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La paix perpetuelle, elle est garantie par la nature et cette garantie est manifestée

par le peuplement du monde tout entier et le réseau des relations commerciales

qui se tendent à travers tout le monde. La garantie de la paix perpétuelle, c’est

donc en effet la planétarisation commerciale.1

This is how Foucault, in January 1979, summarized Kant’s arguments
concerning the conditions of existence of perpetual peace. Since then, of
course, ‘la planétarisation commerciale’ has become simply ‘globalization’, as
Graham Burchell translates it in The birth of biopolitics (hereafter BoB)
(Foucault, 2008, p. 58), but back then the modern concept of ‘globalization’
did not yet exist. So there we have it ! some thirty years ago Foucault presenting
a coherent argument for the positive force of globalization: as the prime
condition for the realization of Enlightenment republicanism, the reordering of
the world in a condition of peace and plenty. ‘Globalization’ is placed firmly in
a republican tradition of argument that developed during the eighteenth
century, but which during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was
successively misrepresented and mislaid, to re-emerge only recently as a major
thread in political theory, most clearly articulated in the introductory essay to
Istvan Hont’s Jealousy of trade (2005).2 Which articulation, it should be said,
runs counter to most contemporary accounts of globalization, from Jagdish
Bhagwati to Naomi Klein. How then does Foucault, who would never have
claimed to be a scholar of early modern political thought, arrive in the late
1970s at a position not dissimilar to the one argued by Istvan Hont some thirty
years later?

By asking such a question I am seeking to direct attention to Foucault’s
‘novelty’ ! the degree of originality of insights for which he continues to be
read, but disregarding all that has been written about Foucault, pro and contra,
since these lectures were delivered.3 If these insights are indeed original, then
we need to examine them in the context in which they were first articulated,
not in terms of what has been written about Foucault since. The construction
of the positions Foucault takes in 1978 and 1979 will therefore be examined
with respect to three broad topics: the account of governmentality and the
early modern state; the treatment of German ordoliberalism as the origin of
neoliberalism; and the examination of Chicago School economics with respect
to human capital and the economics of crime.

But first I want to open up some basic issues of chronology. The texts under
review here are translations from work first published in French in 2004, but
originating in 1978 and 1979 ! and so in a sense they could easily be (mis)read
today as subsequent to literature which postdates them. Importantly, what
came after but now appears to precede them is a body of commentary, not least
Foucault’s own commentary on his work, related to reflections on his writings
published shortly before his death in 1984 (Ghosh, 1998, p. 114). This
subsequent body of commentary has to be placed to one side if we are properly
to understand how Foucault argued in his lectures, although it must be said it
presents a formidable obstacle. One vivid shortcut back to the ‘radical’ politics
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of the later 1970s can be taken via the cinema: for the Germany of Helmut
Schmidt and Willy Brandt to which Foucault alludes from time to time, there
is Der Baader Meinhof Komplex; for the question he raises of what socialism
might be ! crossing the border between two Germanies is socialism east or
west, right or left, ‘where I have just come from, or there where I am going?’
(BoB, p. 93) ! there is The Lives of Others, or indeed Goodbye Lenin. The
political culture so skilfully recreated in these films is one that is now firmly in
the past, and fading fast. But at the time these lectures were delivered this was
present reality. How might we then appreciate features of this past without
assimilating them to our present, the past’s former future?

The editorial context provided for both volumes4 places them with respect
to Foucault’s own contemporary writings, not the writings of his contempor-
aries against which and in relation to which he wrote. This editorial matter
thus becomes in effect an insider’s history of the text that obscures, rather than
highlights, the manner in which these writings were articulated into a given
cultural and political context. Hence the real novelty of the arguments
presented in these lectures tends to be hidden from the modern reader,
suppressing in addition consideration of what Foucault does not talk about or
simply dismisses in passing. Most notably, while the occasional nature of the
comments made on Marx might seem today unremarkable and their acuity
evident, such casual (but measured) dismissal was then unusual. Foucault had
established his radical credentials by practical work, not by making use of the
Marxian rhetoric that passed for radicalism in the later 1970s. In these lectures
he feels free to make offhand remarks about Marxist theory that are unusual
not least in the way that they were simply accepted by his audience. It is one
thing to write such things in a magazine, but to stand before hundreds of
people and say them out loud then verged on the foolhardy.5 Registering this
gives us some insight into the intellectual authority that Foucault commanded,
and the somewhat curious position in which he found himself.

Foucault was elected to the chair for ‘The History of Systems of Thought’ at
the Collège de France in April 1970, and his inaugural lecture was delivered in
December (Foucault, 1971). The post brought with it the obligation to teach for
twenty-six hours each year, at least half of this being as public lectures outlining
current research, implying that the theme or subject matter had to change each
year.6 Linked to the lectures was a seminar with the prerequisite that those
attending had to submit papers ! this sometimes became so overcrowded that
Foucault actively discouraged attendance by any not so prepared to make a
contribution. No such condition was laid on the audiences for the lectures, with
the consequence that the room was full to overflowing and the podium littered
with cassette recorders.7 Transcripts were made of these recordings and
circulated privately; again, at the end of his last lecture in 1979 Foucault asks
if anyone has any transcriptions from 1978, since he himself did not have any
(BoB, p. 313 fn.).

Transcriptions were, however, made and have been used in the creation of
these texts, some of the protocols followed in this work being outlined by
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Ewald and Fontana (in Security, territory, population, hereafter STP, p. xv). To
render what is said readable always requires a great deal of editorial
intervention; certainly more than is suggested by the editors here when they
refer to ellipses and insertions. But the impression of oral delivery and, of
course, free extemporization on lecture notes is retained. That the printed text
has been produced without any intervention by Foucault himself is important,
since he had no opportunity to tidy up the argument and impose some kind of
authorial consistency. Here we get a transcribed lecture, pure and simple, in
contrast to the published version of the inaugural. In this regard it should be
emphasized that the notes and references are those of the editors, not Foucault
(the translator also occasionally makes his own interventions in the editorial
apparatus). Since the editors mostly seek to identify Foucault’s sources (on the
basis of his own lecture notes or the books in his own library), it is easy to
forget that the printed notes represent what the editors think is important, not
Foucault. Furthermore, while these notes are certainly very useful, they do
rather distract attention from the fact that these two books record what
Foucault said on a certain day and at a certain time, and not what he might,
after subsequent reflection, have wished to have said.

