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Ties that Bind? Engaging Emotions, Governmentality

and Neoliberalism: Introduction to the Special Issue

ANNE-MARIE D’AOUST

This introduction to the special issue on “Emotions, Governmentality and Neoliberal-
ism” situates the theme inside the recent International Relations literature devoted to
emotions and affect. This literature misses an engagement with governmentality,
notably because Michel Foucault’s prime concern with practical rationalities, such as
“the conduct of conduct” in the case of governmentality, led to an assumption that
these were devoid of emotional dimensions. Paying attention to governmentality
allows us to examine how emotions and rationality actually intermingle, notably by
putting the body at the centre of analysis in ways that do not make it the locus of a
pre-social “affect.” All six contributions to the special issue are then individually dis-
cussed around the three key dimensions they all seek to address and emphasise: (1) the
ways in which emotions partake in relations of power, sometimes to the point where indi-
viduals can become emotionally attached to regimes of power that hurt them; (2) the
ways in which neoliberal processes are concomitant with the enclosure and valorisation
of certain subjective/emotional dispositions; and, finally (3) the ways in which emotions
can challenge or exceed existing relations of power.

Despite the fact that we are far from being able to identify an emotional or affective
turn in International Relations (IR), there has been a renewed interest in the subject
in recent years, to the point that “articles on the topic are increasingly less likely to
begin by noting that the study of emotions is a recent occurrence in IR and there is
more work to be done.”1 Indeed, most conventional works that consider emotions
as a key variable in explaining state behaviour2 or even geopolitics3 now coexist

http://www.e-ir.info/2013/06/12/emotions-in-international-relations/


alongside more critical scholarship—ranging from constructivist4 to feminist,5

poststructuralist6 and postcolonial works7—that examine how emotions come





(ruled by norms or ‘discourse’).”15 In other words, to paraphrase Scheer, insisting
on the distinction between affect and emotions leads to an unintended under-
standing that expressions of emotions is the proper domain of social scientific
studies, leaving “the body” as a proper stable and ahistorical site of affect that
needs to be understood through the “natural sciences,” such as neurosciences.

Whereas Foucault himself did not engage much with emotions, his thorough
engagement with the body entails that they do have a bearing on the ways in
which we should conceive of governmentality and its workings. Emotions can
certainly be seen as yet another instrumental way through which practical
rationalities can be enacted or as an effect of specific power/knowledge
relations subjected to historical and social variations. Understood in this way,
emotions are usually only noted in passing in works relying on governmental-



to address the question of how subjects come to embody both meaning
and belonging.20

Not only are emotions central to subjectification and meaning-making, but they
also cannot be dissociated from the materiality of bodies, whose very signification
or “readability” hangs on emotional meaning. Because bodies are always situated,
sexualised and racialised, they do not feel the same way—to ourselves, but also to
others. For instance, specific emotions give a certain materiality to some bodies
and not others, as Judith Butler’s reflections on which bodies are grievable or
not in war made clear.21 Therefore, emotions cannot be uncoupled from relations
of power that characterise and permeate the social field.

As John Protevi and others have argued, the body is central to Foucault’s work,
be it as an object of knowledge, a target of power or a matter of concern in tech-
nologies of the self.22 It is precisely because emotions are central to the intelligibil-
ity of bodies, and vice versa, that they should be seen as central to the very
phenomenon of the art of governing Foucault was concerned with. Therefore,
when engaging with key notions such as governmentality, we need to keep in
mind that emotions like happiness or self-esteem are not simply a by-product or
consequence of subjectification processes. The latter “also operate at the level of
affect, through the material production of specific modes of experience.”23

Neoliberalism as a Regime of Emotional Governance

Despite not sharing a commitment to a singular theorisation of emotions here, all
contributors nonetheless take seriously Sara Ahmed’s insight that emotions
should be understood as economic in themselves, as they circulate between indi-
vidual and collective subjects to create, secure and challenge specific bodies and
social hierarchies.24

As a result, whereas contributors like William Walters or Anne-Marie D’Aoust
engage in discussions about the signification of specific emotions such as courage
or love, others like Nicholas Kiersey or Nadine Voelkner prefer to speak of affec-
tive economies or even of emotional states, as does Luis Lobo-Guerrero.

Still, each contribution acknowledges the different dimensions and tensions
inherent to discussions about such complex and loaded notions as “governmen-
tality,” “emotions” and “neoliberalism.” Three dimensions especially stand out
for all contributors. Each seeks to address and emphasise: (1) the ways in which
emotions partake in relations of power, sometimes to the point where individuals
can become emotionally attached to regimes of power that disadvantage or even
hurt them; (2) the ways in which neoliberal processes are concomitant with the

20. K. Fierke, Political Self-Sacrifice: Agency, Body and Emotion in International Relations (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 93.

21. See J. Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (London and New York: Verso,
2004); and J. Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (London and New York: Verso, 2009).

