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 Nancy Fraser’s interpretation of Foucault as theorist of fordist discipline is surprising for 

at least two reasons. First, Foucault clearly wrote not only about power and discipline, but also 

about different experiences, discourses, episteme, and technologies of the self – all central 

concepts at different points of his theoretical work. Moreover, his historical analyses 

concentrated on an era that came long before fordism: aside from his last works, Foucault’s 

investigations were confined to the period from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century. 

 Nevertheless, the thesis can of course be supported that fordism is a kind of inner 

reference point of Foucauldian theory. A number of examples and good arguments can be 

brought forth for this. Nancy Fraser has presented some of them. I do not wish to arouse the 

impression here of having at my disposal the one and only correct interpretation of Foucault, 

against which to juxtapose the one suggested by Fraser. This would in the end be a tedious 

endeavor. The question that interests me here is rather, which reading of Foucault opens up his 

ideas for the analysis of contemporary social and political transformations? Which theoretical 

instruments from his much-cited toolkit can still be used to explain present forms of domination 

and exploitation? In my view this is not a matter of a philological search for Foucault’s correct 

theory, but rather of a political critique or, in Foucault’s own words, of a “new politics of truth”.i

 Here I come to the second point – or, better, the second reason – why Fraser’s 

characterization of Foucault as theorist of fordism surprised me. When we abandon the question 
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of right or wrong readings of the texts and look at their contemporary reception it becomes clear 

that in philosophy and the social sciences today Foucault is certainly not looked upon as a 

theorist of disciplinary power. On the contrary, he is rather viewed as someone who pointed out 

its historical peculiarities and limits. Recourse to Foucault here serves most often to grasp the 

new, which is why such decisive importance is attached to forms of theorizing and concepts 

Foucault proposed. Whether we take Giorgio Agamben’s critical continuation of the concept of 

biopolitics, Gilles Deleuze’s sketch of the society of control, Michael Hardt and Toni Negri’s 

analysis of “Empire,” or the governmentality debate in Anglo-Saxon sociology and political 

science – to name but a few – the reference to Foucault seems to be fruitful precisely for the 

analysis of contemporary postfordist or neoliberal strategies of control.ii

 But perhaps – and this is how I understand Fraser, and where I see the main significance 

of her argument – this reference, this recourse to Foucault’s categories, is the expression of a 

certain predicament, a theoretical weakness, or helplessness that is anything but individual. 

Fraser has spoken in another context of a “postsocialist condition”iii characterized by a weak and 

sceptical left, the departure from class politics and the failure of progressive visions that could 

represent alternatives to the contemporary order. In this respect, the recourse to Foucault’s work 

would rather be a symptom of political and intellectual crisis as a contribution to its solution. 

 Already at the beginning of the 1980s, Fraser was one of the first to call attention to a 

characteristic tension in Foucault’s work which she referred to briefly once again in her lecture: 

the difference between empirical insights and normative problems in his theory.iv Many others 

followed her in this assessment and seized on this difference – including such distinguished 

philosophers as Jürgen Habermas, Charles Taylor, and Michael Walzerv – but few have laid out 

Foucault’s contradictions, paradoxes, and aporias as consistently as she has. At that time Fraser 
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came to the conclusion that Foucault’s analyses are characterized by empirical richness and the 

appropriate description of the workings of modern mechanisms of power. Foucault’s genealogy 

allows phenomena such as the family, sexuality, schools, or medicine to be analyzed as political 

phenomena and enables an analytical view of the microphysical and everyday meaning of 

processes of power. These empirical advantages, however, stand against a lack of normative 

clarity. Already at the beginning of the 1980s, Fraser saw this as a principled rejection, or at least 

a neglecting of normative questions. For her, this position was not legitimate, since Foucault 

could neither explain nor justify his implicit normative standards (e.g., that discipline is ‘bad’ or 

domination should be condemned). With this step, according to Fraser, effective critique is 

impossible. 

