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A b s t r a c t  
 

ABSTRACT 
 

This study is concerned with how educational legislation shapes and uses 

freedom for the purpose of governing the parent.  The key question guiding 

the study was: 

How does the Act constitute the ‘parent’ as a subject position 
responsible for schooling the child? 

 

Central to the work is an examination of the School Education Act 1999 

(the Act) using Foucault’s thinking on governmentality.  This is prefaced 

by historical accounts that bring together freedom and childhood as 

contrived styles of conduct that provide the governmental logic behind the 

Act.   

 

The study reveals how the Act shapes and uses the truth of 

freedom/childhood to construct the responsible parent as a style of conduct 

pegged to a neo-liberal political rationality of government.  It is this 

political rationality that provides the node or point of encounter between 

the technologies of power and the self within the Act which forms the 

‘responsible’ identity of the parent as an active self-governing entrepreneur 

made more visible by the political construction of ‘others.’  This is a legal-

political subjectivity centred on the truth of freedom/childhood and a neo-

liberal rationality of government that believes that any change to our 

current ethical way of being in relation to educating the child would ruin 

the very freedoms upon which our civilised lifestyle depends.   
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In essence, the Act relies on the production of ‘others’ as the poor, 

Aboriginal and radical who must be regulated and made autonomous to 

constitute the ‘parent’ as an active consumer whose autonomous 

educational choices are an expression of responsibility in relation to 

schooling the child. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n  
 

 
CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 

This study is concerned with how freedom is shaped and used by 

administrative legislation for the purpose of governing parents in relation 

to educating the child (Foucault, 1994b; Rose, 1999; Simons, 1995; 

McNay, 1994).  Primarily, this is motivated by an interest in how the 

responsible parent and others are constructed for the purpose of governing 

education in the name of freedom.  In thinking about the parent in this way 

I question the idea of freedom as a normalising rather than a liberating 

force that works in the interest of government.  To pursue this aim I 

examine how the parent is a subject which is governed as well as an ethical 

subject who self-governs in relation to schooling the child.  In so doing, I 

diagnose how School Education Act 1999 (the Act) shapes and uses 

freedom to constitute the responsible parent for the purpose of governing 

the education of the child.  

 

The Act, which provides the vehicle for this study of governmentality in 

educational administration, was first introduced into the Western 

Australian Parliament on 26 November 1997 as the School Education Bill 

1997 (the Bill).  After a lengthy debate, the Bill completed its passage 

through the parliament in the second half of 1999.  The then Minister for 

Education explained to the Legislative Assembly that: 
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In the history of education in this State the passage of the 
School Education Bill is a historic event.  It will replace a 
1928 piece of legislation.  The 1928 legislation under which 
the government school system currently operates is not 
appropriate to education in the 1990s.  A new Act has been 
long overdue… 
 
This legislation has a long history.  It started in 1994.  We 
started in the parliamentary sense with a Green Bill which 
was tabled in 1997.  There was a 12-week period of public 
consultation during which time 300 submissions were 
received.  In total over 100 hours of debate have taken place 
in the Parliament on this legislation over a period spanning 23 
months.  The Government has listened to debate on the 
amendments that were proposed and made changes; 110 
amendments were made during the passage of this legislation 
(Hansard, 1999: 1671). 

 

On 2 November 1999, the Governor gave his assent for the Bill to be 

passed into law.  Its proclamation, however, was delayed for a further year 

to allow time for the drafting of associated regulations.  When the Act 

came into force on 1 January 2001 it introduced an updated statutory 

framework for the administration of education aimed at ensuring the right 

of every child in Western Australian to receive a school education.   

 

To analyse this legislation, the study looks to Foucault’s later thoughts on 

governmentality.  This is the idea of power relations in terms of 

government as the conduct of conduct that goes beyond Foucault’s earlier 

thoughts on discipline by diagnosing the encounter between individuals as 

both subjects to be constrained and subjects to be made free (McNay, 1994: 

4).  This is the ‘…encounter,’ said Michel Foucault (1994b: 225), ‘between 

the technologies of domination of others and those of the self I call 
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“governmentality”.’  It was the emergence of governmentality, according 

to McNay (1994), which allowed Foucault in his later years to address the 

shortcomings of his earlier one-dimensional view of power as domination 

that saw the individual constituted as a docile and useful body.  It is along 

these lines that I study how the Act shapes and uses freedom for the 

regulation of others and the self-governing of the responsible parent.    

 

The need to undertake a study of this nature is linked to the desire to 

develop an understanding as to how the responsible parent is constituted by 

the Act.  This is the desire to go beyond ideology to discourse as the 

production of the responsible self as a subject of freedom.   

A great deal of what is discussed in political philosophy in the 
English-speaking world in the last 30 years has been left 
untouched by the sort of insights that Foucault offers.  I am 
thinking here of topics in political philosophy such as the law, 
liberalism or the question of justice as well as some of the 
more foundational ideas such as freedom, responsibility and 
the scope of the political (Moss, 1998a: 1).  

 

In grappling with freedom as a problem of government, the study is set 

within the theoretical understanding of freedom not as a natural or realised 

state of being that exists in the absence of power but as a historically 

portable recipe for power (Rose, 1999).  It uses an analytical framework 

that follows Foucault’s thoughts on governmentality to diagnose how the 

Act shapes and then uses the truth of freedom and childhood to tie us to 

identities that make us governable.  ‘For Foucault this ‘truth’ is powerful 

because it is precisely what regulates citizens in the democratic order’ 

(Walkerdine, 1988: 5).  Within this broad construction, the first half of the 
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thesis sets the scene by introducing key concepts and understandings 

necessary in undertaking a critical analysis of the Act.   

 

After this introduction which outlines the direction the study takes, chapter 

two maps the different shapes of freedom.  This is a brief historical 

discussion that attempts to trace how liberal government shaped freedom 

from the eighteenth century to the present.  Drawing from these political 

rationalities, the remainder of the chapter provides a short introductory 

sketch of the Act to illustrate how it shapes freedom for the purpose of 

governing the parent in relation to educating the child.  Prior to analysing 

the Act in detail, this theoretical stage enables the problem of thinking 

about the parent as a responsible subject fashioned by the Act, to be set in 

perspective and for its nature to be conceptualised. 

