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FOR A CRITIQUE OF NEOLIBERAL 

GREEN ECONOMY

BIOPOLITICS AND ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNMENTALITY 
INTRODUCTION


This paper aims at exploring how categories such as biopolitics and governmentality – in both its declinations: liberal and neoliberal –, developed in the late 70s by Foucault, can shed new light on a concept that has become mainstream in recent years, namely the concept of green economy. Against the background of the current, devastating economic crisis (whose long-term causes have been silently under way since the early 80s), we might define the green economy as a capitalist attempt to overcome this financial turmoil based on the incorporation of the environmental limit as a new terrain for accumulation and valorization. In Foucauldian terms: as an unprecedented key element for a new configuration of governmental practices.


The exposition will be organized as follows: first, I will briefly present what in my opinion is a perfect example of a green enterprise (the start-up Better Place); second, I will discuss how the ecological crisis has become “thinkable” as a political issue only after the crossing of that “threshold of biological modernity” which occurred in the second half of the XVIII century and which disclosed the biopolitical horizon; third, I will advance the hypothesis according to which, although liberal governmentality (with its peculiar constellation of political, epistemological and technological elements) made the multifarious phenomenology of the ecological crisis visible, the actual attempts to economically manage and politically deal with it are entirely neoliberal. In this context, my final point will pose the problem of how to effectively criticize the green economy both as an economic theory and as an institutional strategy.
BETTER PLACE: EXAMPLE OF NEOLIBERAL GREEN ECONOMY

Better Place is a venture-backed company based in California; its aim is to reduce global dependency on oil through the creation of a market-based transportation infrastructure that supports electric vehicles. In its view, the environmental benefit of such an infrastructure would be double: a significant cut in carbon emissions and the creation of a distributed storage mechanism which is potentially able to absorb under-utilized, off-peak electricity. In June 2011, in preparation for the commercial launch of the company's network of charging infrastructure (entirely powered by wind mills), Better Place unveiled the first Battery Switch station in Europe at an event in Gladsaxe, just outside Copenhagen. The realization of the project was made possible by the partnership with a big company such as Renault-Nissan, which produced the electric car Fluence Z.E., and by the implementation of supporting national policies, which provided substantial tax breaks. As for expected rates of profitability, Johnny Hansen, CEO of Better Place Denmark, shows understandable optimism: “based on the interest we have received so far, I expect this to be the top selling car in Denmark in just a few years” (betterplace.com). 


So far, what we see is the quite common adventure of a successful start-up involved in the realm of green economy. But there is more to it, especially if we refer to the words used by Shai Agassi, the founder and current CEO of Better Place, to explain his vision: 

“If we can provide the drivers an enjoyable car, that costs less but drives better, a country can build a virtual oil field – one that works forever, but leaves no footprint on the environment. Such a virtual oil field is more natural than the holes we have been digging into the earth to fuel our addiction to oil” (Agassi quoted in Makover, 2010: 151-152).

I emphasized Agassi's last claim because I think that his interesting wording reveals an entirely new conception of nature and, as a consequence, of the crucial relationship between economy and environment. Agassi sees nature as a virtual, relatively malleable matrix assembling which it is possible to ensure profitability and, simultaneously, to avoid negative impacts on the environment. In his vision, nature (in this case renewable energy produced by wind mills) is neither an external factor to the economic system nor an indirect limit to its internal functioning. Rather, it is the fundamental element through which economic value can be created, accumulated and then further valorized. In other words, his vision epitomizes the neoliberal understanding of sustainability, through which mainstream advocates have long been trying to harmonize imperatives of economic growth and standards of ecological protection.  

The rest of my paper will refer to the Foucauldian conceptual apparatus in order to explain how, through a series of successive problematizations, this particular notion of nature could emerge and then become one of the key elements of contemporary environmental governmentality.

THE BIOPOLITICAL NATURE OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS


In a lecture delivered at the University of California at Berkeley in 1983, Foucault advanced a central distinction between “history of ideas” and “history of thought” (Foucault 2001b: 74). The former is basically concerned with questions such as when a specific field of knowledge emerged, how it was structured and through which modalities it influenced the development of other related ideas. In contrast, history of thought designates the effort to isolate the ways through which unproblematic areas of research became progressively contested issues, objects of new public interest, targets of social institutions, discursive practices and technologies of power. This is what Foucault, in methodological terms, refers to as  problematization: the definition of material practices that constitute the conditions upon which what was previously taken for granted emerges as an object of government, namely as simultaneously exposed to power/knowledge relations and to potentially autonomous processes of subjectification (Foucault 1990).


