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Although Michel Foucault’s College de France lectures were introduced 
to the reader of Russian with no significant delay compared to the publication 
of their translations into other major languages, the critical approaches that they 
triggered in the Western academia are yet to gain gravity on the academic soil 
of the former USSR. Read there as an eclectic set of daring theoretical insights 
rather than a ready-made toolkit for the applied work of interdisciplinary 
critique, they were not supplemented by translations of any of the vast corpus 
of works that attempted at laying a more systematic foundation for the projects 
that these lectures merely delineated. Among these works are those by Graham 
Burchell, Thomas Lemke, Nickolas Rose, and, of course, Mitchell M. Dean, 
whose foundational Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society has 
seen two editions in English and enjoyed a tremendous influence in multiple 
fields open to poststructuralist critical interventions (however openly unhappy 
about the scale of this influence Dean himself is), including those of Gender 
Studies and feminist political thought. 

Partially closing this unfortunate gap, in the fall of 2016, following a 
major conference on Foucault’s legacy held at the Lomonosov Moscow State 
University, the Russian edition of Governmentality translated by Aleksander 
Pisarev was launched with the personal participation of Professor Dean who 
visited MSU with a lecture. The translation was done from the second English 
edition of the book that offers a considerable elaboration on the topics tackled in 
the 1999 version (including a new introduction outlining the current state of the 
field and a chapter on international governmentality). 

Supplemented by a comprehensive foreword by Aleksander Bikbov, 
the book opens with an introduction, in which Dean outlines the key tenets 
of his project that he dubbed the «analytics of government». Moving beyond 
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the language and problematics of a more conventional political analysis, 
the analytics of government is focused on how we govern and are governed 
(p. 23)1 – not so much by constrains and repression immanent to juridical 
and sovereign notions of power, but, in line with Foucauldian genealogy, by 
surveillance and normalization that condition the formation of the ethical subject 
of (self)governance. He outlines the «characteristic moves» of such a project, 
among which are: the identification of problematizations; the priority given to 
«how» questions; practices of government as assemblages or regimes, rather than 
emanations of some particular principle or philosophy; the examination of fields 
of visibility of government; the concern for the technical aspect of government; 
the attention to the formation of identities.

All these comprise the analytical set of Foucault’s genealogy, at the 
same time outlining its particular critical ethos. Doing away with both the 
methodological individualism of the right and the totalizing structuralist imagery 
of the (orthodox) left political analyses, Dean does his best to walk the middle way 
of a cautious Foucauldian, for whom the ethical value of technologies, regimes 
and dispositifs of governance are determined not by a meta-theory or ideology 
they emanate from, but by their actual deployment in a specific disposition of 
material forces and practices. A Foucauldian problematization of a technology 
of government starts and ends with the stress that any of them is «dangerous» 
as long as it can be rearticulated, reterritorialized and misused in the strategic 
games of power relations. 

Hence, the analytics of government must «avoid all projects that claim to 
be “radical or global”» (p. 34). Such an analysis is not concerned with offering 
a «general critique of domination», nor is it about developing a value-free social 
science. «Rather it is to practice a form of criticism» (p. 36). Rejecting the forms 
of genealogy that hold out the final salvation at the end of a teleology of directed 
holistic development («meta-histories of promise»: Marx, Habermas) as well 
as menacing predictions of the final calamity («semiology of a catastrophe»: 
Frankfurt school, Cassirer, Hayek), Dean adopts the Foucauldian genealogy’s 
modest claim that «the time we live in is a time like any other». Too meticulous 
to give in to the «blackmail of the Enlightenment» and enjoy the exaltation of 
either an omniscient outsider or a vatic prophet, a genealogist sees the present as 
a contingent nexus of forces and an overdetermined set of open possibilities that 
need to be carefully examined with equal respect to dangers and opportunities they 
pose. «An analytics of government is [...] in the service not of a pure freedom 
beyond government, or even of a general stance against domination ... but 
of those “moral forces” that enhance our capacities for self-government» 
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(p. 49), thus expanding the field of self-subjectivation at the expense of that 
of subjection. 

Despite the broad definition of governmentality as the art of government 
of self and others and the analytics thereof, Dean’s book mainly focuses on 
delineating a genealogy of the modern (neo)liberal governmental rationality at 
work in the Western societies of today along the trajectory of the development 
and gradual convergence of several sets of Western governmental rationalities, 
such as pastoral power, «reason of state» and police, that emerged in response to 
particular sets of problems. The untenably vague, contested and greatly overused 
buzzword that «neoliberalism» is (indeed, a typical «empty signifier», it too often 
stands for «anything I don’t like»), in the hands of Dean it gets a clearer rounding 
than is typically the case in less rigorous accounts. Explaining it via the notion of 
«reflexive governmental rationality», Dean traces how in the recent decades the 
«welfarist regime of the social» has been dismantled in the process of the liberal 
governmentality turning upon and closing on itself to order and rationalize its 
own mechanics and technologies rather than any external entity such as «flock», 
«territory», «population» or, most recent, «the social» (which, as we know 
thanks to Margaret Thatcher, no longer exists). Resting on the paradigmatic 
dichotomy of dependence/empowerment, neoliberal governmentality aims at 
subjecting individuals within the entrepreneurial subject position by relegating 
the provision duties of the state to the market, communities and the subject 
herself. As a result, instead of transforming the macroeconomic conditions of 
inequality, governments create «empowerment zones» where market solutions 
(such as privatization) are introduced to deal with the issues of urban poverty and 
homelessness, and the problems of structurally vulnerable groups are resolved 
through increasing representation of their individual representatives. A nodal 
element of such tactics is the technology of creating «communities» capable 
of taking control of their own risks and relegating to them a significant share 
of state powers through the entrenchment of an extensive network of power 
relations within and between them. 