 

Chapter three then turns to the philosophical question of interpretation in 

the process of undertaking a critical study of this nature.  Here, I present 

Foucault’s thoughts on discourse and discourse analysis as a critical 

approach that allows the Act and its effects to be interrogated.  To this end, 

I conceptualise Foucault’s poststructuralist treatment of ‘discourse’ and 

‘discourse analysis’ as both archaeological and genealogical.  This 

discussion of method is followed by Foucault’s reconceptualisation of 

power in critical analysis.  In the first instance, chapter four introduces this 

move by explaining Foucault’s earlier work on power/knowledge in 

relation to the discipline and regulation of subjects.  This is an important 

and significant first step prior to focusing on governmentality that 
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demonstrates how Foucault revised his thoughts on power/knowledge in 

relation to the reality of resistance as a matter of freedom and therefore a 

problem of government.   

 

Hence, chapter five looks specifically at how Foucault arrived at 

‘governmentality.’  By so doing, I demonstrate how Foucault’s later work 

in this area offers an effective framework involving the interplay between 

truth, power and ethics as a means of analysing government.  From this 

perspective, I argue that Foucault’s thoughts on governmentality provide a 

framework which makes it possible to diagnose the Act as a constellation 

of government techniques.  

 

Part two of the thesis applies the theoretical understandings outlined in part 

one to analyse the Act.  Chapter six begins the analysis in line with 

Foucault’s influence on criticism as a dialectic between the past and the 

present.  While this stage does not deal directly with the Act, it is an 

important initial step in understanding our political present in relation to 

the freedom/childhood double as the truth that underpins educating the 

child as a field of inquiry.  Rather than an interpretation of historical 

progress, this is a search for how ‘truth’ of freedom and childhood come 

together in philosophical and social science research to inform Government 

as to who should and should not be subjected regulation when it comes to 

educating the child.  It looks to the past by drawing on the philosophical 

thoughts of Locke and Rousseau and the statistical research of Kay-

Shuttleworth as histories that inform present political concerns about 
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governing the conduct of parents.  In an archaeological sense, mapping 

these historical layers of freedom/childhood aims to expose the ‘truth’ that 

guides politics as to who are the others who must be regulated and the 

responsible parent who can be left to self-govern.     

 

Chapters seven and eight looks to the use of this knowledge to analyse the 

Act.  First, chapter seven concentrates on how the Act regulates others 

according to the shape and use of freedom.  Here, I turn to the examination 

techniques in the Act to determine the political identities to which others 

are tied and what the shape of freedom costs them in terms of their 

regulation.  The second half of this chapter then turns to therapeutic 

techniques of the Act to analyse how the freedom of others to resist the 

limits set by the shape of freedom is used for the purpose of making them 

governable.   

 

Chapter eight focuses on the technologies of the self within the Act.  Here I 

consider how the ethical practices of the Act incite and enable the parent to 

constitute the self as a responsible subject through his or her own actions.  

Like chapter seven, I approach this objective from two directions.  One, I 

take up how the truth of freedom/childhood in the political debate works as 

a mode of subjection to analyse how parents are incited to exercise a level 

of self-control based on this self-awareness that will ensure their proper use 

of the freedom shaped by the Act as the moral or right thing to do.  And, 

secondly, I look to techniques within the Act that are instrumental in not 

only allowing parents to align their conduct with the rule of ensuring the 
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child receives a school education but also in providing incremental 

progressive steps in the process of transforming the self into a responsible 

parent.  The study concludes by summarising the findings, suggesting 

others areas of possible research and stressing its significance.  To begin, 

the next chapter introduces the theoretical context of the study by charting 

how different political rationalities of liberalism shape freedom.   
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CHAPTER 2 

THE SHAPE OF FREEDOM 
 

 

This chapter traces the different shapes of freedom as the means of 

providing the theoretical context for criticising the Act.  Based on this 

historical view of freedom as shapes consciously contrived by different 

political rationalities in relation to the activity of governing, the chapter 

concludes with a brief sketch of the Act to illustrate how it shapes freedom 

for the purpose of governing the parent in relation to educating the child.  

This theoretical introduction enables the problem of thinking about the 

parent as a subject to be made responsible by the Act to be set in 

perspective and for its nature to be conceptualised in terms of freedom as 

an artefact fashioned within the political rationalities of liberalism.  

The Politics of Liberalism 
According to Kymlicka (1995: 485), ‘…the basic language of liberalism — 

individual rights, liberty and equality of opportunity — has become the 

dominant language of public discourse in most modern democracies.’  ‘It is 

because this dialectic is at the centre of so much of the politics of our 

present,’ says Rose (1999: 62), ‘that the problem of freedom lies at the 

heart of contemporary analytics of governmentality.’  The problem of 

freedom in this study is not a matter questioning its amount or quality as a 

commodity that exists in the absence of power; but, from the analytical 

perspective of governmentality, diagnosing how its shape constitutes the 
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human subject as possessing an essential character that must be governed 

in certain ways.  In this sense: 

Liberalism sets limits to what government can know or do 
vis-à-vis a civil society that must none the less be governed 
even if, as in the most radical proposals, it is sometimes 
maintained that civil society or the nation is entirely capable 
of governing itself and does not require a State.  Liberalism 
fixes the terms of the problem of how political sovereignty 
must be exercised…(Burchell, 1996: 25 — emphasis in 
original).   

 

This is a problem of limits that has a past in terms of how the liberal art of 

government has structured the way we recognise ourselves as subjects of 

freedom.  To place this problem in context, this section plots the fashioning 

of freedom by the political rationalities of classical liberalism in the 

eighteenth century through to welfarism in the twentieth century and more 

recent thoughts of neo-liberalism.  To start, I look at classical liberalism as 

a political rationality of government that shapes freedom as a natural state 

of being. 

Classical Liberalism   

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries liberal-democratic 
theorists (such as Adam Smith) held that the state had a 
largely negative function of protecting security from outside 
and inside and only a minimal welfare function, such as the 
provision of large works which individuals could not manage 
on their own or the ensuring of minimum standards of 
education (Downie, 1995: 908).   