 I take it from her lecture that she has now changed her position. While she still speaks of 

a tension between appropriate empirical description and a deficit of normative critique, she now 

seems to have modified her position in one respect: whereas she previously emphasized the 

normative deficit in Foucault’s theory, today she regards the empirical relevance of his texts 

more critically than she did twenty years ago. To repeat her central thesis in very abridged form: 

Foucault was an important theorist of fordism who lived and worked at the height of the 

Keynesian welfare state. This decisively stamped his analyses of disciplinary society. Today, 

under a postfordist regime, these analyses have in large part lost their empirical power and 

acuity. Phenomena such as globalization, flexibilization, and deregulation can no longer or only 

insufficiently be grasped starting from Foucault. In a sentence: the work of Michel Foucault the 

historian should itself be historicized; we must pursue a genealogy of genealogy. 

 To be sure, this program possesses a considerable attractiveness. Fraser apparently takes 

up Foucault’s own methodological intuitions and continues along the theoretical path he had 
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broken. Is she not being faithful to him precisely by pointing out the historical and political 

limits of his theory? And does she not go with Foucault beyond Foucault, even if or precisely 

because the result of her genealogy shows that Foucault is “outdated”? According to Fraser, 

Foucault’s “history of the present” belongs more to history than to the present. But she can only 

arrive at this finding by altering the concept of genealogy itself. While Foucault’s appeal to 

history always served to point out its contemporaneity and his genealogy could make it plausible 

to us that Bentham’s Panopticon, the early-modern establishment of the police, and the ancient 

techniques of the self have something to do with us here and now, Fraser sees genealogy in 

Foucault’s texts above all as documents of a finished and past epoch that are only of interest for 

the history of theory. 

 But is Nancy Fraser right to conclude that Foucault’s texts have nothing more to do with 

us? Does he belong to that category of classics that have been sufficiently and conclusively 

interpreted, explicated, and mapped, that can communicate nothing new and certainly nothing 

surprising to us? By way of anticipation: I do not share this opinion. But allow me to explain this 

by going more precisely into Nancy Fraser’s double critique that Foucault’s work is normatively 

lacking and empirically overtaken. I will only go into the first point very briefly – it was 

mentioned in the lecture only in passing – and then I will come to the question of the empirical 

significance of Foucault’s work for the analysis of contemporary political and social 

transformations. 

 

1. Performative Contradictions 

Fraser repeats her reproach that Foucault does not identify the normative basis on which his 

critique could be based. This critique is only too justified! But that is precisely the problem: it is 
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only justified and it is too justified. It concentrates on the question of right and justification, on 

norms and normativity. It thereby misses the decisive and characteristic feature of Foucault’s 

work. For Foucault norms themselves are part of the historical field under investigation and not 

outside it; they are less the measure or starting point than an object of analysis and the outcome 

of a conflict. Norms are not something laid out in advance of political struggles that guide and 

govern them; rather they are constituted in struggles, are a part of them and a stake in them. 

 The supposed deficit and ostensible weakness that is always deplored as the lack of 

normative criteria in Foucault’s work thus turns out to be its richness and strength. When Fraser 

and many others point to paradoxes and contradictions in Foucault’s work, they take them to be 

signs of a deficit: a lack of coherence, an incompatibility between theory and practice, a 

disintegration of leftist political engagement and nihilistic or positivistic thinking. But these 

contradictions and paradoxes do serve a very important strategic purpose since they allow to 

articulate a critique of the juridical discourse on a theoretical level. Foucault’s work produces 

paradoxa since it struggles against doxa, it seeks to place in question orthodoxies of political 

thought and leftist critique. It is contradictory since it contradicts dominant forms of critique that 

itself function as a constraint for imagining political alternatives.vi The reactions on Foucault’s 

rejection of normative criteria for founding critique show the compulsion that binds each 

political intervention to a proof of justification, to a norm of identity or, in his own words, a “test 

of legitimacy.”vii Foucault tried to make this compulsion visible and felt, it was for him a matter 

of putting in question a theoretical practice that calls upon us to take a position in an already 

fixed political system. Against this, Foucault wanted to contribute to “a new idea of politics”viii 

to emerge that allows to “to image and to bring into existence new schemas of politicisation”.ix

 It was Foucault’s intention to problematize a particular disciplinary regime, or – perhaps 
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in more contemporary terms – a certain kind of quality management that determines how critique 

is ‘correctly’ conducted in order to establish itself as ‘true’ critique, what tests have to be passed 

in order to be really critical and not merely affirmative. Let us say that for him this was a matter 

of de-juridifying and de-disciplining critique: “Critique doesn’t have to be the premise of a 

deduction which concludes: this then is what needs to be done. It should be an instrument for 

those you fight, those who resist and refuse what is. […] It doesn’t have to lay down the law for 

the law. It isn’t a stage in a programming. It s a challenge directed to what is.”x