The editorial notes suggest that Foucault’s sources were mostly French; that
is, when discussing Chicago economists Foucault relied in the first instance on
French commentary on their work, supplemented by translations of their
writings into French and finally some of the original writings of Schultz, Becker
and Mincer. It is the same with the lectures on ordoliberalism: he relies very
heavily on a couple of French books on German economic argument and only
secondarily on the writings of Röpke or Eucken. From such identification of
sources it would be easy to conclude that Foucault’s lecture presentations were
inescapably derivative, a conclusion that would however follow from an
approach to the work of critique as the identification of error, a common
enough confusion. ‘Criticism’ is not, however, synonymous with censure; it
involves rather a sceptical attitude directed to a search for the novelty, the point,
of any given text. These lectures lend us direct insight into Foucault’s working
methods, otherwise obscured by the polish and fluency of his published
inaugural lecture, or any of his books. Here we get Foucault thinking out loud;
and if in many cases his thoughts were initially prompted by commentaries on
neoliberalism or ordoliberalism, for example, then we can look at the
commentaries and judge what Foucault makes out of them.

The lectures, by virtue of their varied pace, repetitions, recapitulations, give a
strong sense of an argument under construction. Foucault is at one point tired
and misses a week; once he has flu and gives a foreshortened lecture; another
time he is late, held up in traffic. All of these things lend emphasis to the fact that
he is on his feet struggling to capture a thought, explain an argument or a
connection. At the end of each volume there is a ‘Course Summary’ in which
Foucault is obliged to give an account of the eventual course taken by the
lectures. In 1979 he never got beyond the introduction ! despite the title,
‘biopolitics’ remains an intention, not an actual theme of the lectures he gave
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that year. This redoubles the sense that here he is seeking to communicate what
is new in what he has to say.

And what Foucault said and wrote has since been obscured by the overlay of
the reception process. There is of course an extensive literature of Foucauldian
commentary, some of which at least barely advances beyond the style of
Foucault’s language, very rarely to a consideration of the material on which he
drew and against which he argued. There are also of course persistent critics
such as Andrew Scull, who seems to have constructed a whole career around
denouncing apparent inaccuracies in one small corner of Foucault’s oeuvre,
assuming that to demonstrate fallacy is the point of all argument.8 Here by
contrast I am interested in what Foucault has to say in these lectures and the
materials that he uses, and what can be learned from this.9 Not for me the
coconut-shy school of academic criticism.

Peter Ghosh has provided a clear picture of Foucault in the context of French
intellectual culture, a context to which he very firmly belonged. But how was his
intellectual reputation established and developed beyond these confines?
Madness and civilization, the first of Foucault’s books to be translated into
English, was published in Britain in 1967 by Tavistock, a publisher specializing
in social policy, broadly conceived. The title reflected the fact that almost half of
the original work, Folie et déraison, had been excluded ! more exactly, déraison
was excised leaving a work on the history of ‘madness’ that fitted well with the
Tavistock list. The next two books to appear ! The order of things10 in 1970 and
Archaeology of knowledge in 1972 ! cemented Foucault’s reputation for the time
being as a historian of discourse, the subsequent publication of Birth of the clinic
in 1973 being widely considered an unrepresentative ‘early work’.11 Conse-
quently the appearance of Surveillir et punir in 1975 was initially rather puzzling
to English readers, since in the British context it seemed to relate most closely to
an established English body of writing on prison reform and social adminis-
tration that was a far cry from the study of discursive formations with which
Foucault was by then associated. But when translated as Discipline and punish in
1977 this became the most accessible of Foucault’s books, assisted by the
appearance in 1978 of Michael Ignatieff ’s A just measure of pain, which drew in
equal measure on Foucault’s insights and the established social administration
literature on penal systems and prison reform.12 And so, if an English reader had
begun to read Foucault in 1977 and not before, that reader would have found his
lectures of 1978 and 1979 more readily accessible than someone like myself who
had begun to read Foucault in 1971. All the same, by 1978 Foucault had
integrated his interest in technologies of power more closely with the more
familiar analysis of discursive transformations, most evident in some of the
lectures on seventeenth-century political thought.

The title of the 1978 lecture course lists rather laconically security, territory
and population as the subject matter. Initially he suggests his topic is bio-power,

the set of mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human

species became the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power,
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or, in other words, how, starting from the eighteenth century, modern Western

societies took on board the fundamental biological fact that human beings are

a species. This is roughly what I have called bio-power.

(Lecture of 11 January, STP, p. 1)

The first lecture is very allusive, disconnected: Foucault talks of discipline, law
and space. Only when he reaches this last idea about two-thirds through the
lecture does anything like a clear line of argument emerge, talking first of early
modern towns as organizations of social, moral, economic and administrative
space and continuing on to projects for the creation of early modern ‘new
towns’ and the modification of old ones according to new imperatives of
hygiene and commerce (STP, pp. 18!19).

In the next lecture, on 18 January, he starts from a completely different point:
the problem of scarcity, bringing together the subsistence needs of populations
with the mechanisms of price control which seek to regulate the production and
distribution of grain. ‘Scarcity’ is therefore conceived to be an economic event
subject to human regulation, rather than the outcome of poor soils or untimely
rainfall (STP, p. 33). This leads into a discussion of physiocratic doctrine
regarding the circulation of grain and money, and the way in which English
legislation of 1689 promoted free domestic circulation of grain together with
a regime of duties and bounties to regulate the flow of grain into and out of the
country (STP, p. 34). The discussion continues on to the issue of laisser-faire,
and thence to that of discipline: ‘A good discipline tells you what you must do at
every moment’ (STP, p. 46).