 

Thinkers like economist Adam Smith strongly supported the notion of a 

free market place.  This was the aspiration and ideal as a desired end 

connected to a political rationality about the limits of government in the 
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economic activities of rational autonomous individuals.  By supporting the 

free enterprise of individuals, classical liberals argued in favour of a 

laissez-faire policy that resisted ideas of ‘…interventionist policies aimed 

at ensuring the security and prosperity of the state’ (Danaher, Schirato and 

Webb, 2000: 91).  This economic rationality maintained the unknowability 

of the total economic process and, therefore, saw the economy as part of 

the rational self-regulating individual’s natural state of being or freedom.  

‘As government cannot override the natural dynamics of the economy 

without destroying the basis on which liberal government is possible, it 

must preserve the autonomy of society from State intervention’ (Barry, 

Osborne and Rose, 1996: 10). 

 

In the social domain, however, this economic rationality of classical 

liberalism had to face the dilemma that arises from a policy of non-

intervention.  For freedom as a natural state of being made possible by self-

regulation to work, everyone has to accept and abide by the same rules of 

moral conduct.  Rather than total non-intervention, this understanding of 

moral conduct as not innate but a consequence of education advocated a 

minimal level of intervention by government for the sake of developing a 

general acceptance of the mechanisms  that ‘…shape and protect the very 

freedoms upon which liberal government was to depend…’ (Rose, 1999: 

68).  By the nineteenth century, freedom as a natural state of being that 

limited government regulation was beginning to give way to a positive 

understanding.  This was a swing towards welfare liberalism evident in the 

thoughts of people such as Mill and Kay-Shuttleworth.   
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While theorists like Herbert Spencer clung to free market principles, 

revisionists like John Stuart Mill were describing a positive role for 

government around ideas of democracy and citizenship.  In On Liberty, for 

example, which was first published in 1859, Mill argued that parents 

should be free to raise their children provided they recognised and accepted 

their moral obligation to educate them.  For those who either failed or 

refused to fulfil their moral obligation in this respect, Mill advocated state 

intervention.  He (1974: 176) said: 

It still remains unrecognised that to bring a child into 
existence without a fair prospect of being able, not only to 
provide food for its body, but instruction and training for its 
mind is a moral crime, both against the unfortunate offspring 
and against society; and that if the parent does not fulfil this 
obligation, the State ought to see it fulfilled at the charge, as 
far as possible, of the parent.   

 

In short, Mill makes the claim that there are those who must be regulated 

and those who self-govern in relation to a moral obligation to educate the 

child. 

 

Based on this philosophical understanding and the exacerbation of social 

unrest due to the intensity of rapid urbanisation during the industrial 

revolution that threatened to disturb the social order, the shape of freedom 

as a structuring theme around increased state intervention in the education 

of children was growing.   

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, critics, including 
sociologists, argued that the normalizing, rationalizing and 
‘pastoral’ projects of the nineteenth-century liberalism were 
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insufficient.  They were powerless in the face of the forces of 
social fragmentation and individualization in modern society, 
which social investigation itself appeared to document: rising 
crime, the dissatisfaction of youth, suicide — all the 
manifestations of the alienation of the individual in current 
conditions (Rose, 1999: 78). 

 

Here, Rose describes a growing frustration with the non-interventionist 

policy of classical liberalism in the nineteenth century.  In response to the 

social conditions at this time, there was a call for a level of State 

intervention that could not be justified in terms of natural liberty.  As a 

consequence, freedom was constructed differently in order to support 

government intervention as a means of addressing the problem of social 

fragmentation.  Along this line of thought, medical practitioners like James 

Kay-Shuttleworth paved the way for greater state intervention into the 

education of children by reporting on the deplorable conditions and habits 

of the working poor in Manchester in the 1830s.   

 

State intervention in the form of compulsory education in England in the 

1870s was seen ‘…as a means of combating working-class indolence, 

immorality, and radicalism’ (Tholfsen, 1974: 2).  Thus, classical 

liberalism’s non-intervention strategy that was linked to freedom as a 

natural state of being enjoyed by the rational self-regulating agent was 

revised along welfare lines that fashioned freedom as a constitutional form.  

To this end, freedom was transformed from a natural to a realised state of 

being that justified the regulation of others as those seen as incapable of 

self-governing.  
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Welfare Liberalism 
For most of the twentieth century, the call by welfare liberals for 

intervention in the interest of equality was extremely persuasive.  For 

governments conscious of the devastating effects of the Bolshevik uprising 

in October 1917 that resulted in the advance of communism and the 

aftermath of the stock market crash on Thursday 24 October 1929 there 

was growing pressure to re-establish social solidarity.  Thoughts of a 

positive freedom in which governments actively intervened in social and 

economic activities with the aim of securing the public good and ensuring a 

fair distribution of wealth appealed as a strategy for gaining freedom based 

on equality which would secure social stability.  This interest in welfare 

that structured freedom as a constitutional form that could be realised was 

ably supported at this time by the thoughts of economists like John 

Maynard Keynes.   

 

While Keynes is remembered for his contribution to economics, his 

argument that government should take an active role in minimising the 

devastating effects of boom and bust cycles in the economy has frequently 

been linked to both the economic and social policies of nation-building 

states from post World War II until the 1970s (Pusey, 1991: 107; 

Marginson, 1993: 43).  From 1945 to the mid 1970s, Keynesian liberalism 

and the thoughts of other ‘welfare liberals’ such as Rawls and Dworkin 

(Kymlicka, 1995: 483) had a strong influence over how the State structured 

the relationship between government and the governed.   

 

In addressing social conditions that threatened stability, this was a 
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relationship in which government became responsible and the governed 

became dependent.  As a consequence, formulating and implementing both 

economic and social policies saw bureaucratic agencies grow in number 

and in the size of their workforce and budgets.  It appeared that more and 

more was needed from government responsible for addressing ever-

increasing social needs of a population which was becoming more and 

more dependent on it.  In Australia, Pusey (1991: 164) claims that: 

It is clear in retrospect that the great surge of new federal 
programs — in health, education, community development, 
decentralisation and regional development, and many other 
areas — that were so expansively launched in the first year of 
the Whitlam government were driven by a strongly 
interventionist preoccupation with social need.      