 

 

2. Discipline, Postfordism and Governmentality 

Let’s now turn to the second aspect of Nancy Fraser’s lecture: the empirical relevance of 

Foucault’s analyses. Fraser claims that Foucault is a theorist of fordist discipline which 

according to her, dominated the so-called “short twentieth century,” the time from the First 

World War to the end of actually existing socialism. This is at least an unusual reading which 

diverges from the historical and social scientific literature. Generally ‘fordism’ designates a 

capitalist formation that arose in the aftermath of world war I. and the world economic crisis first 

in the USA, and later also in some European states. This form of regulation is distinguished by 

the characteristics Fraser points out, but the dynamics of the fordist mode of accumulation – and 

this is decisive here – already began to show signs of breaking down in the middle of the 1970s 

(and not with the fall of actually existing socialism at the end of the eighties). The discussion of a 

new, postfordist mode of regulation and regime of accumulation set in long before 1989xi and – 

according to my argument – Foucault was not only a contemporary of this transformation but 

also conscious of the end of a historical formation. In an interview in 1978 that was published 
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under the title The crisis of disciplinary society he explained that it seems to be “obvious that we 

have to say good-bye to the disciplinary society such as it exists today”.xii

Foucault possessed a sensitivity for the growing fragility of the old formation, and 

perhaps it is not claiming too much to see a relation between the political and social upheavals 

and a “theoretical displacement.”xiii in Foucault’s theory that extends to a form of explicit self-

critique. In any case, Foucault recognized the inadequacy or at least the limitedness of his 

analyses that in the first half of the seventies were in fact oriented toward discipline as the 

dominant technique of power. From the middle of the seventies – and thus precisely from the 

time when the first clear tears appeared in the fordist model of regulation – we can observe a 

growing theoretical distancing from the disciplinary model, which now appears to Foucault as a 

peculiarly “uneconomic” and “archaic” form of power.xiv Complementing this movement of 

theoretical displacement, there arises a new problematic that centers on the concept of 

government.  

 

Indeed, it seems to me that behind the present economic crisis and the large antagonisms and 

conflicts that are becoming visible between rich and poor nations, looms a crisis of government. By 

government I understand the totality of institutions and practices, means by which one rules people, 

from administration to education. This totality of procedures, techniques, methods – which 

guarantees the rule of people under one another – seems to me today to have come into a crisis…. 

Perhaps we stand at the beginning of a large, stormy reassessment of the problem of government.xv

 

Foucault uses the concept of government in a comprehensive sense geared strongly to the 

older meaning. It refers to an art of directing people and includes the interaction of forms of 

knowledge, strategies of power, and modes of subjectification. With the neologism 

“governmentality”, Foucault designated the distinct rationalities, forms of conduct, and fields of 

practice that aimed in diverse ways at the control of individuals and collectivities and likewise 
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included forms of self-conduct like techniques of directing others.xvi As a consequence, Foucault 

expanded his microphysics of power to social macrostructures and the phenomenon of the state. 

He also became interested in forms of subjectification beyond disciplinary subjection. With this 

analytics of government, Foucault established a theoretical connection to a tradition within 

French Marxism which approached the state less as a fixed institutional ensemble or a 

bureaucratic apparatus than as the “condensation of social relations of power” in Nicos 

Poulantzas’s formulation or “ideological state apparatuses” in Louis Althusser’s.xvii

 The state, which until then had represented a negative reference point in his theory, now 

became a central object of his analyses. Already in The Will to Know Foucault speaks of two 

registers of biopower: the disciplining of the individual body was placed alongside the regulation 

of the body of the population. He went further still in his 1978 and 1979 lectures at the Collège 

de France. Foucault’s “Governmentalization of the State”xviii investigates the transformations of 

technologies of power and their concentration and centralization in the form of the modern state. 

