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International Political Sociology (IPS) based on the famous French philosopher Michel Foucault, offers a different
lens to see global politics and explain it. At the outset, I must register my personal view that I do not agree with those
who criticize the Foucauldian IR and accuse the Foucauldian scholars of overstretching Foucault’s philosophy to
explain the international, while Foucault himself expressed limited views on this field. Such criticism, in my view, runs
counter to scientific innovation and creativity. In fact, a similar criticism may be made against Marxism as well. As in
the international field, in the discipline of IR as well the “anarchy” prevails (and it is good so); that is, there is no
higher authority above the scholars to dictate them what to consider, what not to pay attention. In this respect, the
main argument of this paper is that the terminological riches of the Foucaldian philosophy and its application to global
politics promise fresh contributions to the IR discipline and the study of global politics. Given the debate on the need
to broaden and deepen the IR areas of interests, the Foucauldian IR may offer some new perspectives and tools to
that end as well. Having noted these views, I now turn to analyze what IPS has to offer to the study of global politics,
terminologically, methodologically, and substantively.

Methodological and Terminological Contributions 

It may be useful to start by referring to the security studies within the IR scholarship. Regarding security terminology,
Ken Booth argues that security scholars keep inventing new terms and consume them and try or need to produce
new ones in a continuous cycle (Booth, 1991). I tend to believe that this observation applies to the IR discipline as a
whole. To remain interesting and keep its explanatory power, IR scholars of various theoretical strands continually
push the limits of their creativity and innovativeness to come up with new terminology to describe and explain
different aspects of global politics.

Michel Foucault was innovative in terms of bringing about his original terminological glossary. Accordingly, IPS
reflects his productivity and that of the Foucauldian scholarship and offers a broad set of terminology that can enrich
the terminological toolbox at the disposal of IR scholars. These include, but are not limited to, subjectification,
dividing practices, responsibilization, governmentality, government rationality, governing through freedom / at a
distance, political technology, dispositif, power based on its unique types (sovereign, disciplinary, biopolitics),
resistance, reversibility, biosecurity, surveillance, panopticon, docility and utility, the conduct of conduct, counter-
conduct and state racism.

Methodologically the Foucauldian discourse of genealogy may also serve the IR scholarship well. It may be useful to
shift the attention of the IR scholarship from macro issues to micro/mundane practices, international/global regimes
of practices, in a historical context. Baert notes that in the 1970s, Foucault switches from archaeology to genealogy
and “the genealogist, in Foucault’s view, travels back in time aiming to demonstrate that at some point radically new
concepts were assigned to concepts”. Baert further argues that “genealogy undercuts the present in several ways
and draws attention to a consequence of this understanding”, which is formulated by Foucault as “the present has
not always been”. (Baert, 2010). In this regard, as done by Steve Smith inThe Self-Images of a Discipline: A
Genealogy of International Relations Theory (1995) , the genealogical approach is useful for IR as well to understand
the historical evolution of concepts, theories, paradigms, so on.
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Substantive Contributions: Looking Through a Different Lens

When asked about why he stayed away from focussing on state theory, Foucault replied by describing such an
engagement as “indigestible meal”. The fact that he has paid limited attention to global politics may be an indicator of
his perception of this field as yet another “indigestible meal”. Due to his distance to global politics, the Foucauldian
scholarship has had to hermeneutically apply his views and concepts to global politics and according to some critics,
to refute the assumptions of realism (Selby, 2007). Gradual attenuation of the state as the dominant actor in global
politics may open up more space for the application of governmentality.

Michel Foucault explains the transition from the concept of disciplinary power, exercised by the sovereign on the
individuals, to the practice of biopower (biopolitics) applied in a generalized fashion on the entire population. While
doing this, he notes his observation that this transition of practice was accompanied by the adjustment of the
terminology as follows: Instead of “taking life”, “letting die” and instead of “letting live”, “making live” (Foucault,
2003). Giorgio Agamben, on the other hand, argues that “all power rests ultimately on the ability of the one to take the
life of another” (Rabinow and Rose, 2006). I tend not to share this view as a global understanding, because I believe
that history is progressive, and humanity has drawn many lessons from the practices of the authoritarian and
repressive regimes.

Today, despite some circumstantial setbacks it faces, globalization is a key phenomenon that can facilitate the global
application of governmentality and open space for the contributions of IPS to the study of global politics. In fact, in
Globalisation, Governmentality and Global Politics, Lipschutz notes that “globalization moves fast and impacts on
the life of all nations with accelerating force”. In this respect, he underlines “the importance of politics centred on the
direct participation of the individual in social choices that affect the quality of life, working conditions and the global
future” (Lipschutz, 2005). All these, in my view, call for closer attention to possible contributions of IPS.