 

By the end of the Whitlam government in 1975 consensus over the benefits 

of direct government intervention in many areas of economic and social 

life in Australia and other parts of the world was fading fast.  ‘The 

pragmatic Keynesian liberalism of the older and mainly post-war 

interventionist state…,’ explains Pusey (1991: 107), ‘was clearly losing all 

the arguments and battles with the conquering young rationalists from the 

central agencies.’  Policies based on welfare liberalism that understood 

freedom in positive terms were unable to address observations that held 

government intervention to stimulate a flagging economy responsible for 

an accelerating inflation rate.  Similarly, the social policies of welfarism 

were unable to counter arguments that maintained efforts to address social 

need only resulted in the growth of service agencies to the point where the 

centralisation of government administration alienated the very people it 

was supposed to aid.   
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It appeared that by the 1980s social conditions favoured a swing back to 

classical liberalism with the emphasis on non-intervention.  However, the 

thinking of this challenge to welfarism was not simply a retreat to the 

laissez-faire policy of the classical liberalism but instead a promise to 

actively intervene.  It was a pledge to undertake the restructuring of 

government in an effort to actively impose free market principles on both 

the economic and social world.  Although the connection to reform along 

the lines of free market principles suggests continuity, the central premise 

of this ‘neo-liberalism’ to intervene in social policy stands at odds with the 

non-interventionist approach of classical liberalism.  Neo-liberalism, the 

new right, economic rationalism or whatever you wish to call it, 

demonstrated a determination to undo the dependency that years of welfare 

intervention had created.  This was the fashioning of freedom as autonomy 

augmented by State policy in a way that would reinstate the energy and 

entrepreneurial attitude of the rational agent of choice which had been 

discouraged and distorted by years of welfare intervention.  To this end, 

freedom was reshaped along neo-liberal lines that transformed it from the 

constitution of social conditions for collective treatment to the constitution 

of social conditions for individual action.   

Neo-liberalism 
From the 1980s onwards, ‘doing more with less’ and ‘less is better’ had 

become mantras of governments determined to create the social conditions 

that would make the people responsible by allowing them the autonomy to 

pursue their own dreams.  This was the rise of neo-liberalism that 
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concerned itself with constructing the social conditions for the 

entrepreneurial and competitive activities of rational autonomous 

individuals (Tait, 2000: 67).     

 

Rose (1999: 83-85) explains that since the middle of the twentieth century, 

freedom has come to be ‘…seen as autonomy, the capacity to realise one’s 

desires in one’s secular life, to fulfil one’s potential through one’s own 

endeavours, to determine the course of one’s own existence through acts of 

choice.’  This understanding of freedom emerged after World War II as a 

reaction against the inefficiencies of welfare liberalism by ‘new right’ 

thinkers who saw it as their task to protect freedom by creating the 

economic and social environment in which individuals could assume 

responsibility for their own existence.  For example, Marginson (1993: 57) 

explains: 

The new right began after the second world war among a 
small number of economists and political philosophers such 
as Milton Friedman and F.A. Hayek, who believed the growth 
of government was leading to socialism and totalitarianism. 

 

From the 1980s, this fear of losing freedom to socialism and totalitarianism 

that fuelled 'new right' arguments based on free market principles 

‘…proved politically powerful in Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) member countries…’ (McGowan, 1993: 38).  

For example, Sawer (1982: 8) points to Reagan’s attack on government in 

the form of large controlling bureaucracies as an important factor in his 

successful presidential campaign in 1980.  Equally, Australian federal 

governments at this time were influenced by the persuasiveness of free 
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market ideals (Considine, 1990: 166; Yeatman, 1987: 340; Sinclair, 1989).  

Smart (1987: 20) observed that: 

President Reagan, noted for his attacks on big Government, 
and Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser were clone-like in their 
conservative response to the world wide economic crisis of 
the mid 1970s. 

 

 

Similarly, Bob Hawke’s Labor government, which came to office in 1983, 

maintained the conservative approach of Malcolm Fraser’s Liberal 

government it had replaced (Smart, 1987: 26).  At the State level, the 

Burke Labor government in Western Australia, also elected to office in 

1983, was committed to restructuring government along the lines of free 

market principles in an effort to create a more efficient and effective public 

sector (Nadebaum, 1990: 3).  According to Marginson (1993: 57): 

The new right has had a great impact on public policy 
throughout the developed world, particularly in the Anglo-
American countries.  Its direct influence peaked under the 
Reagan governments in the United States (1980-1988) and the 
Thatcher governments in Britain (1979-91), but the influence 
of new right free market thinking has outlasted those 
governments. 

 

The impact of the interventionist strategies of neo-liberalism on public 

policy since the 1980s has not ignored the administration of education.  

This is evident in efforts to shift responsibility from large centralised 

education bureaucracies to the local level by emphasising the efficiency 

and effectiveness of a private sector or corporate style of management. 

 

Neo-liberal thinking on corporatising the administration of the public 
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sector has been persistent and aggressive.  The new right were determined 

to apply consciously contrived forms of conduct in line with free market 

principles of autonomy, choice, competition, user pays and privatisation to 

the development of all forms of social policy including education 

(Marginson, 1993: 56).  On this basis, they forged ideas ranging from 

vouchers to charter schools that would have a dramatic impact on the 

administration of public education.  They argued that private schools were 

effective schools and, thus, all schools should be autonomous.  Marginson 

(1993: 216-217) notes how, in their influential book, Politics, Markets and 

American Schools, Chubb and Moe (1990) argued that ‘[a]utonomy in a 

corporate sense is the factor most crucial to school performance.’    

 

As part of an overall reform of public sector management, this was the 

advent of what Yeatman (1990: 14) called new managerialism and then 

later corporate managerialism.  Drawing on the work of Bessant, 

Marginson (1993: 57) defines corporate managerialism as a: 

...strong central control with devolved responsibility for 
operations; separation of policy determination from the 
sphere of devolution; focus on outputs within input-output 
models of production; emphasis on selling the product.  Other 
features are market style competition, distribution and 
exchange; and closer management and measurement of 
outputs and performance.  