On 25 January Foucault picks this up and turns to the process of nor-
malization involved, or more precisely ‘normation’, the process through which
actions are brought into conformity with a prescribed model. He then turns to
the nature of epidemics, and the associated idea of risk, before doubling back and
showing how, over the diffuse topics of these first lectures, a common thread is
‘the problem of the market town’ (STP, p. 63), the town that ‘posed new and
specific economic and political problems of government technique’ (STP, p. 64).
And so in many respects these first three lectures are Foucault’s version of ‘the
town’ in European history, a quite classic theme in economic history since the
later nineteenth century.

But then without warning the exposition shifts from the safety of the
territory to the safety of the sovereign. ‘In the end this is Machiavelli’s problem
in fact’ (STP, p. 65). So what is Machiavelli’s problem?

The Prince’s problem, the political problem of sovereignty, was, I think, the

Prince’s safety in the reality of his territorial power. But far from thinking that

Machiavelli opens up the field of political thought to modernity, I would say

that he marks instead the end of an age, or anyway that he reaches the highest

point of a moment in which the problem was actually that of the safety of the

Prince and his territory . . . [Instead] we see the emergence of a completely

different problem that is no longer that of fixing and demarcating the territory,

but of allowing circulations to take place, of controlling them, sifting the good
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and the bad, ensuring that things are always in movement . . . but in such a way

that the inherent dangers of this circulation are canceled out . . . No longer the

safety of the Prince and his territory, but the security of the population and,

consequently, of those who govern it.

(STP, p. 65)

Here Foucault stumbles, it seems entirely unwittingly given his Francophone
orientation, into a confrontation with two contemporary works which had
quickly gained classical status among historians of political thought: John
Pocock’s Machiavellian moment (1975) and Quentin Skinner’s Foundations of
modern political thought (1978). For Pocock, Machiavelli revived conceptions of
the classical republic which echoed down through the eighteenth century to the
American Revolution, ‘the last great act of the civic humanism of the
Renaissance’ as the blurb for the paperback edition states. Skinner for his part
concluded that: ‘In the beginning of the seventeenth century, the concept of the
State ! its nature, its powers, its right to command obedience ! had come to be
regarded as the most important object of analysis in European political thought’
(Skinner, 1978, II, p. 349). Furthermore, ‘by the end of the period with which
I have been concerned, the term ‘‘State’’ began to be freely used for the first time
in a recognisablymodern sense’ (1978, II, p. 352). And he concludes: ‘themodern
theory of the State remained to be constructed, but its foundations are now
complete’ (1978, II, p. 358). Skinner does acknowledge that, when Machiavelli
uses the term ‘state’ he is really talking of ‘status’, of the Prince maintaining his
position,13 and that the elaboration of the ‘modern idea’ was rather the work of
sixteenth-century French and English writers. But there is no mistaking the
argument: here lies the foundation for the modern concept of the state.

Foucault flatly contradicts these contemporaries, of whom he had at the time
quite probably never heard. As we shall see, he relied very heavily upon French
sources and rarely engaged with contemporary commentary outside France.14

Instead of conceiving the Machiavellian Prince as a pivot in the formation of the
conception of the modern state, Foucault clearly states that this is an end point,
not a beginning. What comes next is the complex of phenomena that he calls
‘biopolitics’, less allusively the creation of the modern state as a mechanism of
the government of populations in which it is the efficacy of regulation and
discipline that is at stake. In the early seventeenth century this was all to come,
constructing the power of the state upon the capacities of populations: where the
power of the rulers to make war on other states, and thus engage in state-
building, was ultimately constrained by the degree of engagement of their
subjects in commerce, a matter of state formation ! whence the themes with
which Foucault begins his 1978 lecture course (although his habitually vague
dating of these matters to the eighteenth century, rather than the seventeenth,
tends to mislead). Concluding this remarkable lecture of 25 January, Foucault
remarks:

I think that if we look for the operator of transformation for the transition from

natural history to biology, from the analysis of wealth to political economy, and
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from general grammar to historical philology, if we look for the operator that

upset all these systems of knowledge, and directed knowledge to the sciences of

life, or labor and production, and of language, then we should look to

population.

(STP, p. 78)

Which makes the link neatly back to Order of things.
And so these lectures are deceptive. Most of the time they seem to link

together loosely a number of unrelated insights; Foucault does very much seem
to be thinking out loud, following trains of thought, sometimes not even
beginning a lecture at a point recognizably related to where had ended the
week before. But the more familiar the reader is with the material to which his
remarks are (intentionally or unintentionally) addressed, the more percipient
his insights become. We do not, or at least should not, read Foucault to learn
about Machiavelli or Botero, but, rather, to learn how we might think about
what they represent. The problem is, of course, that the vast majority of
Foucault’s readers have not read Machiavelli or Botero or Kant or Graunt or
Condillac, and tend to develop a facility in repeating positions taken by
Foucault rather than an understanding of what they might signify in the
context to which they belong. On the other hand, the minority of readers well-
versed in the contemporary European literature of seventeenth- and eight-
eenth-century state formation, of administration, of politics, of political
oeconomy, will find here only general, not specific, support for their ideas.

But it is worth noting that Foucault himself stopped short and backtracked a
month after this course had begun. Concluding his lecture on 1 February
which had dealt with sovereignty, government and economy, he makes an
additional point.

Basically, if I had wanted to give the lectures I am giving this year a more exact

title, I certainly would not have chosen ‘security, territory, population’. What I

would really like to undertake is something that I would call a history of

‘governmentality’. By this word ‘governmentality’ I understand three things.

(STP, p. 108)

The first is made up of institutions and procedures, calculations and tactics
that facilitate the exercise of power over populations, for which political
economy is its major form of knowledge and the security apparatus its
technical instrument. Second is the tendency to the construction of
governmental apparatus and governing knowledges. Third is the manner in
which the new administrative state of the sixteenth century became
‘governmentalized’.