Since the second half of the 70s, and particularly in the lectures at the Collège de France entitled Security, Territory and Population and Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault has extensively utilized this methodological tool and has produced analyses which are of great interest for a proper understanding of the current ecological crises. In the first series of lectures, Foucault is primarily concerned with the articulation of a “biopolitical hypothesis”, whose goal is to advance a precise, if necessary partial, historical account of the emergence of biopolitics. From an empirical perspective it is possible to situate the emergence of biopolitics in the progressive implementation of governmental technologies of power which aim at the simultaneous empowerment of individual and collective bodies. With the term governmentality, Foucault refers to the ensemble of institutions, tactics and analyses that allow a specific kind of power to be exercised over the population through a knowledge apparatus defined by political economy and a set of technical dispositifs oriented toward security. 
This set of practices, initially implemented in the second half of the Eighteenth century, was organized around four main fields of intervention: natality, morbidity, ability, and, most importantly from our standpoint, environment (Foucault 2003). According to Foucault, biopolitics implies the political creation of an intermediate space between natural environment and artificial urbanization, investing in particular the process of shaping natural systems (both at the climatic and hydrographical level) according to governmental expansive necessities. 

At a more speculative level, the core of such a biopolitical hypothesis resides in a novel formulation of the classical theoretical element which refers to the relationship between life and politics. To simplify, we might say that before the emergence of biopolitics, the relation between life and politics was extrinsic, in the sense that the two poles defined different fields of intervention and development which, although often overlapping each other, were used to be conceived autonomously, as irreducibly distinct. On the contrary, after the “threshold of biological modernity” was crossed, the two fields merged into one set of phenomena within the context of which their respective identities became indistiguishable. In other words, life became a specific target of political power and, as a consequence, their relationship was configured as intrinsic. To put it differently: neither scientific reductionism nor cultural determinism can properly represent the new internal and qualitative connection between life and politics. The governmental dispositif through which this epochal passage was accomplished is to be found in the notion of population. Clearly, the concept did not arise in the Eighteenth century, but in that period its meaning undertook a decisive transformation. Previously, the role of the population was subordinated to its territorial function: the mere sum total of individuals inhabiting a determined geographical area, to be managed through the creation of docile bodies, was the main goal of sovereign power. With the emergence of biopolitics, however, what is mainly at stake is the governmental function of the population. 
Accordingly, the intervention on the laws of development of the population is no longer external, namely juridically exercised over a flat, disposable, natural given, but rather internal, since the active regulation of this development is the peculiar goal of the art of government. In Foucault's own words:

“Taking the effects specific to population into consideration is, I think, a very important phenomenon: the entry of a 'nature' into the fields of techniques of power, of a nature that is not something on which, above which, or against which the sovereign must impose just laws. There is not nature and then, above nature and against it, the sovereign and the relationship of obedience that is owed to him. We have a population whose nature is such that the sovereign must deploy reflected procedures of government within this nature, with the help of it, and with regard to it.” (Foucault 2007: 75 / 104. My emphasis)


As we see, population is surely defined in terms of naturalness, but this naturalness presents very different features than the normative, eternal, factual nature that is traditionally opposed to politics as a value-oriented practice. Here politics and nature merge into each other and finally open up a new field of power intervention – the environment – which will be defined as the permanent negotiation between natural and historical determinations.

This new concept of natural population opens up the possibility to govern the environment, conceived of as nothing more than the principle by means of which a set of heterogeneous elements, both natural and artificial, are formalized to be managed, or subordinated to an abstract mise en serie in order to be politically regulated. This is why environmental crises are intrinsically biopolitical: if in the sovereign paradigm nature and politics were confronting each other from mutually exclusive standpoints, the biopolitical paradigm of nature determines the exact opposite situation: political artificiality and species naturality melt into a zone of indistinction constitutively exposed to governmental capture. 
This unavoidable exposition to power is the very condition of possibility for the notion of environmental crisis to appear as a specific political issue: what distinguishes environmental degradation from ecological crisis is the fact that just governmentality necessarily implies a modality of resource-use which describes a systemic tendency towards a constant managerial increase. Environmental degradation belongs to “nature idolatry”, to use Marx's words; ecological crisis, on the contrary, is a distinctively modern phenomenon.  
NATURE AND POLITICAL ECONOMY: FROM LIMIT TO ELEMENT OF GOVERNMENTALITY


With emergence of biopolitics and the first problematization of the environment as simultaneously marked by naturalness and artificiality, the problem of understanding how the concept of nature is put to work in contemporary green economy is far from being solved. On the contrary, it is merely displaced: what must now be explained is how specific articulations of naturalness and artificiality have been translated into governmental practices since the Nineteenth century. Within the magmatic context provided by the biopolitical horizon, I read the problematization of the concept of the environment as a ramification of the two fundamental tendencies of governmental (and capitalist) historical development: liberalism and neoliberalism.   