22. J. Protevi, “Body”, in L. Lawlor and J. Nale (eds.), The Cambridge Foucault Lexicon (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, forthcoming).

23. L. Dawney, “The Interruption: Investigating Subjectification and Affect”, Environment and Plan-

ning D: Society and Space, Vol. 31, No. 4 (2013), p. 632.

24. See S. Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotions (New York: Routledge, 2004); and S. Ahmed,
“Affective Economies”, Social Text, Vol. 22, No. 2 (2004), pp. 117–139.
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enclosure and valorisation of certain subjective/emotional dispositions; and,
finally, (3) the ways in which emotions can challenge or exceed existing relations
of power.

Whereas the contributors to this special issue all examine connections between
emotions, governmentality and neoliberalism, they do not understand the impli-
cations of this specific node in the same way, nor do they take their analyses in the
same direction. Such variation in their theoretical inclinations and lines of inquiry
is not fortuitous. For one thing, they reflect the richness of current governmental-
ity studies, characterised by a refusal to see governmentality as being a fully
formed theoretical edifice that only calls for testing or deployment in different set-
tings. In that sense, all the authors here use Foucault’s insights on governmentality
as a springboard to inquiry, rather than a carefully established map to be followed.

However, and perhaps more importantly, these different trajectories reflect
different contemporary ways of taking up Foucault’s ambitious challenge to sim-
ultaneously take down, through his reflections on governmentality, “two ‘cold
monsters’ at the same time: the economy and the state.”25 Ute Tellmann points
out that Foucault’s own project ends up being more successful at undoing “the
cold monster of the state” than providing a careful analytics “of the malleable
forms of temporality, spatiality and valuation inherent in the economic.”26 She
insists that, when engaging with governmentality, we should pay as much atten-
tion to making “visible the market’s own ‘machine of seeing’”27 as to questioning
how the political ends up being conceived of as a form of economic ordering.

Nicholas Kiersey, Wanda Vrasti and Jean Michel Montsion (this issue) take
this injunction seriously, and point to the fact that the market’s own
“machine of seeing” is inextricably linked to a machine of feeling as well. All
three locate their intervention in an attempt to reconcile Foucault’s notions of
governmentality with Marxist criticisms of neoliberalism.28 Here, their engage-



Neoliberalism, argues Graham Burchell, concerns people “at the very heart of
themselves by making its rationality the condition of their active freedom.”29 Contesting



Foucault’s concept of governmentality and Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s
discussions of affective labour, Kiersey invites us to reconsider how power
relations play out in an economy characterised by the hegemony of immaterial
and emotional labour: “By virtue of the way capitalism extracts surplus today,
through the production of knowledge, desires and affects, the question of
power is not simply a question of the production of this or that type of subjectivity,
but rather a question of the real and intense ways in which the ‘commanding
heights’ of the economy have become immanent through the hegemony of imma-
terial labour” (this issue).

Vrasti and Montsion and Kiersey’s contributions highlight the development of a
specific affective economy integral to social relations required by neoliberalism,
envisioned as both an ideological and an economic framework. Through their
respective case studies, they illustrate how this affective economy becomes a
central feature of neoliberalism understood as governmentality: an art of govern-
ing.31 Here, neoliberalism is first and foremost understood as practices, as a mode
of rationalisation that produces regimes of truth. To understand how emotions
become entangled in neoliberal projects and rationalities, we must turn to specific
policy projects and examine how they mobilise emotions to achieve certain ends.

Nadine Voelkner’s study of anti-trafficking policies in the Hau Giang province
in Vietnam presents a case of the governmentalisation of shame, as women and
children identified in villages at risk of trafficking become targeted as a population
requiring intervention on the part of the government, the community and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). These women become equated with
victims of trafficking, as both are said to result in unruly migration flows stem-
ming from years of neoliberal economic policies and discourses of proper feminin-
ity and risk. This governmentalisation of shame also enables the government to
reinvigorate a discourse on socialism and good citizenship. This renewed nation-
alism is specifically tied to the female body, argues Voelkner, and develops in reac-
tion to neoliberal policies: “Vietnamese gender presents a subject through which
the government and society are constituting traditions of the national Self in the
face of capitalist integration” (this issue). Discourses of respectability and
shame fuelled by NGOs such as the International Labour Organization (ILO)
create new forms of governance where the state’s ideal of femininity becomes
channelled at the commune level, where NGOs train women to be good, risk-con-
scious, self-governing moral subjects. The state’s activities become more con-
cerned with “a probalistic ethos of riskiness” characteristic of liberal
governmentality.32

Accounting for Contestations, Resistance and Excess

Such accounts of emotional attachment to regimes of power, along with the
increasingly complex techniques of government deployed in the name of security,
appear to open the window to a bleak horizon with limited possibilities of resist-
ance and contestation. Granting that Foucault’s work has first and foremost been



espoused by scholars keen to examine the intricacies of power and securitisation
processes, William Walters nevertheless insists that it has more to offer to the
study of contentious politics than is currently acknowledged. Openness to resist-
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