This is closer to the project that he attempted in his 1979 lectures than to
what he realized in 1978, but juxtaposing the courses in this way reveals
something of interest: Foucault is not that interested in the process of
development of these techniques of power. The 1978 lectures give us the
starting point, and the 1979 lectures the end point, in neoliberalism. For what
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comes between ! the long nineteenth century ! there is next to no space at all.
But let us see how he connects arguments from the mid-twentieth century to
the seventeenth.

At the very beginning of the 7 March 1979 lecture Foucault apologizes to his
auditors: he really had intended to talk about biopolitics this year, but instead
he ended up talking about governmentality.

So we have been trying out this notion of governmentality and, second, seeing

how this grid of governmentality . . . may be equally valid when we are dealing

with phenomena of a completely different scale, such as an economic policy, for

example, or the management of a whole social body . . . This, if you like, was the

methodological reason.

(BoB, p. 186)

The second purpose in his lectures had been to confront current commonplaces
in thinking about the state, introducing a clear link back to the previous year’s
themes. In particular, he argues against ‘inflationary’ criticism which, via
slippage and allusion, drifts from the analysis of totalitarianism to that of liberal
democracies while employing the same conceptual terminology. The authority
of the state ! its defining characteristic of course, according to Max Weber15 !
becomes in such critical discourse necessarily ‘fascist’ (BoB, p. 188). As a
consequence the state becomes an object of denunciation, of ‘state phobia’,
rather than analysis. By way of illustration Foucault goes back thirty years to an
article published byWilhelm Röpke in 1943, and to Friedrich von Hayek’s Road
to serfdom. I will come back to this, for this comes towards the end of his
treatment of ordoliberalism. But how does this turn to ordoliberalism come
about?

The first three lectures of January 1979 discuss liberalism, governmentality
and veridiction, linking back to the themes established the previous year. It is
only towards the end of his lecture of 24 January that the argument moves
towards the twentieth century and the emergence of regulation and control as
the mainsprings of the world economy, culminating in mid-century with the
formation of welfare states, born of a central contradiction within liberal
thinking: ‘the mechanisms for producing freedom, precisely those that are
called upon to manufacture this freedom, actually produce destructive effects
which prevail over the very freedom they are supposed to produce’ (BoB, pp.
68!9). Representative here are German liberals of the Freiburg school and
libertarian American liberals, whose problem is this:

Mechanisms of economic intervention have been deployed to avoid the

reduction of freedom that would be entailed by the transition to socialism,

fascism, or National Socialism. But is it not the case that these mechanisms of

economic intervention surreptitiously introduce types of intervention and

modes of action which are as harmful to freedom and the visible and manifest

political forms one wants to avoid?

(BoB, p. 69)
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This is followed by reference to Keynes and postwar economic policy, and
‘new projects in the art of government’ formulated in Germany from the 1930s
to the 1950s. He concludes the lecture with the following important idea: while
there have been crises of capitalism since the eighteenth century, would it not
be in order to consider ‘crises of liberalism’ which are not mere epiphenomena
of capitalist crisis but are the crisis of an entire apparatus, dispositif, of
governmentality?

The lecture of 31 January 1979 opens with a discussion of ‘state phobia’ and
Foucault’s desire to do without a theory of the state (BoB, p. 76). Then he
abruptly comes to the point ! it is April 1948 and he is going to talk about
German neoliberalism. The editors comment here that Foucault’s notes show
he made particularly heavy use of two books in what follows: François Bilger’s
La penséé libérale dans l’Allemagne contemporaine (1964) and Jean François-
Poncet’s La politique économique de l’Allemagne occidentale (1970). These works
are linked: Bilger’s book is a dissertation presented in 1960 to the Faculty of
Law and Economic Sciences, University of Paris. Poncet’s book is based upon
lectures he gave at the Institut d’Etudes Politiques during 1959!60 and cited
by Bilger as such. They are complementary: Poncet details social and economic
policy, Bilger the economic theory which is supposed to inform this policy.16

Since Foucault takes up his discussion two-thirds of the way through Bilger, it
is worth noting exactly how his book is constructed.

Bilger’s leading idea is whether ordoliberalism represents a counter-
revolution against liberalism or is in fact a form of renewal. He begins with
a general survey of German liberalism back to Friedrich List and Wilhelm
Roscher, and concludes that ordoliberalism is a new form, dating from the
work of Brentano and Oppenheimer and rooted in discussions and publications
of the early 1930s. It is consequently identified with the Freiburg School and
the writings of Eucken, Röpke, Rüstow and Müller-Armack. Part 1 of the book
details their biographies and writings, while Part 2 is devoted to an account of
ordoliberalism as a way of thought and as policy, in which the view is expressed
that it represents a form of ‘neo-institutionalism’ distanced from the American
variety by the avoidance of description in favour of an ‘economic morphology’
(Bilger, 1964, p. 117). It is only in Part 3 that Erhard enters the story, and it is
here that Foucault starts, not with the detailed account of the Freiburg School
that precedes this.

Foucault develops his argument and then cites some comments made by
Erhard in his first major speech of 28 April 1948 before the Wirtschaftsrat, in
which he called for the abolition of price controls and the dismantling of state
controls over economic activity. These comments by Erhard are taken directly
from Bilger (1964, p. 211), as the editors note ! but then Foucault devotes
several pages to his own discussion of this conception of state and economy
before resuming ‘I think this is the kind of commentary we can give on the
apparently banal little sentence of the future Chancellor Erhard’ (BoB, p. 87).
Foucault recognizes in these comments that he is imputing a meaning to Erhard
of which he was possibly innocent ! legitimizing the foundation of the state on
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the guaranteed exercise of economic freedom (BoB, p. 83) ! but he is right: there
was no state at this time, Germany was in 1948 an occupied country divided into
four zones and would not become two separate countries until the following
year. Here at least his sense of chronology is more reliable than when he talks
about the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries.17 The remainder of the lecture
then turns to a discussion of how these developments were adopted into the
programmes of German political parties, especially that of the SPD at Bad
Godesberg in 1959, which laid the foundation for its adoption of the broadly
Keynesian policies it supported during the 1960s ! this discussion appears to
draw heavily on the corresponding passages in Bilger (1964, p. 271!8).