The point of view from which I address the issue of liberalism is structured around the peculiar way through which Foucault configures the relationship between the concept of nature and political economy. Foucault reads the emergence of liberalism, conceived of in terms of a political rationality rather than of an economic theory, as a shift from the centrality of external legal limits to the absolute power of the sovereign to the increasing importance of an art of government based on political economy. Liberalism, in other terms, is seen as a governmental permanent critique of sovereign power. And it is precisely from this critical perspective that the notion of the naturalness of the economic process (namely, the relationship between nature and governmentality) is developed by liberal thinkers. As Foucault writes in Birth of Biopolitics: 

“Nature is something that runs under, through and in the exercise of governmentality […] It is the other face of something whose visible face, visible for the governors, is their own action. Their action has an underside, or rather, it has another face, and this other face of governmentality, its specific necessity, is precisely what political economy studies. It is not background, but a permanent correlative” (Foucault, 2008: 16).   


How is this constitutive link between nature and political economy enacted? According to Foucault, it acquires social effectiveness through the role played by the market. Obviously, Foucault refuses to conceptualize the market as a passive, hidden matter progressively brought to light by the improvement of economic theory. Rather, the market is a principle of veridiction that allows the new art of government to concretely work. In other words, the market is the centrepiece of a new biopolitical regime of truth. From this perspective, the natural traits attributed to market-laws are justified in that they play a limiting role with regard to sovereign power. Being unable to fully grasp the opaque totality represented by the economic process, the sovereign must limit its interventions to possible market failures. Those incidental failures, however, do not put into question the spontaneous deployment of the invisible hand that, in connecting individual pursuit of profit to the general interest, naturally leads to the best allocation of social wealth. Thus, the distinctively liberal relationship between nature and  governmentality assumes the form of an intrinsic, but nonetheless indirect, principle of limitation.


One of the main features of the shift from liberalism to neoliberalism concerns a fundamental modification of this relationship. From an environmental perspective, the crisis of liberal governmentality during the 70s can be interpreted as the result of converging pressures such as (to name just a few): destabilizing antagonism on the part of ecological movements; the rise of new, profoundly invasive biotechnologies; the struggle-induced impasse of a regime of accumulation exclusively based on industrial production; the fiscal crisis of the state (and its effects on social legitimation); the Oil Shock and a worldwide increase in conflicts over scarce resources. To sum up, we might say that a governmentality based on nature as internal but indirect limit to power had reached its point of exhaustion: instead of facilitating the production and circulation of wealth, it started to act as an unsurpassable barrier against it. In liberalism, nature could take the form either of a free source of raw materials, at the beginning of the economic process, or that of an infinite garbage bin, at its end. After two centuries of increasing implementation, this way of governing the process has become more environmentally damaging than economically profitable. A new governmental approach was needed to restore profitability while avoiding unnecessary environmental impacts. In other words, liberalism had made the multifarious phenomenology of ecological crisis visible, but was nevertheless unable to politically manage it. As a consequence, neoliberalism was rapidly approaching. 


According to Foucault, what does not change in the shift from liberalism to neoliberalism is the function of the market as a site of veridiction. Thus, also neoliberalism is concerned with the construction of an economic naturalness which is enacted by a biopolitical regime of truth based on the market. In other words, the formal invariance of governmentality is the production of limits to power exercise. What, on the contrary, does change is the specific modality of that production, its historical contingency. 
In liberalism the naturalness of the market is centred around the notion of exchange and, as such, it is still clearly distinguished from the artificiality of fluxes of money, commodities and individuals it is supposed to rationally channel. Differently, in neoliberalism the naturalness of the market is directly created in accordance to the artificial principle of formalization represented by competition. To put it crudely, nature has to be artificially constructed in order to practically allow the formal structure of economic competition to work. This is why neoliberal thinkers could accuse their liberal predecessors of “naturalistic naïveté”. Furthermore, another relevant effect of the shift of emphasis from exchange to competition is the necessity of a constant intervention on the part of the state not on the market, but rather within its conditions of possibility. As Foucault brilliantly summarizes, in neoliberalism “one governs for the market, not because of the market” (Foucault, 2008: 121).


