 (
Page
1
)
Changing Cultures of Competitiveness:
Lancaster University – Friday 17th April

Environmental Governmentality: 
Emma Foster (University of Birmingham)

This paper demonstrates how the uneasy marriage of environmental sustainability and economic development works to ‘groom’ the markets of the ‘developing’ world. 
· Obviously, this ‘uneasy’ marriage has an ability to shape ‘developed’ world markets, in that consumers are often presented with the option of making greener ‘choices’ when buying products – presented with the dilemma of choosing goods on ethical grounds – which in itself  is problematic.
However, in relation to the ‘developing’ world, I argue that the concept of sustainable development is used to transform economic environments or climates (not just about widening markets to include a green choice) and this is done on the basis that natural environments and climates need to be conserved / preserved or transformed. In other words, the environmental tag to sustainable development actually legitimises the preparation of developing countries to be primed for Western economic models. Moreover, I argue that gendered constructions and the control of gendered bodies is central to the operation of this process that I explain through Foucault’s notion of governmentality.
Rather than more materialist / Marxist (feminist) approaches to explain this process, the use of Foucault adds to the understanding of the appropriation of environmental discourses to mainstream development agendas. Firstly, Foucault’s notion of power (and subsequently biopower) is useful to the understanding of international sustainable development policy in a number of ways. Firstly, this conception of power (unlike more Marxist conceptions) is not uni-directional, solely repressive nor is it looking for a culprit (i.e. someone who owns power and is misusing it). As such, this conception of power works to highlight the trends and shifts of discourses that work to maintain ‘hegemonies’. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, biopower (control over populations / life) is useful due to the centrality of regulating populations (at the intersection of the body / sex) to mainstream sustainable development policy and policy initiatives. The ‘neo-Malthusian’ tone of sustainable development discourses seems to be particularly relevant in relation to Foucault’s notion of biopower, chiefly considering his work The History of Sexuality (1976). (Biopower is considered at greater length later in this paper.)
Finally, although not detailed thoroughly in this paper, Foucault is useful in the sense that his work, along with Judith Butler’s general work on queer theory (1990) and more specific work on queering ecology (Darier ed., 1999) and development (Jolly, 2000), I argue that sustainable development policy and practice would benefit from being ‘queered’. For example, by challenging conventional constructions of sex and gender the (re)constructions within sustainable development policy and practice (that invoke ideas of women as particular victims of environmental degradation or as saviours of the planet and ‘Earth Mothers’) would be overcome. Also, queering arguably would be beneficial to the ‘environment’ as it opens up a wider ‘ethic’ of care (that transcends biological ties and the concern for future generations) which would arguably transform environmental policy and practice from (in Green terms) an anthropocentric approach to a ‘deeper’ green approach basically based on care for other things (not biologically or even species linked).
Returning to this paper, however, my argument is threefold:
· Firstly, I argue that the concept of governmentality is a useful tool in explaining power relations or dynamics
· Secondly, that sustainable development discourses are crucial to the operation of the technologies of governmentality, leading to a concept of global environmental governmentality
· And finally, I argue that gender plays an operational role and is, problematically so, a central organising feature of global environmental governmentality.
I will conclude by explaining some international sustainable development policy initiatives that work to organise behaviours and identities around normalised gendered principles that, in turn, result in an ‘environment’ suitable for Western economic models.
Governmentality: Understanding Power
Governmentality is a concept attributed to the poststructuralist theorist Michel Foucault. Foucault’s work on governmentality, articulated in his lectures of the late 1970s, traces the movement of Western European models of sovereignty towards the development of ‘technologies of governmentality’ (see Burchell et al. 1991). Governmentality looks at how power functions beyond, although still including, the institutions of political governments. To understand the concept it is important somewhat dismantle the word governmentality.
· Firstly, if one considers the word govern or government it is arguable that this is a word constrained to an institution. Rather, Foucault noted that the word government had historically been used to explain the control or management over any persons and it is only during the post enlightenment era that the word government had been increasingly tied to political state governments and institutions (see Lemke, 2001). Prior to this, government was a word used much more regularly to explain any form of management or control. E.g. a parent governs their children, or one governs themselves – these are acts of government.