Foucault begins his lecture of 7 February by saying that he wants to finish
what he began saying about ordoliberalism the week before, but in fact he
would devote two more weeks of dense argument to this theme. This clearly
dawned on him in the course of the lecture, since he concludes by asking, with
the reversal of the conception of market and government of ‘eighteenth-
century liberalism’, how government might be delimited ! ‘And like a good
serial, this is what I will try to explain next week’ (BoB, p. 121).

His biographical sketches of the leading ordoliberals in this lecture are based
primarily on Bilger (1964, pp. 46ff.), and he also refers to an article in which
Eucken criticizes the possible application of Keynesian methods to Germany.18

The chronology here is rocky, but the fault does not seem to lie with either Bilger
or François-Poncet. As ever with Foucault in these lectures, there are passages of
rather repetitive and sometimes vague remarks followed by flashes of great
coherence and lucidity. Foucault highlights the manner in which the experience
of Nazism marked the ordoliberal conception of state intervention and market
freedom. Ordoliberals refuse to see Nazism as some kind of response to a
political or economic crisis, but treat it as ‘a truth’ (BoB, p. 110): that each of the
great stages which the German economy had moved through since the early
nineteenth century ! protectionism with List, Bismarckian social policy, the
planned economy of the Great War and latterly ‘Keynesian’ intervention ! were
all linked together. In adopting one strategy, the others sooner or later joined
themselves to it. Foucault here refers in the lecture to an obscure article by
Röpke from 1943 criticizing the Beveridge Plan, which he paraphrases as
follows: ‘What you are preparing for yourselves with your Beveridge Plan is
quite simply Nazism’ (BoB, p. 110). In fact Röpke (1943, p. 161) argues in terms
of proletarianization and the new role of the state as a Versorgungsstaat, caring
for its population’s needs.19 And as ever the ‘true solution’ proffered by
Röpke consists of the windy generalities that one constantly finds in ordoliberal
writers:

The correct course is to push through a thorough structural reform of our

economic system and by harnessing all productive powers and the accumulation

of capital raise the general level of welfare, then dealing with any remaining

problems of wellbeing and social security from this perspective.

(Röpke, 1943, p. 170)
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But Foucault sees past this. He argues that ordoliberals conceived the lesson
from Nazism to be that economic interventionism was an invariant across quite
different constitutional regimes. Moreover, while the Nazi state appeared at one
level to have withered away, everything presented by the Nazis as the destruction
of the bourgeois and capitalist state does, in fact, reinforce the state (BoB,
p. 112). On the following page this rapid tour d’horizon of twentieth-century
conceptions of state and society even goes as far as to outline Sombart’s critique
of capitalist society as some kind of precursor to Marcuse and Habermas; as he
has just pointed out the roots of Sombart’s critique in his movement from being
a quasi-Marxist to being a quasi-Nazi, this neatly demolishes critical theory in
one fell swoop.

Foucault’s argument in these pages is quite brilliant, not least because he
manages to make a sense of ordoliberalism that no one else had ever managed,
not least the ordoliberals themselves. ‘Of course, I am oversimplifying
everything they said between 1935 and 1940 or 1950’ (BoB, p. 115), which
shows mainly how little of this literature Foucault really could have read, since
the idea that one could oversimplify the writings of Röpke or Eucken would
strain the credulity of anyone who had more than a passing acquaintance with
the literature.20 But curiously this apparent deficiency only strengthens his line
of argument, for he goes on to observe that ordoliberal reasoning runs as
follows:

Nothing proves that the market economy is intrinsically defective since

everything attributed to it as a defect and as the effect of its defectiveness

should really be attributed to the state . . . let’s ask the market economy itself to

be the principle, not of the state’s limitation, but of its internal regulation from

start to finish of its existence and action . . . a state under the supervision of the

market rather than a market supervised by the state.

(BoB, p. 116)

Hence neoliberalism really is new, not a recurrence of older liberal principles.
On 14 March 1979 Foucault began talking about ‘what is becoming a pet

theme in France: American neo-liberalism’ (BoB, p. 215). The editors append
some comments to this cryptic statement, but it is important that we understand
more precisely to what Foucault referred. In early 1978 Henri Lepage had
published an account of the ‘new’ American economics which, he argued,
provided a comprehensive rebuttal of the ‘econophobia’ prevalent in French
society. The book was an immediate bestseller.21 Lepage had studied at the
University of Colorado and at the LSE, and then in the 1970s worked as an
economic journalist for a variety of institutions and publications. His book
presented an account of the ‘new economics’, covering the ‘new economic
history’, the property rights literature associated with Douglass North, public
choice analysis associated with James Buchanan, Gordon Tullock and others,
the deregulation of US domestic airlines and related public policy of the 1970s,
the libertarian critique of the state and, in a final substantive chapter, ‘The
revolutions of Gary Becker: The economy of time and the new theory of the
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consumer’. The bibliography given by Lepage (1978, p. 435) begins with the
duplicated notes from Jean-Jacques Rosa’s 1977 course on micro-economic
theory at the Institut d’Etudes Politiques, followed by Rosa and Aftalion (1977).
As will be shown below, Foucault drew heavily on this work in constructing his
two lectures on American neoliberalism. But if we set his lectures alongside his
twomain sources, it is not the convergence that stands out, but the divergence.22

The first lecture initially roughs out the background for the development
of neoliberalism. This had three elements: the New Deal, the postwar
implementation of the welfare state and American programmes directed to
poverty, education and segregation from Truman to Johnson. Simons is named
as both the father of the Chicago School and the author of A positive program
for laissez-faire (1934), and is linked to the second contextual element, the
wartime social pact for security and welfare, where he criticizes the Beveridge
Plan (Simons, 1945). Foucault then argues that these three elements created
a target for neoliberal thinking, creating an adversary against which this new
system of thinking could be constructed.