 

In terms of organisation, corporate managerialism involves the 

restructuring of the tightly prescribed controls of highly centralised 

bureaucracies to more loosely-coupled arrangements that distance 

government from involvement in local decisions.  This new management 
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configuration can be understood as highly flexible localised arrangements 

steeped in the psychology of human motivation and relationships, working 

within a rigid centralised structure of defined outcomes and monitoring 

mechanisms.  Peters and Waterman (1982: 15) in their influential 

management book of the 1980s, In Search of Excellence, defined loosely-

coupled this way:  

The excellent companies are both centralised and 
decentralised.  For the most part, as we have said, they have 
pushed autonomy down to the shop floor or product 
development team.  On the other hand, they are fanatic 
centralists around the few core values they hold dear.     

 

In education, corporate managerialism was the reform of old bureaucratic-

style practices in school administration along the lines of flexible, 

entrepreneurial and competitive practices commonly associated with 

private business management.  For example, Beare, Caldwell and Millikan 

(1989: 34-35) explain: 

…the management of education became engulfed in the 
massive business administration tidal wave, driven by 
economic rationality, economic instrumentalism, a movement 
to the conservative right in politics and the imperialistic 
demand of those powerful bureaucrats and politicians who 
had become obsessed by trading imbalances, by the new 
international economic order and by the onset of the post-
industrial state.  The real world of the administrator had 
become violent territory. 

 

For those of the new right there could be no compromise if one was to 

achieve economic and social progress.  All forms of public activity, 

including education and its administration, must conform to free market 

principles.  For example, Milton Friedman (in Marginson, 1993: 60) said:    
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Fundamentally there are only two ways of coordinating the 
economic activity of millions.  One is central direction 
involving the use of coercion — the techniques of the army 
and the police state.  The other is voluntary cooperation of 
individuals — the technique of the market 
place…competitive capitalism. 

 

In this sense, Friedman appears to fear the loss of freedom to the excesses 

of a police state.  Consequently, arguments that suggested governments 

may need to intervene for purely collective or social reasons were seen as a 

ploy to increase centralised control of the day-to-day activities of free 

citizens.  Any proposals that might dilute a pure economic rationalism were 

portrayed as either hopelessly flawed or a plot by self-serving politicians 

and high ranking public servants seeking to expand their empires 

(Marginson, 1993: 61-62).  In Australia, during the 1980s, the force of this 

aggressive economic rationalism persuaded both national and state 

governments to rethink the administration of the public sector in general 

and education in particular, along corporate management lines. 

 

At a national level, the political desire to deliver education without 

increasing the tax burden was evident in the Hawke Labor government 

(Dawkins, 1989: 29).  In Western Australia, the Functional Review 

Committee established in 1983, the first year of the Burke Labor 

government, was given the task of reviewing the efficiency and 

effectiveness of public sector agencies (Hoffman, 1994: 6).  In 1985, the 

committee turned its attention to the operations of the State education 

system.  The committee’s review concluded in 1986 with the view that 

improving the efficiency and effectiveness of State school administration 
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required more flexible and localised decision making (Hoffman, 1994: 7). 

 

The Better Schools (Ministry of Education, 1987) reforms in Western 

Australia, which were originally flagged in a recommendation by the 

Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia (1979), 

commonly referred to as the Beazley Report, stemmed directly from the 

Western Australian State Government's functional review (Angus, 1990: 

5). 

The Better Schools document is a précis of the larger, 
unpublished Functional Review Committee report referred to 
above.  Early in 1987 senior officers of the (by then) Ministry 
of Education assembled and were given a pre-published copy 
of Better Schools.  They were informed of the government’s 
decision to implement all of the report’s recommendations 
with the exception of those relating to the devolution of 
school staffing (Hoffman, 1994: 7).   

 

In the Devolution of Decision-making Authority in the Government School 

System of Western Australia (1994), Hoffman noted that the Better Schools 

report was aimed at reducing the costs of public education.  ‘This 

[corporate managerialism] is the frame of reference in which Better 

Schools is appropriately located,’ he (1994: 13) said.  ‘Whereas the Karmel 

Report is associated with increased spending on education, Better Schools 

is associated with a broader frame of reference directed at containing the 

costs of government services…’.  

 

The criticisms of state school administration by the functional review 

committee were repeated several years later in 1993 by Les McCarrey who 

was commissioned by the newly elected Court Liberal government to 
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identify ways of reducing public sector expenditure.  In his report, 

McCarrey commented on the level of bureaucracy associated with the 

administration of state schools.  Although he acknowledged improvements 

made due to the implementation of the Better Schools agenda, McCarrey 

(1993: 230) said, ‘The current three level management structure is overly 

bureaucratic and heavily dependent on a strong central management.  

Alternative models would significantly alter the size and range of functions 

performed by the central office and devolve greater responsibility to 

districts and schools.’   

 

McCarrey’s inquiry coincided with Dr Robert Vickery’s review, 

commissioned by the new Minister for Education, the Hon Norman Moore 

MLC, into the education, employment and training portfolio.  While, 

unlike McCarrey, the Vickery Report (1993) accepted the existing three 

layers of management, it advocated that processes started by the Better 

Schools reforms, such as devolving management responsibilities to the 

local level, be continued.  In addition, it was Vickery who emphasised the 

need to review the current Education Act 1928 with the intention of 

developing new legislation that would allow for changes made to the 

system as a result of the number of government reviews and inquiries 

throughout the second half of the 1980s and early 1990s.  For example, 

Vickery (1993: 28 — emphasis in original) said: 

The Committee is aware that drafting of new legislation to 
replace the existing Education Act 1928 and associated 
Regulations and Administrative Instructions has been going 
on for several years.  The new legislation is intended to reflect 
the recent changes to the system and the Review Committee 
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considers that urgent priority should be given to 
completion of the new Education Act.  

 

As a consequence, the Education Act Review Project was formed in 1994 

to develop a new piece of legislation that would, on the one hand, take the 

current changes into account; while, on the other, be flexible enough ‘…to 

enable ways and means of schooling to change, but with enough 

prescription to regulate the schooling involvement and activity of 

government (and its agents), schools, parents and students’ (Booth, 1995: 

1).  And so, the Education Act Review Project began the task of developing 

a new piece of legislation.  This was the creation of a new Act of 

Parliament in line with neo-liberal thoughts aimed at making parents 

responsible for educating the child through autonomy.  

