foucault offers a 
conception of power that is simultaneously attentive to power as both 
a capability and a medium of action and as both centralized and 
diffused.”82  

Indeed, it is only by investigating the effects, the points of contact 
and the multiples points of practice that we will be able to see how 
the state is operating beyond its borders or on the social margins.83 
As Novak has also suggested, one of the key issues facing recent 
studies of state power is “the problem of a distinctly new kind of 
coercive power emerging within popular sovereignties, democratic 
societies, and modern economies—a power more diffuse, less visible, 
less clearly identified with a single individual or institution, sometimes 
private as well as public, woven into the everyday substructure of 
modern social and economic organization.”84 Social scientists have 
taken a large step away from understanding the state as a monopoly 
of means; currently it would seem that we must investigate its effects 
and its ends. 

HISTORICAL 

These elements of Foucault’s analysis are framed within his larger 
call for studying the state as a history. As process, embedded, and 
effect, the state has not been the subject of history realizing itself, but 
has rather been, in the most emphatic way, historically constructed. In 
this sense, Foucault’s writing on the state shared essential similarities 
with his analysis of madness, the prison, and sexuality. “I put the 
question to historians,” he explained in the beginning of his lectures 
on bio-politics, “How can you write history if you do not accept a 
priori the existence of things like the state, society, the sovereign, and 
subjects? It was the same question in the case of madness. My 
question was not: Does madness exist? My reasoning, my method, 
was not to examine whether history gives me or refers me to 
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something like madness.” Foucault then explained his method “Let’s 
suppose that madness does not exist. If we suppose that it does not 
exist, then what can history make of these different events and 
practices which are apparently organized around something that is 
supposed to be madness?”85 At the heart of this approach, is an 
attempt to set aside the unity of the category, practice, or concept 
under study in order to explore its history.  

Foucault specifically elaborated the idea of moving beyond the a 
priori unity of a discourse or practice in his Archaeology of Knowledge: 
“The positivity of a discourse,” Foucault wrote, “characterizes its 
unity throughout time.”86 Foucault attempted to undermine this idea 
of historical unity through his analysis of what he called the 
“historical a priori,” as opposed to “a formal a priori.” Through this 
category, he explained that one of the roles in producing a historical 
account was to use it to show the lack of coherence of discourses or 
practices that have hitherto appeared unified and constant: “this a 
priori must take account of statements in their dispersion, in all the 
flaws opened up by the their non-coherence.” He then summarized, 
arguing that, “in short, it has to take account of the fact that discourse 
has not only a meaning or a truth, but a history, and a specific history 
that does not refer it back to the laws of an alien development.”87 
Considering the centrality of the state within the Hegelian historical 
mode that Foucault critiqued, it could be argued that nowhere was 
this methodology more important than in writing the history of the 
state.  Applying his arguments in the Archaeology specifically to the 
study of the state, it would be possible to suggest that Foucault was 
not so much interested in rediscovering whether or not the state was 
legitimate or uncovering some hidden unifying idea of the state, but 
“of freeing the conditions for the emergence of statements” on the 
state or understanding how the state became “a condition of reality.” 

From this perspective, Foucault presented a damning critique of 
the idea that the state was planted and then grew, overpowering those 
under its sway as it evolved and fulfilled its true nature and form. 
“The state is far from being a kind of natural-historical given which 
develops through its own dynamism like a ‘cold monster’,” he wrote. 
He suggested that such a picture could be understood as sowing a 
seed that “has gradually eaten away at history.” His invocations of 
governmentality, or the “governmentalization of the state” were at 
the heart of his historical understanding of the state. The state did not 
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exist or unfold in history, but rather was invoked in profoundly 
different ways over time: “The problem is how this way of governing 
develops, what its history is, how it expands, how it contracts, how it 
is extended to a particular domain, and how it invents, forms and 
develops new practices. This is the problem, and not making [the 
state] a puppet show policeman overpowering the different figures of 
history.”88 As Thomas Lemke has argued in one of the few articles 
dedicated to Foucault and the state: “The concept of government is 
meant to historically situate statehood, to reflect on its conditions of 
existence and rules of transformation. An analytics of government 
studies the practical conditions under which forms of statehood 
emerge, stabilize and change—combining and connecting different 
and diverse ‘elements’ in such a way that retrospectively an ‘object’ 
appears that seemed to have existed prior to the historical and 
political process, presumably guiding and directing it.”89  

Understanding the state as a historically constructed process has 
important analytical implications. First, in a startling similarity to the 
work of Michael Mann or Joel Migdal, it suggests that however 
coherent the state has had to appear in order to assert its legitimacy in 
given contexts, the state itself has never actually had the coherency 
that has been attributed to it, or as Michael Mann suggests: “modern 
states ‘crystallized,’ often messily.”90 Such an approach is not simply 
important for overcoming social scientific hubris, it is also important 
interpretatively for understanding how a whole series of private and 
other unforeseen actors, as well as practices, could be essential in 
building an effective state in a given context. In territorial terms, 
judging all states according to a model, situated somewhere in 
western Europe, with a large bureaucracy and rationalized, 
autonomous practices, becomes highly problematic. Similarly, in 
chronological terms, it becomes less meaningful to wait for essential 
processes such as standing armies, inflated bureaucracies, the income 
tax, or welfare, to have a real state. A whole range of different 
technologies, partnerships, and interactions may work together to 
transform stateness. Second, it corroborates Quentin Skinner’s 
assertion that “to investigate the genealogy of the state is to discover 
that there has never been any agreed concept to which the word state 
has answered.”91 Our histories of the state have been deeply wedded 
to our histories of the nation. As the work on globalization has 
shown however, such an approach is becoming increasingly 
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problematic. A thorough and more accurate understanding of the 
state will only emerge as we recognize its profound historical plurality.  

“What does doing without a theory of the state mean?” Foucault 
asked in his lectures on Biopolitics: “If it means not starting from the 
state considered as a sort of political universal and then, through 
successive extension, deducing the status of the mad, the sick, 
children, delinquents, and so on, in our kind of society then I reply: 
Yes, of course, I am determined to refrain from that kind of analysis. 
There is no question of deducing this set of practices from a 
supposed essence of the state in and for itself.”92 Abandoning a 
“theory of the state” meant then challenging many of the most deeply 
seated ideas of political modernity. For this reason, challenging the 
centrality of the state, its usefulness, its integrity as a “thing” or 
“theoretical object” has appeared to many as a move away from the 
importance of the state. And yet, these critiques of studying the state 
do not sum up to rejection of the state as an important actor in 
political modernity. For, as Foucault argued: “The State is 
superstructural in relation to a whole series of power networks that 
invest the body, sexuality, the family, kinship, knowledge, technology 
and so forth.”93 It would seem then that revisiting Foucault’s 
discussion of the state might be one of the most fitting places to 
begin our inquiries of the state’s past, present, and future.  
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