But he then immediately suggests a clear difference between European and
American neoliberalism. In Europe, liberalism had emerged as a moderating
principle in respect of a pre-existing raison d’État: European liberalism,
whatever might be understood by this, was from the first a means of containing
the state. In America, ‘liberal type claims’ were the historical starting point for
the formation of American independence and the construction of the state:
liberalism was a form of legitimation of the state, not a device for its limitation
(BoB, p. 217). Moreover, from the eighteenth to the mid-twentieth century
American liberalism has provided the framework for discussion of slavery,
bimetallism, the relation of individual to the law and the relation of individual
states to the federal government. But, from the mid-twentieth century
‘interventionist’ policies disrupted this framework, introducing objectives that
from the right appeared to be socialistic and from the left as authoritarian and
imperialist. Hence American neoliberalism represents a set of arguments of
which both left and right make use. ‘Liberalism in America is a whole way of
being and thinking’ (BoB, p. 218); it is a ‘many-sided, ambiguous, global claim
with a foothold in both the right and the left. It is also a sort of utopian focus
which is always being revived. It is also a method of thought, a grid of
sociological and economic analysis’ (BoB, p. 218). None of this genealogy of
neoliberalism is to be found in contemporary French writings. This is Foucault
talking, making sense of the relation of American liberalism to neoliberalism in
a quite original, but equally offhand, manner. He then switches: the last
paragraph of p. 219 and most of p. 220 is a close summary of Riboud and
Hernandez-Iglesias (1977, pp. 226!7). This long summary concludes with some
remarks on the genesis of human capital theory in the writings of Schultz, noting
also the relatedwork of Gary Becker andMincer, none of which is mentioned by
Riboud and Hernandez-Iglesias. And he then adds to this comments on Marx,
observing that, while neoliberals do not attempt to argue with Marx, both they
and Marx share a focus upon labour. Marx, however, would seem to neoliberals
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to present an analysis of the rendering of concrete labour ‘abstract’ ! for Marx
the work of capitalism; for neoliberals a function of the economic theory
constructed in capitalist production. In place of an economics constructed as
processes of capital, mechanisms of production, mechanisms of exchange,
neoliberals put the economics of choice.

Having arrived at this point in his argument Foucault quotes Lionel
Robbins: ‘Economics is the science which studies human behaviour as a
relationship between ends and scarce means which have alternative uses’
(Robbins, 1935, p. 16). This quotation seems to have been lifted directly from
Aftalion (1977, p. 54),23 but he glosses it by suggesting it presents economics as
the study of activity, not of processes: ‘So it is no longer the analysis of the
historical logic of processes; it is the analysis of the internal rationality, the
strategic programming of individuals’ activity’ (BoB, p. 223) ! which is not
a conclusion drawn by Aftalion, but by Foucault.

Foucault then introduces Irving Fisher’s definition of income as a return on
capital, a passage which the editors themselves point out is based on Riboud and
Hernandez-Iglesias (BoB, p. 236 n. 26). Using this idea, it can be argued that the
labour of the worker can be thought of not as something to be externalized and
rendered into surplus value, but rather as a capital constituted by the skill of the
worker and therefore capable of producing an income stream. The worker’s skill
is a machine for the production of income, and not something sold from time to
time in return for a wage. This machine has a lifespan with an income that first
rises, then falls as the machine ages. ‘We should therefore view the whole as
a machine/stream complex, say the neo-economists ! all this is in Schultz is it
not’, says Foucault, although as the editors point out, this conceptualization of
the worker as a machine is certainly not (BoB, p. 236 n.28). And from this idea
Foucault can then move (in the same paragraph) to the idea that the economy as
conceived by neoliberal economists is one made up of enterprise units, units
which can be reprogrammed in the rationalization of society and economy.
Although, of course, it had always been said that neoliberalism placed the homo
oeconomicus at its centre, what is important is the manner in which this homo
oeconomicus is constituted as an enterprise unit with a definite lifespan. He is not
a partner in exchange as in the classical conception, but an entrepreneur ! for
himself. Foucault develops this idea in the lecture two weeks later and treats the
idea only in passing on 14 March, but comments on Becker’s theory of
consumption, for which he then draws directly on Lepage (1977, p. 327).

These ideas are then elaborated, drawing in part again on Lepage (1977,
pp. 337!43) but concluding that the outcome of this approach to economic
growth is to displace the traditional idea that growth is the outcome of the
accumulation of physical capital on the one hand and increasing numbers of
workers on the other, replacing it with deliberate policy centred on the
intensification of human capital. This can be applied to the development of the
Western world or to the gap existing between the First and Third World
economies. These were conclusions that had barely been articulated in the
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United States at this time, although by the 1990s they would appear
commonplace.

The lecture of 14 March ended prematurely since Foucault had to go to a
meeting; the editors append some of Foucault’s notes which suggest he would
have introduced a discussion of Bourdieu on reproduction, education and
culture. So far it is not entirely clear where this is going: Foucault has presented
a quite original and coherent account of the general framework of human capital
theory, but without relating this directly to his theme of governmentality. But he
immediately comes to the point the following week. He begins by talking about
the use of the market economy to analyse non-economic relationships. At stake
here is the inversion of the classical relationship of the social to the economic,
and he elaborates his argument by reference to ordoliberalism, not American
neoliberalism (BoB, p. 240).