The School Education Act 1999 
The Act was ‘…prepared on the basis that all children in the State have an 

entitlement to have access to pre-compulsory, compulsory and post-

compulsory education programs’ (Hansard, 1997: 8666).  It comprises 

seven parts.  The first and last parts contain preliminary and miscellaneous 

provisions respectively.  The preliminary provisions in part one cover some 

minor details such as what the Act is to be called but, more importantly, 

prescribe the objects of the Act and definitions of specific words and 

phrases used throughout the Act.  The miscellaneous provisions in part 

seven deal with matters like confidentiality of information, the undertaking 

of legal proceedings, the making of regulations, the process for reviewing 

the Act and the need for transitional provisions and consequential 

amendments which are set out in detail in schedules at the end of the Act.   
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Parts two to six, which cover the bulk of the legislation, each contain a 

number of divisions and subdivisions.  Part two deals with enrolment and 

attendance matters for all schools and issues ranging from the compulsory 

enrolment of all children in an educational program and absenteeism, to the 

educating of children at home.  Part three concentrates on the management 

of government schools and covers issues from the establishment, closure 

and amalgamation of government schools, the curriculum, suspension and 

exclusion of disruptive students, to school councils.  Parts four and five 

make provision for the registration and operations of non-government 

schools and community kindergartens respectively.  Finally, part six deals 

with specific administrative matters ranging from the powers of the 

minister to the establishment of advisory panels. 

 

The aims or objects of the Act are set out in section 3 of part 1 (Western 

Australian Government, 1999: 3) which states: 

3. (1) The objects of the Act include the following —   

(a) to recognise the right of every child in the State to 
receive a school education; 

(b) to allow that education to be given in a 
government school, a non-government school or a 
home; 

(c) to provide for government schools that meet the 
educational needs of all children; and 

(d) to acknowledge the importance of the 
involvement and participation of a child’s parents 
in the child’s education.’ 

 (2) Any person who has a function under this Act is to 
seek to ensure that the objects stated in subsection (1) are 
achieved.  
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In other words, the Act prescribes a legal claim for the child in terms of his 

or her right or freedom to receive a school education.  The Minister for 

Education at this time explained in the second reading speech that the 

recognition of a child’s right to a school education: 

…underlines the obligation which is placed upon parents and 
government to ensure that all children receive education 
throughout the primary and junior secondary years, and an 
entitlement that children have access to education from 
kindergarten to year 12 (Hansard, 1997: 8665). 

 

To ensure that this obligation is met, the Act makes a school education 

program compulsory.  Later in the same speech, the Minister noted that: 

While a non-compulsory education system would make for a 
simpler piece of legislation, the Government assumes a 
significant responsibility on behalf of the people of the state.  
It enacts this responsibility by ensuring two things.  The first 
is to provide access to an appropriate educational program for 
each child and the second is to charge parents with the 
responsibility to ensure that each child is enrolled in an 
educational program which satisfies the requirements of the 
Act (Hansard, 1997: 8666). 

 

This commitment to compulsory education, however, was not simply a 

retreat to the interventionism of welfare liberals.  To the contrary and true 

to the aggressive style of neo-liberalism, the Government of the day 

actively connected the child’s right to receive a school education to a 

contrived educational market place in which parents are actively involved 

in making choices in relation to the educational needs of their children.  As 

Mr Baker MLA (Hansard, 1998: 467) said, ‘I am glad to see that this 

welfare mentality which has crept into our system over the years has been 
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removed from the legislation.  It is a very pleasing shift in government 

policy, and I wholeheartedly endorse it.’  In the remainder of this section, I 

provide a brief overview of how the Act shapes freedom as the act of 

choosing.   

An Act of Choice 
The Act recognises the right of parents to choose between a government 

school, a non-government school or home education as the mode of 

schooling that best suits the educational needs of the child.  ‘While the Bill 

requires all parents to ensure that their children have access to an 

educational program,’ said the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8665), ‘the second 

principle underlines the right to choose the mode of schooling which they 

[parents] think best suits their children.’   

 

Some argue that certain parents are denied choice because they are 

disadvantaged.  These are described as parents who do not have the 

resources (time, money and/or intellect) that allow them to choose options 

such as home schooling or a private school education for their children.  

From the Government’s perspective, however, enrolling the child in a 

government school is still a matter of choice in itself, not disadvantage.  In 

fact, they connected the choice of a government school to numerous 

reasons and a question of priorities that affect decision making.  For 

example, Mr Baker MLA (Hansard, 1998: 467) said: 

Parents decide to send their children to public schools and not 
private schools for a variety of reasons.  One of the most 
compelling is that some parents perceive that they cannot 
afford a private school education for their children.  It may 
well be that that perception is influenced by the priorities they 
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assign to the way they spend their discretionary or after-tax 
income within the family unit. 

 

These are the parents who, for whatever reason, choose a government 

school education for their children.  To this end, the Act prescribes choice 

within the government school sector.   

 

The reason for this move, according to the Minister of Education, was to 

respond to the demands of parents.  ‘Many parents have made it clear in 

recent years,’ said the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8668), ‘that they want to 

exercise choice of schools within the government sector.’  This is the 

demand for more choices or choices within choices.  Like buying any other 

form of commodity such a car, once having chosen the make (Ford or 

Nissan for example) there is then the question of model, colour and so on.  

One strategy the Act uses to provide more choice for those who choose a 

government school is the ‘local in-take school’.  These are the provisions 

that allow ‘…flexibility in setting intake boundaries for government 

schools…’ which, in turn, allow parents to ‘…have a greater choice of 

schools where there are no boundaries’ (Hansard, 1997: 8668).  According 

to the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8668), ‘This approach has been adopted in 

recognition of the desire of many parents to choose between government 

schools according to the programs they offer and the increased mobility of 

the population.’  Essentially, this marketing strategy within the government 

school sector linked to choices related to the mode of schooling constitutes 

parents as possessing an essential character that must be governed in a 

certain way.  Parents are seen as rational autonomous agents who actively 
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choose in relation to their own interests.  Consequently not all parents will 

choose in the same way, for different reasons that reflect who they are and 

their interests, hence they need choices within choices.  