· Secondly we encounter the word mentality. This word suggests a certain ‘psychological’ aspect to government.  What is being indicated by the conflation of the words government and mentality is the notion that one governs oneself by internalising social, political and cultural regulations, rules and norms. As such, government, in the most popular, institutional sense of the word need not employ overt tactics to regulate individuals as individuals internalise the norms and regulations to live by

Foucault, rather than focusing on specific governmental institutions, focuses on the practices of government (in the larger sense) and in explaining this often he often employed the term ‘the conduct of conduct’.  The ‘conduct of conduct’ refers to practices that aim to manipulate and/or mould the conduct of individuals and thus demonstrates a circulation of power beyond that of just governmental institutions towards that of the community and interpersonal relations (Burchell et al., 1991: 2). This myriad of practices, which work to normalise conducts (behaviours and identities), cuts across governmental boundaries (to include civil society, the clinic, the family and so on). Normalising discourses are perpetuated through these practices instilling in individuals the mentality to self-regulate. Often these practices that encourage self regulation are narrated through targeting the welfare of populations. In other words there is a level of persuasion / manipulation / moulding that suggests one should modify their behaviour for one’s own (largely economic) welfare and security (Ferguson and Gupta, 2002: 989).

The concept of governmentality, is then a useful tool to explore global power relations as it looks at the many layers and practices of governing. These practices of governmentality are arguably more prevalent in a neo-liberal climate as what we understand as institutional state government is increasingly ‘rolled back’ (Lemke, 2002). In other words, as government, as it is commonly understood, is considered to have less ability to regulate, other practices of regulation are perpetuated to fill the void. In other words, government extends when government is rolled back.

The Significance of Sustainable Development Discourses to Governmentality
The scope of Foucault’s analysis coupled with a belief in practices that mould individual behaviour I argue is invaluable to the critique of the growing international sustainable development policy acquis (Luke, 1995) that works to inform or produce knowledge and increasingly impacts on social behaviour. It is, thus, of little surprise that authors such as Paul Rutherford (1999), Timothy Luke (1995, 1999) and Eric Darier (1996, 1999) make reference to the phenomenon of Green or Environmental Governmentality. Indeed, the term ‘Environmentality’ is also used at points by these authors and others such as Arun Agrawal (2005). However, I tend to avoid using this term as the use of environmental governmentality is more appropriate for this critical study of sustianible development policy discourses. Whilst environmentality is used as a term to explain how people acquire an environmental consciousness (ibid) I think environmental governmentality works to explain the process of using environmental threat narratives to consolidate neo-liberal governmentality (for further explanation of neo-liberal governmentality see Lemke, 2001, 2002). As such, environmental governmentality holds more critical potential as a concept. 
Darier (1999), paraphrasing Foucault, offers a definition of how governmentality is operational that manages to shed some light regarding the significance of the theory when framing sustainable development discourses. He states that governmentality is:
The ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit complex form of power, which has as its target population, as its principle form of knowledge political economy, and as its essential technical means apparatuses of security (ibid: 22).
The important concepts that show sustainable development theory as an extension or technology of governmentality, as the above quotation indicates are: 
· The application of political economy to the sustainable development project: This contributes to the disciplining of individuals and populations as their welfare is rated through economic means (i.e. cost benefit analysis). For example, realms of conduct that relate to lifestyle choices, an area that is often considered to be external to economics, are rendered economic allowing ‘close links to be forged between economic prosperity and personal well-being’ (Lemke, 2001: 202). In relation to international sustainable development initiatives, the welfare of individuals and populations is economised to suggest, e.g. that populations that are economically strong are better equipped to combat environmental degradation.
· The driving technical force of risk and security which underpins sustainable development discourses: While economy encapsulates the rating or reward system to judge the wellbeing and success of individuals and populations, risk and security discourses are operational as negative regulative technologies. What I mean by this is that while economic welfare discourses works to lure one to regulate their behaviour, discourses of, in this case environmental, security and risk suggest that one must self regulate to avoid serious harm or even death. Carrot and stick system if you like!
· The monitoring and auditing (undertaken by technocrats and experts) that works to assess success or failure of policy initiatives is itself a technology of power within international sustainable development discourses. Monitoring and auditing works to proliferate the economisation of well being through the statistical and numerical streamlining of information regarding the wellbeing of populations. Moreover, it works as the disciplinary apparatus of surveillance which simply means, if individuals are aware there are being monitored they are more likely to self regulate.
· The ‘targeting’ of populations (recognised by Foucault as biopower which simply means power over life). Populations are the target of control and regulation as it is their welfare (or rather their ability to participate economically) that is the key objective or outcome of technologies of governmentality.
(for further explanation of the above see Foster, 2008)
One does not have to search far to find the exercise of this system of control in the sustainable development policy literature. For example, if one turns to the general guidelines for the implementation of Agenda 21 (the accepted international guidelines for achieving sustainable development, produced through the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio) by the UN Commission for Sustainable Development, point four reads that what should be monitored are:

‘Measures taken and progress achieved to reach sustainable production and consumption patterns and life-styles, to combat poverty, and limit demographic impact on the planet’s life supporting capacity’ 

The aspects attributable to governmentality are indeed overt here:
1. First is the complex system of monitoring. It is apparent the UN Commission for Sustainable Development is monitoring the monitoring process of nations over their populations, implicitly undertaken by expert professionals. 
1. Secondly, the importance of economics in the political practices is paramount as consumption and production, driven by scarcity, are of key importance. 
1. Thirdly, and in relation to my second point, life style is bound up with material prosperity and the creation of wealth as to invoke the ‘happiness’ of populations.
1. Finally, population regulation is key to the very life and security of the planet. Through environmental governance, as an extension of governmentality, the whole entire planet becomes the ambit of control with populations as its target.

In sum, governmentality operates through the application of economics to the political, with notions of happiness being bound to material wealth, the construction of security or risk narratives and results in power over life, or in the Foucauldian sense biopower. 

I will now highlight how each of these facets or features of environmental governmentality, i.e. economy, security and biopower, work to construct and control identities and relations.

Economy

International institutional environmental initiatives are wrapped in the discourses of sustainable development. As such, it is important to consider what is meant by development here. Indeed, those critical of development programmes argue that present forms of development mean capitalist development. Environment and development theorists with backgrounds ranging from postcolonial feminism, socialism, radical ecologism and ecofeminism are suspicious of the internationally driven sustainable development project as an underhanded political tool that works in the service of establishing Western models of capitalist development across the globe. This view runs parallel to considering sustainable development as environmental governmentality, as the introduction of the economy is central to the operations of power. Furthermore, gendered discourses are crucial to this economising.

For example, in order to legitimate this drive towards the expansion of Western models of development the category ‘woman’ is paramount.  Women are universalised at the expense of other identity intersections such as race, ethnicity, class and geographical boundaries in order to present the argument that women globally, and on mass, have the same aims and objectives; namely the desire for a Western model of access to material wealth. In other words, women of the developing world are constructed as having the same goals and objectives. These goals and objectives are centred on neo-liberal principles (for instance; access to education, property and work). For example, the UK’s Department for International Development’s Gender objectives  include the following: 

‘Increasing economic opportunities for women is essential for improving women’s lives and accelerating economic growth and development, with potential to lift hundreds and millions of people out of poverty. Greater involvement in waged employment can also increase women’s participation in household decision-making, often linked to an increased spending on girls’ education and health’ (DFID, http://www.dfid.gov.uk/pubs/files/mdg-factsheets/genderfactsheet.pdf: 2).

Indeed, policy initiatives to promote gender equality and women’s empowerment at first glance seem very worthy objectives. However, whether one can characterize this empowerment as self esteem or self respect is certainly questionable. In fact, I would tend to agree with scholars such as Thomas Lemke (2001), and argue that these discourses are in themselves disciplinary as they are more closely related to economic self assessment than ‘self esteem and empowerment’.

As I have briefly outlined, women are central to neoliberal driven globalisation as the goals of women (across the planet) are universalised allowing a particular type of economic and rights based intervention from the ‘developed world. Gayatri Spivak (1996), criticising the UN’s Beijing conference on women argued that ‘the financialization of the globe must be represented as the North embracing the South [and] women are being used for the representation of this unity’ (in Runyan, 1999, 210).  It is certainly arguable that development framed by notions of women’s empowerment or advancement is a useful instrument to legitimise neo liberal expansionism or ‘colonisation’. 