In the ordoliberal conception, the function of the government is to so
organize society that market mechanisms can function unhindered. The
transformation of the individual into an enterprise unit was the device through
which this could function. Society was remodelled as a set of enterprises. ‘The
enterprise society imagined by the ordoliberals is therefore a society for the
market and a society against the market, a society oriented towards the market
and a society that compensates for the effects of the market in the realm of values
and existence’ (BoB, p. 242). He expands on this, introducing remarks by
Rüstow and then Röpke, but quickly runs into the usual bland generalities
endemic in ordoliberal literature: the state must guarantee co-operation between
men who are ‘naturally rooted and socially integrated’ (BoB, p. 243).
Ordoliberalism is ostensibly a discourse of economic reform, but its reform
agenda posits a transformation whose realization requires that the reform has
already occurred ! rather like perfect competition, to exist it has already had to
have happened, it cannot be constructed. It relies for its realization upon the
prior existence of the very structural conditions which are the ostensible object
of the reform agenda ! a strong state and an integrated community.24

Foucault notes this inherent ambiguity and argues that American neoliber-
alism is quite different in structure: it generalizes the economic form of the
market throughout the social body. This has two aspects. First, the
terminology of the market economy becomes a ‘grid of intelligibility’ for all
non-economic relationships, so that, for example, the conduct of marriages and
households can be analysed in these terms (BoB, p. 245). Second, this
economic grid can be applied to government, more generally, the public
sphere, eradicating any distinction between private and public domains. Here
the economic grid becomes a form of permanent critique of governmental
activity. Classical liberalism called upon the government to respect the market,
to refrain from intervention. Neoliberalism deploys the market to measure and
assess state activity: ‘It is a sort of permanent economic tribunal confronting
government’ (BoB, p. 247). Or, as Lepage puts it, ‘What we want to do is to
apply to the state and to all the machinery of public economy exactly the same
techniques which have been used for the past twenty-five years to take stock of all
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the defects and failings of the market economy’ (Lepage, 1978, p. 176; emphasis in
original). And so this particular insight is not, after all, one that we should
attribute to Foucault. If neoliberals themselves openly espoused this position,
one can hardly count this as a critical insight into their agenda. Foucault does
not really spell out the clear implication: that the form of governmentality at
work here simply eradicates the public domain and rewrites it as an economic
space, rendering the totality of social and political life readable in terms of an
economic rationality that dispenses with politics, virtue, ethics and morality !
the language of politics since the ancient Greeks or, indeed, those key
republican statements, the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution of
the United States and the Bill of Rights. Neoliberalism turns out to be ‘un-
American’ in the most negative sense possible.

Nor does Foucault completely succeed in connecting back to the arguments
he had made the previous year, the course ending with a hasty ad hoc outline of
the trajectory taken (BoB, pp. 311!13). The lecture of 21March 1979 is devoted
principally to a discussion of the economics of crime, starting from Jenny
(1977),25 but couched increasingly in terms of the construction of a homo
oeconomicus which then becomes the theme of the final two lectures, on 28
March and 4 April. These lack the fluency and clarity of the earlier lectures, and
reflect once more the fact that these lectures are extemporizations which are
sometimes brilliant, but not always so.26

But that is how lectures go. As delivered they seem to have left his auditors
with nothing to say. On the printed page thirty years later their ebb and flow is
more noticeable. Nonetheless, his account of neoliberalism speaks directly to our
present concerns. These lectures were delivered in the same year that a new
British government swept to power promising to roll back the frontiers of the
state, a government which was to remain in power for almost two decades. The
neoliberal agenda then became state policy on both sides of the Atlantic, and
remained of great influence during the early years of reconstruction following
the collapse of the Soviet bloc.

This agenda is at last generally discredited, although now so deeply
embedded in the reflexes of the world’s ruling elites and line managers that
they have difficulty conceiving the world in any other way.27 Foucault gave us a
way of thinking about this problem before it became actual; he appears to be
talking directly to us from across this divide. When he was giving his lectures
neoliberalism was mainly just an idea, and not policies and programmes that
ruined people’s lives and wrecked social, political and economic institutions.

