
Michel Foucault: 
Governmentality 

and the Neoliberal 
State

POLI3088: Theories of the Modern State

Dr Adam Lindsay
School of Politics and International Relations



2

C113, Law and Social Sciences Building

adam.lindsay3@nottingham.ac.uk

Introduction

§ Foucault’s Life and Methods

§ Sovereign and Disciplinary Power

§ “Society Must Be Defended”

§ Governmentality

§ Foucault and the State

Office Hours:
Tuesday, 14:30-15:30
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Michel Foucault, 1926-1984

§ Studied at École Normale Supérieure 
under Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Louis 
Althusser.

§ Influenced by French structuralism, 
Heideggerian phenomenology and 
Friedrich Nietzsche.

§ Public Intellectual, active in gay rights, 
anti-racist and penal reform campaigns.

§ First French public figure to die as a 
consequenceof AIDS, in 1984. 
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Foucault’s Method
§ Takes up a Chair at the College de France in 1970, with 

the title ‘Professor of the History of Systems of 
Thought’.

§ Suspicious of history as a march of progress.
§ Critical of emphasis ‘great authors’.

5



6

“He remains mobile, skimming along in a 
kind of diagonal that allows him to read 

what could not be apprehended before. Is 
this perhaps an atonal logic? It is natural for 

us to have misgivings.”
Gilles Deleuze, Foucault, p.3
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Michel Foucault,  1926-1984

Archaeology
§ Any given society or culture is ordered by an 

‘episteme’, a set of epistemic rules about 
what grounds valid knowledge.

§ Truth or falsity of a statement is 
comprehensible only to the extent that it 

coheres with the episteme.
§ Epistemes ‘rupture’ rather than ‘evolve’.
§ Archaeology as analysis of how epistemes 

shape social practices at different 
‘moments’. 
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Madness and Civilisation (1961)

§ Medieval world: Mad person as a bearer 
of mystic truth.

Archetype: the village idiot, 
free to roam.

§ Renaissance: Madness as ‘ironic’ 
counterpart to reason; viewed as a 

terrifying abyss, but revealing of the 
human condition. 

Archetype: the Ship of Fools, 
exiled from the city. 

Dulle Griet, by Bruegel the Elder, 1563
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Michel Foucault,  1926-1984

Madness and Civilisation (1961)

§ ‘Classical Period’ (c.1650-1789): 
Madness in absolute opposition to 

reason; animality v. humanity. 
Archetype: ‘The Great Confinement’, 
unreformable madmen interned in 

hospitals.

§ Modernity: Madness as mental illness to 
be cured through moral intervention

Archetype: The Asylum.



“[Genealogy is] is to identify the accidents, the minute 
deviations—or conversely, the complete reversals—the 
errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty calculations 
that gave birth to those things that continue to exist.” 

Foucault, Nietzsche, Genealogy, History, p.81
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Genealogy
§ Abandons ‘structuralism’ of 

archaeological method.
§ Seeks to reveal ‘contingency’ of social 

institutions. 
§ An attempt to map an ‘analytic of 

power’
§ Capillary power: power is not 

centralised in the state, but is 
dispersed across a decentralised 

network of society. 

Michel Foucault,  1926-1984



Sovereign 
and 

Disciplinary 
Power
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“The sovereign exercised his right 
of life only by exercising his right 

to kill, or by refraining from 
killing. […] The right which was 

formulated as a power of life and 
death was in reality the right to 

take life and let live.”
Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol.1, p.136.

Leviathan, 1651
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Sovereign Power
§ ‘Juridical’ or legal power.

§ Power to command, to punish, and 
to inflict pain upon the body. 

§ ‘The spectacle of the scaffold’: 
execution as the symbolic and 

ritualistic display of sovereign power.

Leviathan, 1651
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Disciplinary Power
§ Non-sovereign power, dispersed 

across social institutions. 
§ Surveillance, supervision and 

inspection as a means of 
moderating and reforming 

individuals.

La Ronde des Prisonniers, by Vincent van Gogh,  1890 
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The School
1) Timetable: students fall into a 

rhythm of repetition and order.
2) Lessons seek to perfect mechanical 

routines.
3) Architecture of the classroom 
ensures constant observation of all 

students.
4) Examination individualises and 

ranks student.

Lectures on the evils of alcoholism at Fresnes Prison
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“What we need is a political 
philosophy that is not erected around 

the problem of sovereignty, nor 
therefore around the question of law 
and prohibition. We need to cut off 

the king’s head.”
Foucault, Truth and Power, p.121

Michel Foucault, 1926-1984



“Society 
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Defended”
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“We can invert Clausewitz’s proposition and say that politics 
is the continuation of war by other means. […] And while it is 
true that political power puts an end to war, and…attempts to 

establish the reign of peace in civil society, it certainly does 
not do so in order to suspend the effects of power or to 
neutralise the disequilibrium revealed by the last battle. 

According to this hypothesis, the role of political power is 
perpetually to use a sort of silent war to reinscribe that 

relationship of force.”
Foucault, Society Must be Defended, p.16
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English Civil War

§ Appeal to a ‘historico-political’ 
war discourse.