It seems to me that we assist to a sort of dislocation of the notion of limit: whereas in liberalism natural limits to artificial interventions are produced to allow social wealth to freely circulate and increase, in neoliberalism artificiality is directly applied onto nature in order to be deployed within the abstract boundaries of the competitive logic. To put it differently: whereas in liberalism nature is internalized to function as an enacting limit to economic exchange, in neoliberalism nature is artificially created to enact a production of wealth homologous to the formal generative structure represented by economic competition (Terranova, 2009). This is the background against which the notion of green economy could be formulated and developed: by means of the discursive formation of sustainability it was possible to further internalize within the economic process the indirect limit provided by nature in liberalism, in order to turn it into a key element of a new kind of governmentality whose main goal is the harmonization of growth imperatives with environmental preservation.

[A brief exemplifying application of the shift from liberalism to neoliberalism (from an ecological standpoint) can be found in the historical trajectory of the EU Environmental Policy (Scichilone, 2008). The first Environmental Action Plan (1973-1977) was based on the so-called corrective approach, whose goal was to fix environmental problems that negatively affected the process of production. This document profoundly resonates with the loud alarms sounded by the Club of Rome in Limits to Growth, published in 1972. Significantly, pollution was conceived of as a pathology of the industrial system and, as such, the only curative solution was the ex post restoration of environmental anomalies. As a consequence, the main policy instruments of the first plan were restrictive legislation and application of monetary sanctions. As we see, the attitude towards the environment is clear: since it is a necessary condition for industrial production, it is impossible to ignore considerable damages. Its ex post restoration, however, is not productive in itself. On the contrary, it exclusively aims to reinstate proper conditions for the industrial circuit of valorisation. Here we have a perfect example of the liberal way of understanding nature: the logic of the environment and the logic of economy are both internal to governmentality, but play very different roles: the former is the condition of possibility of value creation, the latter is its means of actualization.


The second and third Environmental Action Plans (1977-1981 ; 1982-1986) paved the way for the overcoming of the corrective approach and the endorsement of a pre-emptive approach whose official ratification occurred with the fourth Environmental Action Plan (1987-1992). This pre-emptive approach was established in close connection with the notion of sustainable development (as eventually elaborated by the Brundtland Report in 1987) and marked a profound shift in the way of conceiving of the relationship between economy and environment. Here the main policy tool is represented by economic incentives and the fundamental goal is to directly integrate ecological objectives within industrial production. Progressively, environmental protection ceases to be seen as a necessary evil to become an opportunity for business. 

Far from being a limit to the process of valorisation, the environment is now proposed by the EU (especially through the politico-statistical production of data by the European Environmental Agency - 1993) as an artificially created surface upon which neoliberal governmentality can be deployed according to the formal logic of competition.] 
CONCLUSION

I hope this exposition has made clear the reason why I choose Better Place as a perfect example of a green enterprise: its premises as well as its course of action adhere almost literally to the governmental goal of creating neoliberal environments based on a market logic whose function is to establish competition as indisputable principle of veridiction. Such an “economized” nature is not a limit to the process of valorisation, but rather one of its necessary elements. 

It is my conviction that an effective critique of neoliberal green economy should take these theoretical articulations into careful account. Surely, there are many valid arguments to criticize more directly or even minimize the so-called “greening of markets” (to name a few: it hasn't worked so far; it doesn't represent the dominant stream in neoliberal thought; it doesn't involve local communities in decision-making; it provides very poor working conditions; it reinforces uneven North-South relations; and so on so forth). Notwithstanding, I still think that a proper understanding of the discursive as well as governmental presuppositions of the green economy is a necessary condition for a proper, which is to say concretely effective, critique of it.


Let me use a Marxist terminology – which I think, at least in this case, suits very well a Foucauldian analysis – to draw my conclusion in the form of a provisional, even embryonic suggestion: as the critique of classical political economy intended to demystify the attempt of naturalizing capital, of placing its specific relations of production outside the historical becoming, so the critique of this new phase of the economic process should assume as its main goal the demystification of the attempt of capitalizing nature, which is to say its total subsumption under the homogeneous (and so far destructive) grammar of the market. 
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