Notes

1 Michel Foucault, ‘Leçon du 24 Janvier 1979’ (2004b, p. 60). I would like to thank
Gilles Campagnolo, Richard Arena and Annie Cot for their comments relating to the
institutional and political context in which Foucault gave these lectures.
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2 ‘The leitmotiv of this book is that by taking the history of political and economic
thought seriously we can see that the globalization debate of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries lacks conceptual novelty . . . There is something deeply dismaying
about our lack of progress in understanding the very epoch in which we ourselves live.
But regression, particularly intellectual regression, is not necessary. The commercial
future that many eighteenth-century observers imagined as plausible has become our
historical present. We ought to recognize this and try to acquire at least as good a sense of
our political predicament as they had of theirs, more than two hundred years ago’ (Hont,
2005, pp. 155!6).
3 Lemke (2001) provides a summary of the 1979 lectures, while Philippe Steiner
(2008) has opened out a discussion of the points of contact between Foucault and Weber
in these lectures, dealing especially lucidly with the idea of the ‘pastorate’ developed at
length in 1978. Steiner also draws attention to the importance of Istvan Hont’s Jealousy
of trade (2008, p. 508 fn.11) in reaching an understanding of the linkage of political to
economic thinking. Here I seek not so much to comment on the substance of lectures
but rather to focus on the relationship between the material that Foucault uses and the
arguments that he advances.
4 Or, more precisely, the ‘course context’ to Security, territory, population (pp. 369!91)
which is repeated in summary form in The birth of biopolitics (pp. 327!31).
5 For example: ‘whether or not there is a theory of the state in Marx is for Marxists to
decide. As for myself, I would say that what socialism lacks is not so much a theory of
the state as governmental reason, the definition of what a governmental rationality
would be in socialism, that is to say, a reasonable and calculable measure of the extent,
modes, and objectives of government action. Socialism provides itself with, or anyway
proposes, an historical rationality. You know this and there’s no point saying anything
more about it . . . But I do not think that there is an autonomous socialist
governmentality’ (STP, pp. 91!2).
6 Although each of these volumes is dated by a complete academic year, the lectures
were delivered in weekly sequence from January to April.
7 See the description of this, together with an account of Foucault’s isolation as a
lecturer, in the common ‘Foreword’ by the general editors of the series, François Ewald
and Alessandro Fontana (STP, pp. xiii!xvii).
8 A misconception shared for example with Richard Dawkins. It could be pointed out
that Einstein’s maths is also unreliable, but that this is beside the larger point ! see
George Johnson’s review of Hans C. Ohanian, Einstein’s mistakes: The human failings of
genius, W. W. Norton, New York 2008, Los Angeles Times, 12 October 2008. On Scull,
among numerous hits for ‘Scull’ in the TLS archive, see the touchingly British rebuke
to his crusade by Bill Luckin, letters page, Times Literary Supplement, 6 April 2007; also
Colin Gordon’s letter in the same issue.
9 My reading of Madness and civilization (1967), The order of things (1970) and The
archaeology of knowledge (1972) in the early 1970s has had a lasting impact on my
writing ! as attested by ‘Two months before the mast of post-modernism’, Brad
DeLong’s website, 15 July 2005, http:/econ161.berkeley.edu/movable_type/2005-
3_archives/001282.html, with coincidentally quite the best summary of my scholarly
‘methodology’ that I have ever seen.
10 The change in title was in this case related to the fact that Penguin had in 1968
published Ernest Gellner’s Words and things.
11 The original edition had been published in 1963, two years after Folie et déraison.
12 This trajectory has similarities with the reception of Louis Althusser’s work in
Britain: while Reading Capital and For Marxmade a clear impression on those interested
in Marxist theory, he first became widely known for his later (and very dubious)
conception of ‘Ideological State Apparatuses’ (ISAs). If it is recalled that in the mid-
1970s the two leading ‘theoretical’ analyses of the state were by Ralph Miliband (1969)
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and Nicos Poulantzas (1973), it is easier to appreciate quite how low the bar then was on
discussions of modern politics and why the notion of ISAs might have had some
attraction.
13 An argument first made by Hexter (1957).
14 For example, despite the close parallels here with the work of Max Weber, and
especially the arguments of the Protestant ethic, there is little evidence that he ever read
any of Max Weber’s writings (Steiner, 2008).
15 Upon whom, however, Foucault never calls in his discussion of the state.
16 Bilger provides an overview of the intellectual genesis and formation of
ordoliberalism that draws widely on the writings of leading members from the early
1930s onward. It has to be said that it would remain the best single exposition in any
language until the appearance of Haselbach (1991). The best modern summary in
English is Ptak (2009).
17 In fact, Foucault’s historical sense here is better than that of his editors, who, like
Foucault, rely entirely upon French sources, but who, unlike Foucault, end up recycling
Erhard’s self-serving mythology of the onset of the ‘Economic Miracle’ in June 1948,
which he crafted into the launching-pad for his political career ! see note 28 p. 98, and
for a more reliable appraisal my (2001), or indeed any modern and impartial German,
account.
18 Which is certainly not Eucken (1932) as the editors suggest (BoB, p. 122 n. 4) ! that
essay is a general comparative account of the evolution of twentieth-century capitalism
which deals with a transition from the ‘liberal’ state of the long nineteenth century to the
Wirtschaftsstaat inaugurated with the First World War. It was in any case published the
year before Lautenbach’s article cited in the following editorial note. Bilger discusses
Schacht but not Lautenbach, who has sometimes been treated as a precursor of Keynes
on the basis on his advocacy of state expenditure during the depression ! a conception of
‘Keynesian’ policy still widespread, but no less erroneous for all that.
19 My thanks to Béla Kapossy for tracking down a copy of this article in Bern.
20 All of the original ordoliberal writers wrote in generalities, and even when they
refer to fiscal structure or pricing one searches in vain for any insight into particular
forms of taxation or the relation of consumption to price structure. How this narrative
is meant to have translated into government policy remains a mystery. The subsequent
literature of partisan commentary overlooks entirely this lack of connection. In the later
1990s I went through every issue of the Ordo yearbook searching for anything which
might provide some insight into the origins and development of ordoliberalism, but
failed to find anything that could be considered of analytical merit, whether historical,
or economic, or political.
21 It is worth noting in passing that, while the work of Chicago School economists
and public choice analysis was well-received in France during the later 1970s, there is
no comparable literature in Britain. It seems that the incoming Conservative
government relied in 1979!80 on the advice of economists such as Minford and
Walters, who were of course familiar with the new American work, combined with a
garbled understanding of Hayek’s Road to serfdom and Adam Smith’s Wealth of nations.
For an account of the background to this see my essay (2009).
22 It is also worth noting that Foucault’s account of the emergence of human capital
theory, and its intrinsic link to neoliberal discourse, is considerably more lucid than that
currently available in the New Palgrave dictionary of economics ! see Rosen (2008).
23 Compare the passage in Aftalion with Foucault (2004b, p. 228); the English version
(BoB, p. 222) retranslates Foucault, rather than citing Robbins, which accounts for the
divergence between what Robbins writes and the way that Foucault appears to cite him.
24 Hence the inherent authoritarianism of ordoliberalism, as identified by Haselbach
(1991).
25 As noted by the editors (BoB, p. 263 n. 18, 25).
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26 When Foucault introduced Becker’s definition of crime as any action for which the
individual runs the risk of incurring a penalty (BoB, p. 251) there was a wave of laughter
in response. He stops and points out that this is the same for the French Penal Code,
‘your penal code’, and for the next page or so deviates from his notes to elaborate this
point, whose fundamental premises are then confirmed by the editors (BoB, p. 263 n.26).
27 For example, human capital theory requires the assumption, clearly formulated by
Foucault, that the individual be treated as an enterprise. Its principles are now deeply
embedded in conventional argument concerning education, health and welfare,
obliterating the older political language of virtue and human dignity. It is this
ideological agenda that sustains it; it has never had any plausible foundation in empirical
evidence, relying precisely on the kind of time series data that econometricians (rightly)
find problematic. The founding text of modern human capital theory, Gary Becker’s
Human capital (1964), draws on earnings profiles reaching from the 1930s to the 1950s.
No sensible generalizations about lifetime earnings can be based on such data. Such
data merely serve to illustrate an idea, and we can be glad that biologists, aircraft
designers and electrical engineers pursue a rather more rigorous approach to their work.
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1978!1979. Paris: Seuil/Gallimard.
François-Poncet, J. (1970). La politique
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