In this regard, M. Dean argues that “ultimately government/governmentality is about the “conduct of conduct”, which
means to shape the behaviours and actions of people, according to a defined set of norms and variety of ends”. In his
view, “government in the final analysis aims to ensure happiness and prosperity of the population”. In this respect,
the notion of population plays a key role, as the government claims to encompass “each and all” (Dean, 1999). In this
sense, Jaeger argues that the reform process in the United Nations (UN) in 2004-2005 aimed to re-design the UN in
such a way that it pursues a rationality to manage and regulate the global population. In this regard, he further noted
that, based on the Foucauldian concepts of biopolitics and governmentality, “the vitality, security and productivity of
global population would become a fundamental objective, displacing the state sovereignty” (Jaeger, 2010). In this
connection, Hindess argues that “neo-liberal international system closely linked the government of populations within
states with the government of states within the international arena” (Hindess, 2002). The population replaced the
family as the model of government (Foucault, 1991).

Regarding international security, a debate has been carried out based on the concept of (global) risk society, which
was coined by Ulrich Beck after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Some scholars find this new concept as an overstatement
and argue that the ‘war on terror’ is “a new form of governmentality. In their view, this new security approach
combines “knowledge and decision at the limit of knowledge, war and strategies of surveillance, injunctions to
integration and drastic policies against anti-social behaviour” (Aradau and Van Münster, 2007).

As far as human rights are concerned, Foucault is not considered as “a theorist of human rights in the conventional
sense”. Foucauldian discourse of human rights rests upon “several disparate figures such as rights as ungrounded
and illimitable, rights as the strategic instrument-effect of political struggle and rights as a performative mechanism of
community”. Accordingly, the Foucauldian approach to human rights is described as “a critical affirmation, which
refers to neither a full embrace nor a total rejection of human rights”. In essence, for Foucault, rights discourse should
enable the creation of new rights as a result of social/communal dynamics (Golder, 2011).

Challenges and Obstacles Before the Foucauldian IR

David Chandler claims that the concept of “global governmentality” does not rest on a sound basis; it is hollow and
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not meaningfully applicable to the international politics, which is significantly different from the national domestic
political, social and economic environment (Chandler, 2009). On the other hand, Kiersey argues that the concept of
governmentality is not hollow and can find some room for applicability to the international domain as well (Kiersey,
2009). In the opinion of Jonathan Joseph, Foucault’s concept of governmentality faces limitations as a social
theoretical explanation and also as an account of the international domain. In this respect, he underlines, as a major
limitation, “the unevenness of the international domain in terms of social and political development and argues that
governmentality can be meaningfully applied only to those countries and areas, where governmental techniques
based an advanced form of liberalism prevail”. In the efforts to introduce governmentality in Sub-Saharan Africa, Iraq
and Afghanistan, Joseph argues that the lack of a liberal capitalist social base to encourage the self-regulation of
populations has been indicated as a major reason for failure (Joseph, 2010).

Selby believes that “for IR’s narrow engagement with Foucault derives from the distinctive problems of
internationalizing a thinker whose focus was primarily on the domestic social arena”. In his view, the “traditional
concerns of international relations theory seem a long way from Foucault’s preoccupation with the micro-politics of
power relations and subjectivity”. Therefore, the scaling up of Foucault from the domestic liberal arena onto a global
plane, where realist dynamics remain strong, Selby argues, is problematic and in such an attempt, “the world
system’s its unity, evenness and indivisibility” should also be considered. Because the contemporary world order has
not been fully liberalized, there are limits to the internationalization of Foucault within IR theory. (Selby, 2007)

Similarly, Sam Ashman, a Marxist political economist argues that “the global accumulation process leads not to the
evening up of economic differences predicted by neoclassical theory, but rather to the spatial concentration of
investment, markets and skilled labour in certain privileged regions of world economy” (Callinicos, 2010). Given this,
there seems to be a need to overcome the obstacle of the uneven development of state and civil society around the
world (Joseph, 2010). Future development and coherence of a global civil society may be helpful for further
elaboration and extension of Foucauldian IR to broader geographies. In this respect, Nancy Fraser argues for the
existence of “a multilayered system of globalized governmentality”. Based on Fraser’s argument, the author thinks
that the concept of different scales and layers of governmentality is helpful in pointing to the unevenness of the
international (Joseph, 2010). I find this observation and suggestion realistic and reasonable. In fact, even within the
EU, an advanced form of regional integration, sometimes it is debated whether the integration process should
continue at multiple speeds because member states have different capacities of development and adaptation.
François Debrix suggests that by taking the Foucauldian notion of “panoptic regimes of governance” to heart, “a
different approach to the problem of social order in international relations can be introduced” (Debrix, 1999).