This mainstream narrative suggests that female advancement relies primarily on women’s ability to access and derive ‘empowerment’ from engaging with this particular type of economic system. The narrative ignores, perhaps, alternative forms of development and the empowerment potentially derived from involvement in other types of economy, such as subsistence economies (see Pieterse, 2001). Within international sustainable development discourses, women of the ‘developing’ world are constructed as victims of their present economic conditions and neo-liberalism, although obscured, is constructed as the solution. 

Securitisation of Environmental Issues.  

Constructions of gender are central to the securitisation of the environment (see Shepherd, 2006). As I have noted the construction of threat is of upmost importance to the (re)production of identities and the manipulations and control of conduct(s) (Hajer, 1995; Sandilands, 1999; Rutherford, 1999; Campbell, 1993). Again, the construction of women here facilitates the discourse of environmental threat. ‘Women’ (particularly those of the developing world) are constructed as distinct victims of natural degradation. This serves to consolidate the environmental risk narrative and constructs the notion of the non-Western / Northern woman as unfortunate and, worse still as ignorant. This construction of victimhood is clearly gendered as ‘women’, coupled with the over-used addendum of children, within this rhetoric of international sustainable development policy initiatives, are considered to constitute a special or exceptional case working to infantalise the former as helpless. ‘Women’ are (re)presented as particular victims of environmental degradation within the United Nations sustainable development discourses.  For example chapter 24 of the UN’s manual for achieving sustainable development Agenda 21 under section (a) Areas requiring urgent action, states that: 
‘Countries should take urgent measures to avert the ongoing rapid environmental and economic degradation in developing countries that generally affects the lives of women and children in rural areas suffering drought, desertification and deforestation, armed hostilities, natural disasters, toxic waste and the aftermath of the use of unsuitable agro-chemical products’ (Agenda 21, 1992: Chapter 24 from http://habitat.igc.org/agenda21/a21-24.htm).
‘Women’ (and children) are constructed as the main victims of environmental degradation and as such are infantilised as being helpless and largely unable to manage themselves without intervention. The threat of environmental damage is targeted, through the discourses of the institutional international narratives of sustainable development, as most dangerous to those peoples who are likely to incite sympathy and pity in order to further consolidate the cause. ‘Women’ as victims are intricately woven into the construction of environmental risk and security. 
This discursive technique is paralleled with regard to the ‘call for action’ regarding environmental issues, which is unsurprising considering the effort to construct environmental issues as security issues. ‘Women and children’ are pointed towards considerably, throughout the discourses of Agenda 21, as particular victims of unsustainable environmental processes. Moreover, in the case of Agenda 21’s sustainable development initiatives, the (re)presentation of ‘women’ in this way works to legitimise the operation of a colonising ‘Western’ or ‘Northern’ project, further projecting hegemonic ideals of ‘development’ but framed through a Green narrative of risk.

 Biopower

At the beginning of this paper I outlined the facets of governmentality and how power is operational through the belief that material wealth is pivotal to the welfare of populations and the function of risk and security narratives. The centrality placed on women, as particular victims of poverty and environmental damage, works to consolidate the exercise of governmentality and, therefore, the conduct of conduct.  Via the assumptions that material wealth is paramount and environmental catastrophe is on the horizon, power over life, or rather biopower, is operational. Moreover, I have noted how the construction of women is central to the problematisation of environmental issues and thus the proliferation of environmental governance and how the category of ‘woman’ is used to inform sustainable development policy. Here I turn to highlight how gendered bodies more generally are disciplined through sustainable development narratives, the most influential of these being population discourses.

Based on the assumption that the environment is at risk from over-population and that material wealth is crucial to the welfare of populations, sustainable development initiatives are concerned with reproduction and population regulation. Sustainable development discourses argue that if you increase the literacy and employability of women they will, as a consequence, choose a smaller family in order to have the freedom to participate in the working world. As such, critics (e.g. Sandilands, 1999) have argued that these measures are here, under the pretence of promoting women’s rights and sustainable development, largely to promote a certain economic climate for a neo liberal agenda. The ‘rational’, liberal agenda offered as a means to sustainable development, underhandedly offers reproductive autonomy, but educates and informs one to restrain their sexual activity based on the ‘Armageddon’ discourses of environmentalism. 