§ Usurpation of Britain by the 
‘Norman Yoke’ in 1066.

§ Society fractured between 
Saxons and Normans.

§ Hobbes’s hypothetical state of 
nature to displace historical war 

discourse.
Society Must Be Defended, pp.87-115

Thomas Hobbes, 1588-1679
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French Revolution
§ War discourse organised around 

conflict of the Third Estate and the 
Nobility.

§ War as the motor of a dialectic, 
reconciling the potentiality of the 

nation with the actuality of the 
territory of France. 

Society Must Be Defended, pp.215-238

Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, 1748-1836 
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Adolf Hitler, 1889-1945

Nazi Germany
§ War discourse coded in 
biological terms: the Aryan 

and the Jew. 
§ War discourse mobilises the 

security apparatus of state 
racism.

Society Must Be Defended, pp.239-264
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“The reason this mechanism comes into play is that the 
enemies who have to be done away with are not adversaries 

in the political sense of the term; they are threats, either 
external or internal, to the population and for the population. 

In the biopower system, in other words, killing or the 
imperative to kill is acceptable only if it results not in victory 

over political adversaries, but in the elimination of the 
biological threat to and the improvement of the species or 

race.” 
Foucault, Society Must be Defended, p.256



Governmentality
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Christ the Good Shepherd, John 10:1-19

Christian Pastorate
§ ‘Government’ emerged from 
Christian Pastorate, not Greek City 

State. 
§ The figure of the Pastor as a 

shepherd, guiding flock to 
salvation. 

§ Intervention to return those that 
stray to a ‘righteous’ path. 

Security, Territory, Population, pp.115-135
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Governmentality
Sovereignty as Command:

Common Good as Obedience to Law.

Government as Guidance:
Common Good as arrangement of ‘things’ to ensure 

wellbeing of the community. 

27



28

“The branch of political science 
concerned with the collection, 
classification, and discussion of 
(esp. numerical) facts bearing 
on the condition of a state or 

community. [Obsolete].”

The Birth of Statistics
§ From the 17th century, states begin to collect 

information about citizens on a large scale.
§ The power of the state is understood to be 

vested in the population; the government 
‘manages’ the population.

§ From ‘the people’ as subject of sovereignty 
to ‘the population’ as an object of 

government.

Statistics, n., c.1770
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“’Tis universally acknowledged, that the operations of 
external bodies are necessary and that in the communication 

of their motion…in their attraction and mutual cohesion, 
there are not the least traces of indifference or liberty. Every 
object is determin’d by absolute fate to a certain degree and 
direction of its motion… The actions, therefore, of matter are 

to be regarded as instances of necessary actions.” 
Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, p.399
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“’Tis universally acknowledged, that the operations of 
external bodies are necessary and that in the communication 

of their motion…in their attraction and mutual cohesion, 
there are not the least traces of indifference or liberty. Every 
object is determin’d by absolute fate to a certain degree and 
direction of its motion… The actions, therefore, of matter are 
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Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, p.399
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Governmentality
1) Normality/abnormality:

Intervention when population deviates from the ‘normal’.

2) Cost/benefit:
Capacity to assess ‘diminishing returns’ on interventions

3) Management of risk:
Ability to understand regularity of chance events and insure 

against them. 
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“The problem of neo-liberalism was not how to cut out or 
contrive a free space of the market within an already given 

political society, as in the liberalism of Adam Smith. The 
problem of neo-liberalism is rather how the overall exercise 

of political power can be modelled on the principles of a 
market economy.” 

Foucault, Birth of Biopolitics p.131
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“Build trampolines, not safety-nets: 
Welfare should be an investment in productive and 

capable people, not a last resort for the incompetent. 
This may mean spending more to enable some 

people to overcome their disabilities and more to 
upgrade the competence of others. So be it.”

‘Dos and Don’ts for Social Democrats’, Reinventing the Left, p.253



Foucault 
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State
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“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’. […] In 
short, the state has no heart, as we well know…in the sense 

that it has no interior. The state is nothing else but the mobile 
effects of a regime of multiple governmentalities.” 

Foucault, Birth of Biopolitics, p.77
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“We should not see things as the replacement of a society of 
sovereignty by a society of discipline, and then of a society of 
discipline by a society, say, of government. In fact we have a 

triangle: sovereignty, discipline and government 
management.” 

Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, p.107
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Managing Theft
1)Sovereign Power:

Imprisonment for law breaking.
2) Disciplinary Power:

Surveillance as prevention, reform as punishment.
3) Governmentality:

Calculation of the risk of criminal behaviour. 
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Managing an Epidemic
1)Sovereign Power:

Exclusion of the ill (e.g., leper colonies).
2) Disciplinary Power:

Quarantine of the town; inspection to ensure conformity.
3) Governmentality:

Calculation of risk across population;
Calculation of cost of intervention against (e.g.,) the economy. 
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Summary

§ The State is a label we give to a 
network of social institutions 

displaying governmental rationality. 
§ Governmental rationalities are a 

‘triangle’ of sovereignty, discipline 
and governmentality. 

Is this a theory of the state?

Office Hours:
Tuesday, 14:30-15:30
Friday, 09:30-10:30