Important here is that while «empowerment is presented as a quantitative 
increase in capacity [for agency], it acts as a qualitative transformation of 
forms of subjectivity. It tries to act upon disparate groups so that they come to 
recognize their common being within a unified administrative category, thereby 
assuming the identity of active citizens and participants in social reform» (p. 86). 
Here we arrive at the last and most crucial methodological tenet of Foucauldian 
genealogy and, by extension, Dean’s analytics of government: the attention to 
the formation of identities. This is where the Foucauldian project is arguably at 
its most conflicting stance towards the ethics and politics of many progressive 
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social justice movements that often appropriate the Foucauldian critical 
language, at the same time eviscerating it of its sharpest critical edge. These 
projects are often based on a variously balanced combinations of the three pillars 
of conventional progressive politics: the ontology of social totality with rigid 
hierarchical structures; the reliance on a revolutionary subject of change; and the 
ethos of radical emancipation and empowerment. 

In the discourse of these movements, the polemic around Foucault is 
centered on what many see as a frustrating gap within his political ontology: 
on the one hand, his project offers a radically new productive model of power 
and the corresponding nonconventional optics of social analysis that greatly 
enrich the critical toolkit of social movements; on the other hand, it falls short of 
offering a rounded theory of political resistance and agency, which, according to 
many, devalues his whole critical contribution.

Beside Foucault’s (and, by extension, Dean’s) suspiciousness towards 
identity politics that rather forms, normalizes and administers its subjects and their 
respective communities in the spirit of the neoliberal emphasis on entrepreneurial 
agency and empowerment, than merely represents it, the discrepancy of these 
two stances (the analytics of power versus the axiology of it) reveals itself best in 
the polemic around Foucault’s alleged dichotomy between power relations and 
states of domination. 

This dichotomy consists in contrasting two types of power dynamics – 
open, mobile, reversible and context-dependent, i.e. dynamics per se, and static, 
fixed and irreversible, that is usually found in the analysis of large hierarchically 
interrelated structures and communities (systemic discrimination based on race, 
gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, etc.). At the theoretical level, Dean maintains, 
the strict distinction between power and domination in Foucault’s analytics of 
government seems highly problematic, as it seems to presuppose that «human 
subjects and the liberty they exercise stand outside relations of power and forms 
of domination» (p. 47). For Foucault, power is everything (forces, discourses, 
tactics, pleasures) that conditions and constructs subjectivity or influences it. 
Since domination also presupposes subjectivation, a strict distinction between 
these concepts will at best be quantitative, situational and axiological and hardly 
capable of substantiating a critical methodology of power analytics. Foucault 
interprets domination as an inevitable attribute of social life, immanent to power 
as such. Hence, work with the concept of «sites of domination» requires the 
careful genealogical movement from particulars to generals, rather than from 
a speculative postulation of totalistic macrostructures of domination to their 
projection on specific local dynamics.
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Scrupulously deconstructing all the three tenets of identity politics – 
rigid structuralism, methodological subjectivism and the empowerment ethos 
– the analytics of government might seem to foreclose any organized effort at 
progressive political struggle for social change. Refusing to indulge in too much 
optimism, Dean, however, does not support this overly pessimistic view. The 
task of the Foucauldian genealogical analytics, as opposed to the progressive 
axiology of power, is to raise critical questions about government and self-
government «without attempting to formulate a set of general principles by which 
various forms of the “conduct of conduct” could be reformed» (p. 48). Unlike 
Foucault’s early archaeological method, the analytics of government does not 
seek to take a neutral, value-free position with respect to its material. Refraining 
from claiming to represent objectively existing groups or reflect a totality, tracing 
instead the microphysical processes of its permanent reassembly, this project sets 
itself the task of undermining the comfortable generalities through disperse and 
discrete interventions into normalized discourses, eventalizing their constants 
and opening up a horizon of new opportunities for emancipatory politics.

In sum, the project that Dean takes up from Foucault consists in the ‘patient 
labour of historico-political analysis and a contestation of existing narratives with 
respect to their insidious implications, exclusions and constrains. It is animated 
by a particular ethos of permanent and pragmatic activism without apocalyptic or 
messianic ends. It evinces a tension between a «pessimism of the intellect» and 
an «optimism of the will» (p. 61) and can be used to inform localized struggles 
against specific power relations deprived of obsolete totalizing narratives and 
faced with a newly militant liberalism. To that end, it constitutes an indispensable 
critical tool for a social justice movement that is willing to avoid the snares 
it might willy-nilly lay for itself on its way. Thus, profoundly engaging with 
Foucauldian genealogy and analytics of government, many feminist initiatives 
all over the world have reframed their struggles with a particular critical focus 
on neoliberal technologies of subjection and citizenship that produce docile 
bodies and deploy a range of biopolitical tools to arrange them into an easily 
manageable identitarian taxonomy. Similarly, queer critique informed by the 
same concerns has questions the normalization drive of the mainstream LGBT 
politics that has been complicit in the rise of militant nationalist and postcolonial 
sentiments that continue to cause harm. Empowering social justice movements 
to see beyond the spectacle of identity politics, the analytics of government, with 
its claim that «everything is dangerous ...», «leads not to apathy but to hyper- 
and pessimistic activism» (ibid.). In the spirit of Foucault’s oeuvre, Dean’s book 
refuses providing the reader with a ready-made formula to proceed with this, 
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but it does an important and much timely work of making such a «hyper- and 
pessimistic activism» intelligible.
 
1  All quotes from Governmentality are hereinafter cited by the 2d English edition of 

the book with the corresponding specification of pages.