Biopower is operational through population directives as they are aimed at controlling desires at the intersection of the body, with particular focus on the gender inscribed upon the body. Population discourses, filtered through the lens of sustainable development and international politics, ‘remains a significant instrument of control, and bears the hallmarks of a profoundly gendered, racialized and heterosexualized normativity’ (Sandilands, 1999: 83) while continuing to go largely unchallenged. Indeed, it is problematic that the question of population and its control, when framed by the neo liberal and sustainable development international space, remains largely accepted. The question of whether there is a population problem is excluded from these narratives (ibid.) in order to maintain the legitimacy of the scientific threat / the (in)security discourse. 

UN population discourses are looking to encourage, unreflectively, a self driven restriction of bodies, sexualities and pleasures. Foucault stated, for instance, ’ that the political significance of the problem of sex is due to the fact that sex is located at the point of intersection of the discipline of the body and the control of the population’ (Foucault in Faubion (ed.), Vol 3, 1994: 125). In  light of this, population ‘fictions’ determining how men and women should relate with regard to their sexuality in order to protect the environment demonstrates oppressive and constrictive constructions of gender in global environmental discourses. 

This again can be demonstrated in the population regulation initiatives of the UN. In the UN’s Programme of Action, derived from the 1994 Conference on Population and Development, Principle 9 states that:

Principle 9: The family is the basic unit of society and as such should be strengthened. It is entitled to receive comprehensive protection and support. In different cultural, political and social systems, various forms of the family exist. Marriage must be entered into with the free consent of the intending spouses, and husband and wife should be equal partners.

It is well documented by many feminists (for example see Bryson, 2003; Somerville, 2000) how the family model works as a controlling mechanism within society. By enforcing the idea of the family, bodies are constructed into given roles. The female body is considered a reproductive tool and is valued as such. The male body is controlled by theories of responsibility and trapped by the adherence to masculine norms and fatherhood. The relationship between the two bodies is then contained by the heterosexual underpinnings of the family model, maintaining the heterosexual imperative (for more on this see Butler, 1990. 1993). In sum, bodies are kept in their place within a family where the fluidity of identity becomes more stagnant and retarded. The control of bodies organised in this way resides in the discourses and value placed on the family model. The control is characterised by the acceptance of certain norms of gender and desire, given as essential to the notion of family and reproduction. 

The unquestioned importance of the family in this discourse is worrying. It is arguable that undermining or displacing meaning of family works to influence population growth. For example, by diminishing the importance of the family the number of children in that family is reduced. Western influences have been seen to have undermined the idea of the extended family, by removing this support network, couples have been more inclined to have fewer children. For example, a study carried out in South Western Nigeria showed that as the extended family model has declined the average number of children per family has halved, from eight to four (Isiugo et al., 1993). Indeed, it is another set of disciplines that are operational here. Furthermore, it is unsurprising that the neo-liberal driven sustainable development discourses have undermined the extended family but not the nuclear family as the nuclear family is considered facilitative of the neo-liberal economic processes. 

Conclusions …

Decision making above and beyond the nation state regarding environmental policy functions through the legitimisation lent by gendered and racialised identity constructions. By reproducing the category of ‘women’ of the ‘developing’ world as victims of poverty and environmental degradation the expansion of neo-liberal driven sustainable development policy is legitimised. Moreover, through the construction of this threat narrative gendered bodies are controlled with regards to their conduct regarding consumption, production and reproduction. As such, this paper has intended to highlight and problematise the centrality of gender to the construction of policy problems and also the construction of policy activity and outcomes. In other words, women are central to the construction of both problems for policy and policy implementation. Those bodies who are identified as women then, are used as a benchmark of ‘development’. (Indeed, the usefulness of using women as an indicator I find problematic.) In the name of the environment, identities are, restrained and contained along normalised western-centric gender patterns and relations. This runs the risk of marginalising, alienating and excluding identity performances that do not tally up with western centric models of gendered power relations. 

As such, this paper calls for reflection and vigilance in response to sustainable development policy activity as a tool to assert gender constructions and relations that adhere to and legitimise neo-liberal expansionism. Especially considering that the disciplining and regulation of identity and social relations is called for in order to sustain / expand economic capitalist patterns legitimised by the discursive production of an increasingly unstable and insecure natural world. 
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