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Shifting Statehood – Question 1


Since men first begin organizing themselves, some have risen to power and others have fallen into the realm of subjects. The divergence of subjects and power figures is a natural phenomenon of men, and the frequent struggles that accompany this dichotomy are expected. As mankind has evolved, the current notion of power often revolves around that which is centered within states. Thus, in order to better gauge how to go about resisting and struggling against this modern source of power, the state itself must be analyzed to truly figure out what it is citizens claim to be struggling against. Michel Foucault, one of the foremost experts on the nature of the state, claims that the state is no longer an external, unified source of power that was so fundamental to Machiavelli’s prince. Rather, the state is merely a mythicized abstraction created by the networking of a multiplicity of various local power figures. Thomas Hansen and Finn Stepputat, in their introduction to States of Imagination, also agree that in order to properly resist the state, citizens must first understand that the state is not a reality, but a conception comprised of numerous minuscule power centers that use specific language to maintain the façade of a legitimate entity. Hansen and David Nugent go into further detail by offering examples of denaturalized modern states, Peru and Indian, in order to show how they are truly shifting, abstract units rather than a concrete entity. 


Although Foucault, in his essay titled “Governmentality,” historicizes and denaturalizes the state, ultimately he offers a new way in which it can be produced and reconfigured over time. Foucault begins by asserting that the government can no longer be thought of as an external power as seen throughout history and exemplified in Machiavelli’s prince, but rather as a sphere that organizes an array of powers. According to Foucault, throughout history, the purpose of the state, and its transcendent, singularized power source,   has been to “reinforce, strengthen, and protect [his] principality” while “remain[ing] external to it” (Foucault, Power, pg 204). However, our modern society, he points out, is no longer governed in this type of format, but rather is comprised of a multiplicity of ‘micropowers’ that look not to simply protect their territory but rather to focus on the population and the “improvement of its conditions, the increase of its wealth, longevity, [and] health” (Foucault, Power, pg 217). This focus on the actual condition of the population and not just on the maintenance of power stems from the modern advancement of statistical science. Through the measurement and observation of the population, men have in essence, created it and made it the focus of the state’s micropowers. Rather than maintaining power, these micropowers that can be found at the heads of families, schools, prisons, sports teams, etc. focus on improving the biological welfare of their constituents. By breaking down the power of the state from an all-powerful, prince-like figure to simply a myriad of localized powers, Foucault has ‘governmentalized’ the state. A true art of government now begins to form in which power figures use various “institutions, procedures, analyses, and calculations” to improve the population, “the political economy, and apparatuses of security” (Foucault, Power, pg 219). The state is no longer the product of the decisions of a singular ruler, but rather the summation of various disciplines that take the population, not the principality, as their targets. Thus, first came the “state of justice” represented in feudal territoriality, then the “administrative state” that “corresponds to regulations and disciplines,” and lastly, the Foucaultian state of government, which is no longer defined by its territoriality, but by the mass and well being of its population (Foucault, Power, pg 221). In essence, the state can no longer be represented as a hegemonic figure, but rather as myriad of micropowers that creates a “mythicized composite reality, whose importance is a lot more limited than many of us think” (Foucault, Power, pg 220). Although Foucault denaturalizes the state, he offers a new way of conceptualizing and configuring it by looking at the state as a combination of numerous local disciplinary heads rather than a single, monarchial figure. 


While Foucault breaks down the state from a single entity, Hansen and Stepputat consider how the state is still considered a single, hegemonic entity due to the language associated with its existence.  The authors believe that Foucault’s “view of modern governance and proliferation of certain discursive rationalities” is true, but that they are unified to create the effect of a state through various “global languages of stateness” (Hansen/Stepputat, “Introduction” pp 36). These languages of stateness vary from those concerning authority and authoritative violence to those concerning Foucault’s governmentality. In order to achieve the current configuration of the state as a transcendent entity, the various micropowers have shared their languages of stateness, thus creating “a real and effective circulation of a range of languages of stateness around the world” (Hansen/Stepputat, “Introduction” pp 37). By utilizing a similar rhetoric that balances the sublime and the profane, the authority and the government, these individual disciplines create the larger myth of a powerful, singular state. Moreover, by having so many unique elements, from schools to banks, working together in all facets of the citizen’s livelihoods, the image of a singular state is created. The order that a similar language of stateness provides the many powers thus creates “the imagination of the state as the great enframer of our lives” (Hansen/Stepputat, “Introduction” pp 37). 