At the conclusion of the lecture series, he develops an analysis of neoliberal discourses and 

programs, the political actuality and social relevance of which he pointed out before the election 

of Thatcher and Reagan. Especially in the work of the Chicago School he saw the attempt to 

develop a new political rationality that, beyond the critique of the welfare state, aimed to extend 

the economic form to the social.xix  

 Of course Foucault’s analytic of governmentality was more a fragmentary outline than a 

finished, worked-out theory. Its realization is unsystematic, and the largest part of it is to be 

found in still unpublished lectures. Nevertheless, an analytical perspective is sketched here that 

could be of great critical interest for us even today. Allow me in conclusion and only in a few 

words to explain why I find the concept of governmentality helpful in grasping contemporary 
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processes of transformation.xx

  

3. Neoliberalism as a Political Rationality 

First, unlike how Nancy Fraser takes it, Foucault’s analysis is not fixated on the nation-state or 

limited to the fordist mode of regulation. To the contrary, for Foucault the state itself is a 

“technology of government”; since it is “the tactics of government which make possible the 

continual definition and redefinition of what is within the competence of the state an what is not, 

the public versus the private, and so on, thus the state can only be understood in its survival and 

its limits on the basis of the general tactics of governmentality.”xxi The perspective of 

governmentality makes possible the development of a dynamic form of analysis that does not 

limit itself to stating the “retreat of politics” or the “domination of the market” but deciphers the 

so-called “end of politics” itself as a political program. The crisis of Keynesianism and the 

dismantling of welfare-state forms of intervention lead less to a loss of the state’s capacity to 

govern than to a reorganization or restructuring of technologies of government. This theoretical 

stance allows for a more complex analysis of neo-liberal forms of government that feature not 

only direct intervention by means of empowered and specialized state apparatuses, but also 

characteristically develop indirect techniques for leading and controlling individuals. The 

strategy of rendering individual subjects "responsible" (and also collectives, such as families, 

associations, etc.) entails shifting the responsibility for social risks such as illness, 

unemployment, poverty, etc. and for life in society into the domain for which the individual is 

responsible and transforming it into a problem of "self-care". This form of individualization is 

therefore nothing that would be outside the state. Likewise, the differences between the state and 

civil society, national regulation and transnational agencies do not represent the basis and limits 
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of practices of government, but rather functions as their elements and effects. 

 With this I come to the second point. Foucault understood neoliberal technologies of 

government as a transformation of the social rather than as its end. The concept of 

governmentality allows to call attention to the constitution of new political forms and levels of 

the state such as the introduction of systems of negotiation, mechanisms of self-organization, and 

empowerment strategies. At the same time, this theoretical perspective can grasp the 

rearticulation of identities and subjectivities. It focuses not only on the integral link between 

micro- and macro-political levels (e.g. the call for “lean” collective bodies and institutions and 

personal imperatives as regards beauty or a regimented diet), it also highlights the intimate 

relationship between "ideological" and "political-economic" agencies (e.g. the semantics of 

flexibility and the introduction of new structures of production). This enables us to shed sharper 

light on the effects neo-liberal governmentality has in terms of (self-)regulation and domination. 

These effects entail not just the simple reproduction of existing social asymmetries or their 

ideological obfuscation, but are the product of a re-coding of social mechanisms of exploitation 

and domination on the basis of a new topography of the social domain.  

 The third point: on the basis of the concept of governmentality it can also be shown that 

privatization and deregulation do not follow economic imperatives so much as political 

strategies. Paradoxically, the critique of neoliberalism itself most often falls back on economic 

models of argumentation. The concept of governmentality proves to be useful in correcting the 

diagnosis of neoliberalism as an expansion of economy in politics, that takes for granted the 

separation of state and market. The argument goes that there is some “pure” or “anarchic” 

economy that has to be “regulated” or “civilised” by a political reaction of society. Marx in his 

critique of political economy already demonstrated that such a position is untenable. Foucault’s 
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“critique of political reason”xxii takes up the lines of this tradition. The transformation of the 

relations of economics and politics are therefore not be investigated as the result of objective 

economic laws, but from the perspective of a transformation of social power relations. In short, 

instead of the power of the economy, the analytic of governmentality returns the focus to the 

“economy of power”.  

To conclude, Fraser’s claim that Foucault was “the great theorist of the fordist discipline” seems 

to somehow disciplining Foucault’s analytic of power and excludes major aspects of his work. If 

we are willing to take up and pursue his work on governmentality it might prove far more 

“flexible” and “just-in-time” Fraser assumes. Perhaps Foucault’s “untimeliness” lay in the fact 

that he sought answers for questions we are only discovering today. 
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