 

Another example of choices within choices is the way the Act makes 

provision for the involvement and participation of parents in their child’s 

education.  To this end, the Act allows a degree of flexibility for the style 

of ‘school council’ to reflect the interests, attributes and skills of the 

parents who make up the school community.  The Minister (Hansard, 1997: 

8671) said, ‘The Bill maintains this important role and allows for further 

participation at schools where there is a readiness and willingness to do so.’  

Moreover, he pointed out that, ‘The provisions for school councils in this 

Bill allow for greater flexibility in the way government schools are 

managed, to reflect local needs and circumstances.’  Essentially, the Act 

provides for several options ranging from no school council, a single 

council for several schools, or to an incorporated council.  Here, the 

Government resisted the urge to impose a particular model of 

decentralisation by casting participation in education at the local level as a 

sign of responsible self-conduct.  In this way, parents are encouraged to 

recognise the self in relation to their choices.  ‘Their choices are, in their 

turn, seen as realizations of the attributes of the choosing person — 

expressions of personality — and reflect back upon the person who has 

made them’ (Rose, 1999: 87).  Yet, there are still others who because of 

years of welfare dependency or radical beliefs either fail to use this 

freedom per se or deliberately misuse it. 
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The Act seeks to make sure that others not only choose but that they use 

this freedom properly.  To do this, the Act starts by defining the ages of 

children in relation to when it is appropriate for them to access the different 

types of educational programs available.  To this end, it specifies particular 

school starting ages for each the following education periods as:  

1. the pre-compulsory education period ‘…from the 
beginning of the year in which the child reaches the 
age of 4 years and 6 months; and, until the end of the 
year in which the child reaches the age of 5 years and 
6 months’ (section 5, 1999: 6-7); 

2. the compulsory education period ‘…from the 
beginning of the year in which the child reaches the 
age of 6 years and 6 months; and, until the end of the 
year in which the child reaches the age of 15’ (section 
6, 1999: 7); and, 

3. the post-compulsory education period ‘…from the 
beginning of the year in which the person reaches the 
age of 16; and, until the end of the year in which the 
person reaches the age of 17’ (section 7, 1999: 8).   

 

As a matter of choice, however, the compulsory education period set out 

above is not negotiable.  It legally compels all parents to ensure that when 

their children are in this age group they are enrolled in as well as attend and 

participate in a school education program.  ‘To reflect the importance 

society places on school education,’ said the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 

8666), ‘the Bill maintains a commitment to compulsory education for 

children aged between six and 15 years.’  While the Act provides choices, 

section 9 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 9) makes it clear that 

parents must ensure that their children are ‘…enrolled in an education 

program for each year of the compulsory education period for that child.’  
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For the purpose of enrolment, sections 16-21 (Western Australian 

Government, 1999: 12-17) allow for the collection of information for and 

the maintaining of, an enrolment register.   

 

Registration is also the mechanism used to make access to other choices of 

schooling possible.  When choosing to home educate (part 2 division 6), 

for example, a parent must register as his or her child’s home educator; 

while those choosing a non-government education for their children can be 

assured that the school they have selected provides an appropriate 

educational program if it has been registered in accordance with the 

provisions specified in part 4 of the Act.  However, parents who fail to 

choose a government or registered non-government school in which to 

enrol their children or, alternatively, to register as their child’s home 

educator are subject to a punitive sanction in the form of a monetary fine of 

up to a maximum of $2 500. 

 

To encourage the activity of choosing in the right way at the right time, the 

Act makes provision for the ‘authorised person’, the ‘school attendance 

officer’ and the ‘home education moderator’ to check on the conduct of 

parents.  For example, subdivision 2 in division 1 of part 2 allows the 

minister to appoint an authorised person for the purpose of checking on 

compliance with the requirement to ensure children of compulsory school 

age are enrolled in an education program; while, subdivision 2 in division 5 

of part 2 allows the minister to appoint school attendance officers for the 

purpose of checking on compliance with the school attendance 
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requirements set out in section 23 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 

17).   

 

In addition to checking on choices, the Act also makes provision to ensure 

parent do not misuse their freedom.  To this end, the Act allows for parents 

who choose to be their child’s education provider (a home educator) to be 

inspected to ensure that the education they provide is of the required 

standard.  For example, section 50 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 

39-40) allows the Minister to appoint a home education moderator for the 

purpose of evaluating the educational program and the educational progress 

of children who are being home schooled.  According to the Minister 

(Hansard, 1997: 8667): 

This person will have the role of providing a report to the 
chief executive officer on the child’s educational progress.  
The responsibility to arrange such visits will be given to the 
home educator, with the requirement that an evaluation be 
carried out at least once each year.  Subject to satisfactory 
progress, judged in relation to the curriculum framework, the 
registration will be able to continue indefinitely. 

 

Nevertheless, the power of the Act to cancel registration is pegged to the 

knowledge that there are those who because of their beliefs and values will 

continue to misuse freedom by resisting the universal requirement to 

ensure that the child receives a school education program.   

 

Through flexibility and expert advice, the Act allows education authorities 

to govern the conduct of parents who are resistant to schooling by using 

their freedom to an identity defined by their own beliefs and values.  For 

·31· 



T h e  S h a p e  o f  F r e e d o m  
 

example, the Minister is authorised to constitute teams of experts able to 

delve into how current practices can be changed in order to regulate parents 

around the objective of schooling the child.  In the second reading speech, 

the Minister (Hansard, 1997:8668 — emphasis added) explained, ‘The 

establishment and operation of school attendance panels is a major 

intervention strategy which has been well received.  As an independent 

body its task will be to examine the reasons for a child’s absence and to 

provide appropriate advice to the child, the parents and the school, with the 

aim of securing the child’s regular attendance and participation in the 

educational program.’   

 

In short, these few examples highlight how the Act conducts the conduct of 

parents in relation to educating the child.  On the one hand, the Act must 

regulate parents because they either fail to choose or misuse this freedom; 

while, on the other, the Act must provide choice because parents demand it.  

Hence, the shape of freedom as choice provides the single point where the 

techniques of power and the self within the Act meet.  