Conclusion

IPS needs to pay attention to the theoretical diversity within the discipline of IR. As there is no grand theory of IR to
explain everything in international relations/global politics, the IR discipline carries out its studies based on a
disciplinary multiplicity. This inevitably leads to theoretical pluralism which some IR scholars have been trying to
overcome through several methods like eclecticism and integrative pluralism, but so far with not much success. In
this respect, the Foucauldian IR may find its niche and place in this theoretically diverse discipline and demonstrate
its usefulness in explaining global politics through an alternative lens. The critique of dealing with “how” of the global
politics, instead of “why” of it appears worth considering from a theoretical perspective. Joseph seems to suggest an
eclectic solution to address this issue. In this regard, Joseph argues that “while the neo-Gramscian approach tells us
a lot about neoliberalism’s social and historical context, governmentality tells us more about its rationality” (Joseph,
2010). The critique of dealing with “how” of the global politics, instead of “why” of it appears worth considering from a
theoretical perspective. Joseph seems to suggest an eclectic solution to address this issue. In this regard, Joseph
argues that “while the neo-Gramscian approach tells us a lot about neoliberalism’s social and historical context,
governmentality tells us more about its rationality” (Joseph, 2010).

The traditional mainstream IR theories, particularly realism, are often criticized for not paying enough attention to the
society and social aspects of global politics. In this respect, IPS may be helpful, together with scientific realism,
constructivism and World Historical Sociology, so on, to fill this important shortcoming of IR discipline. Such an
approach may be useful to link the domestic social with the international in a new way. In such an effort, the
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Foucauldian IR scholarship needs to consider taking bolder steps and start engaging with not only
liberalism/neoliberalism but with Marxism, realism and other major IR theories as well. Many Foucauldian terms have
already found their way into the IR glossary. For instance, “counter-conduct” is a term used to describe the
movements which seek a different form of conduct (Dean, 1999). In this regard, global movements that can be
described as counter-conduct like a recent movement protesting the violence against women or difficulty of access to
drugs used against infectious diseases (Braun, 2007). Similarly, some scholars argue that, when applied under the
Foucauldian notion of ‘dispositif,’ ‘precautionary risk and risk analysis’ would serve as “helpful conceptual tools to
explain various security practices put in place by different countries after the 9/11 attacks” (Aradau and Van Münster,
2007).

Antonio Gramsci wrote that “The old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum there arises a great
diversity of morbid symptoms” (Booth, 1991). In the context of the IPS’ contribution to the study of global politics, it
may be the case that Gramsci’s “the new to be born” represents an ideal model of global governmentality and the
Foucauldian IR would be the most suitable approach to explain the global politics in the future. In fact,
governmentality is an alternative understanding of political power, which “seeks to draw attention to a different way of
thinking and acting about the ways and means to know and govern the wealth, health and happiness of populations”
(Rose and Miller, 1992).

Regarding the issue of rights, Foucault’s understanding to keep the development of new rights possible and open-
ended, in my view, is a reasonable and useful approach. In this respect, the right of individuals to intervene in
international affairs, in fact, exercised in one way or another, represents a good example. As the post-territorial global
civil society gets stronger and more effective, some other new (post-)human rights, like the right to a stable and
predictable climate, may also emerge so that the behaviours of states and all other actors. Damaging the climate can
be constrained not only through mitigation and adaptation, but if necessary, by precautionary security measures.

On the other hand, critical appraisals of the IPS should also be taken and engaged with seriously. For instance, M. G.
E. Kelly argues that “the global governmentality perspective is far from unitary, because of the ambiguities in the
term governmentality as developed by Foucault” (Kelly, 2010). Also, Joseph argues critically, that “the absence of an
international equivalent of the state to apply the micro-practices of governmentality in different parts of the world
seems like another problem and moreover, even though civil society plays key roles in governmentality, the existence
of a global civil society remains a contested point” (Joseph, 2010). There are several other scholars who also critique
the Foucauldian IR in several ways.

In this regard, one important risk for the Foucauldian IR scholarship is the apparent close association of
governmentality with the neoliberal government model. The Foucaldian scholarship may do itself a favour by giving
some thought to how to decouple their scholarly efforts from this contemporary model of government. This way, the
Foucauldian IR can continue to exist even after neoliberalism becomes an outdated political fashion someday in the
future. The main objective of the Foucauldian IR, I would suggest, should be to clearly present the possible original
contributions to the IR discipline in understanding and explaining global politics. Only this way the Foucauldian IR
can prove its explanatory (and maybe also constitutive power) and its place among many IR theories and be
regarded as a “new lens” through which one can see and interpret the world politics in a different way.
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