Foucault thus offers individuals a denaturalization of statehood and Hansen and Stepputat show how these multiplicities of powers can in fact be viewed as a unique, singular power. In States of Imagination, Nugent and Hansen offer specific examples of how the state, although a mere myth as Foucault argues, is still considered a singular, constantly shifting governing unit through studies of Peru and India. Nugent, in describing Peru, shows how the state is constantly evolving and can be conceived at any given time through “spatial and temporal dimensions” that then position the local communities in a certain place in reference to the state (Nugent, “Before History and Prior to Politics,” pg 266). Nugent illustrates this by focusing on the Chachapoya rural people in relation to the foreign Europeans over the course of three distinct stages. During the first phase, Peru’s founding period, the state was run by a group of foreign elites that consequently created a spatial and temporal disparity among the rural Chachapoyas. These indigenous people not only felt that the elite rulers were from a different time, one of modernity, but from a completely different spatial location, in this case Spain. This disparity created a state that was separate form the citizen, and one that was considered as taken hostage. The Chachapoyas and others thought of the state as an entity that should exist at a far more sublime level than that at which the elites were running it. The state thus had the ability to be emancipated and corrected at this point. The second stage, in which the elite state and people began to work together through the spread of “democracy, citizenship, individual rights and protection”, produced a different state due to spatial and temporal aspects (Nugent, “Before History and Prior to Politics,” pg 263). At this point, the state and mass population were viewed in the same temporality, as ‘modern,’ and the state ceased to be this idealistic element that had to be emancipated. In the third phase, where the state was taken over by capitalistic elites due to economic problems, new spatial and temporal differences arose that shaped the state as a transcendent, phantom element that had no relevance to the Chachapoya people. As individual rights slowly disappeared, the rural people felt a temporal void with the state as they reflected back to the past in which they had rights and power within the government. Thus, through Nugent’s example of Peru, it is clear to see how a state can constantly be changed by the spatial and temporal relationship it has to the mass populations. Only by understanding these differences and the essence of a changing state can the populations realize the best way to resist the power. 


Similarly, Hansen shows how the attitude a citizen body take towards the state in fact creates and changes the state. Since the state itself is merely an abstraction, it can be molded in any way that the mass population views it. For instance, during the Mumbai Hindu versus Muslim riots, each group viewed the state in a particular way that accordingly created the state. Hindus, who believed the state had not done enough in prosecuting the ‘guilty’ Muslims, criticized the state for being politicized. On the other hand, Muslims also defined the state as being politicized for it was branded their antagonist and oppressor. By arguing the state is politicized, both groups are in fact agreeing that the state should be a neutral, “symbolic center of political will and power above partial interest” (Hansen, “Governance in Mumbai” pg 224). In this way, both groups, through their disgust with the state, are giving it more future, potential power by assuming it should be grander than daily problems, thus making the mythicized, abstract state a reality.  By empowering the state with this leverage, the citizens allowed the Mumbai government to regain the legitimacy it had lost during the riots in which it lost its role as sole regulator of violence.  Not only did the people create the myth of the state through their opinions, but the Mumbai government itself used the opportunity to further the abstraction of its role as a grand overseer of life. By using various ‘languages of stateness’ regarding the sublime and profane elements of political life, the state set up the Srikrishna Commission to, beyond investigating factual evidence associated with the riots, maintain the “the imagination of state as a distant but persistent guarantee of a certain social order” (Nugent, “Before History and Prior to Politics,” pg 222). By assuming a sense of authority and using languages of authority, governance, and legitimacy during the commission’s hearing, the state was able to reaffirm its lost sense of abstract reverence. The closing off of its hearings and maintenance of relative secrecy reinforced the sublime element of its existence, only stimulating its transcendent nature. Thus, through the complaints of the citizens, the government was given the leniency to act as the ‘great enframer,’ and the state used the opportunity to “reassert the authority of the state through techniques of governance […] aimed at retrieving a myth of the state without which a state cannot govern” (Nugent, “Before History and Prior to Politics,” pg 226). In short, Hansen shows that a state can be created and destroyed through both the contemporaneous opinions of the citizens and the language and actions with which the state responds. The state is therefore constantly being reshaped and configured into unique existences. 


As mankind continues to live under the dichotomy of subject and ruler, the mass population will always be looking for ways in which to struggle and rebel against power. Foucault, through his analysis of the state against which men struggle, illustrates that the previously singular, hegemonic state is in fact an abstract myth comprised of a multitude of micropowers whose target is improving the well-being of the population, not the size of its territory. Although Foucault denaturalizes the state in his essay, Hansen and Stepputat point to the fact that besides Foucault’s argument, the state is still able to assume the role of a singular powerful entity through languages of authority and governance. Through case studies of Peru and Mumbai it can also be seen that this fictional state is constantly evolving and shifting due to spatial and temporal disparities felt by the population in addition to their own view of what the state should be. The state can then attempt to shape itself through languages of authority and governance in order fill this potential that the populace offers it. In essence, due to the constantly evolving nature of the state as depicted above, men’s resistance to the state must not be directed at a singular point of authority which is just an abstraction created by various techniques, but rather to a system that has apportioned power throughout diverse parts of society. 
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