Freedom and the Act 
In summary, this chapter contextualised the study within an understanding 

of freedom as a constructive exercise in the liberal art of government.  In 

the first instance, classical liberalism shaped freedom as a natural state of 

being in which the rational citizen was assembled as a self-regulating agent 

who should be free to go about his or her normal activities in the absence 

of excessive government intervention.  We then noted how welfarism 

shaped freedom as the constituted conditions in which the social citizen 
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was assembled as a self-realising agent made possible by the collective 

treatment of government.  In contrast to these constructions, it was then 

pointed out how neo-liberalism sought to dismantle the culture of 

dependency that arose from welfarism by fashioning freedom as the 

constituted conditions in which the autonomous citizen was assembled as a 

self-realising agent made possible by his or her own actions.   

 

It was against this deployment of freedom that the Act was introduced as a 

neo-liberal strategy that shaped freedom.  This was the constitution of legal 

conditions in which parents were to understand and enact their 

responsibilities for educating their children through the autonomous act of 

choosing.  Various examples were used to demonstrate how the shape of 

freedom as choice provided the rational space that allowed for the 

techniques of power and the self to sit comfortably side-by-side in the one 

piece of legislation.  In developing this study of governmentality, the next 

chapter explores the question of freedom and legislation not in terms of 

legitimacy but as a problem of critical analysis within a schema that limits 

us to a shape of freedom that asserts knowledge of the essential character 

of the human subject who must be governed in a certain way.   
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CHAPTER 3 

DISCOURSE AND DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 
 

 

In analysing the Act, this chapter begins by setting out the questions that 

guide the study.  It then turns to the philosophical issue of analytical 

interpretation in the process of responding to these questions as a means of 

undertaking a critical study of the Act.  To this end, I defend Foucault’s 

poststructuralist treatment of ‘discourse analysis’ by arguing that his 

thoughts on archaeology and genealogy provide an approach that allows 

the subjectification of parents by the Act to be diagnosed not as an ideal 

necessity but as a political practice that bind them to a certain identity.    

The Research Questions 
In this study, questioning the Act is not about determining its legitimacy to 

limit freedom to schooling the child but about bringing to light how it 

works as a normalising strategy.  This is a problem that reflects the 

thinking of Foucault (1984a: 375) who said that he: 

…especially wanted to question politics, and to bring to light 
in the political field, as in the field of historical and 
philosophical interrogation, some problems that had not been 
recognised there before.  I mean that the questions I am trying 
to ask are not determined by a preestablished political outlook 
and do not tend toward the realization of some definite 
political project.  

 

For the purpose of this study, freedom is not an ideal state of being against 

which the Act can be judged but a style of conduct contrived by the Act 
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that constitutes the responsible parent.  Based on this understanding, the 

major question that guides the study is: 

How does the Act constitute the ‘parent’ as a subject position 
responsible for schooling the child?   

 

To guide the different stages of work necessary to answer this question, I 

pose the following subsidiary questions based on the three domains of 

Foucault’s understanding of genealogy — truth, power and ethics (Simons, 

1995: 30): 

How has the truth of childhood has been deployed in relation 
to the shape of freedom to inform government as to the 
identity of those in need of regulation and those capable of 
self-governing? 
 
How does the shape of freedom/childhood constitute the 
identity of ‘others’ as subject positions that must be governed 
in a certain way by techniques of power within the Act? 
 

And: 

How does the shape of freedom/childhood within the Act 
come together to determine how the parent constitutes the self 
as a responsible subject of his or her actions in relation to 
schooling of the child? 
 

 

The rationale underpinning these questions is connected to a critical ethos 

that sees freedom as: 

…a mobile historical possibility arising from the lines of 
force within which human being is assembled, and the 
relations into which humans are unfolded.  Freedom is the 
name given today to a kind a power one brings to bear upon 
oneself, and a mode of bringing power to bear upon others.  
And freedom is particularly problematic when we demand to 
be governed in its name (Rose, 1999: 96).  
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In contextualising these research questions that look to freedom as a 

formula for power, the remainder of this chapter turns to the issue of 

discourse analysis as the analytical method for diagnosing the Act. 

Discourse Analysis 
An obvious starting point for a discussion of discourse analysis is the 

meaning of ‘discourse’.  As a general rule of thumb, the word ‘discourse’ 

in the social sciences is language in use.  That is to say, discourse is 

language as a social function in the form of talk and text that gives rise to a 

continuous process of meaning-making rather than a technical structure 

made up of words and sentences that represent a pre-existing meaning.  

The discourse analyst within the social sciences is interested in how 

language is used to construct and reconstruct meanings above and beyond 

the abstract and technical level of linguistics.   

 

According to Potter and Wetherell (1987: 6), there is not one single 

definition of ‘discourse analysis’ belonging to one discipline with a 

research tradition based upon a common method and practice.   The 

literature reveals how the term ‘discourse analysis’ is used in different 

ways to suit a variety of purposes (Edley, 2001; Taylor, 2001; Punch, 1998; 

McHoul and Grace, 1993; Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Couthard, 1985; 

Gee; 1996; Thompson, 1984; Fairclough: 1989; Macdonell, 1986).  For 

example, Macdonell (1986: 1) says, ‘The field of discourse is not 

homogeneous.’  Similarly, Edley (2001: 189) explains, ‘It has become an 

ever-broadening church, an umbrella term for a wide variety of different 

analytical principles and practices.’  In short, ‘[d]iscourse analysis is best 
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understood as a field of research rather than a single practice…’ (Taylor, 

2001: 5).   

 

Hence, Punch (1998: 227) points out that the term ‘discourse analysis’ is 

used to describe the:   

• organization of conversational exchange; 
• interpretation (psychological) of talk and texts; 
• construction of scientific talk and text in the 

presentation and validation of work; and 
• production of institutions, practices and individuals 

through talk and texts. 
 

Potter and Wetherell (1987: 6-7) have also noted how other researchers use 

‘discourse analysis’ to mean either all forms of talk and writing, 

conversational exchange or the historical construction of ideas.  In 

defending how discourse analysis is understood and applied in this study, I 

look at Foucault’s thoughts from archaeology as a poststructuralist 

treatment of discourse as a social practice that cut across the level of words 

and sentences which allows problems associated with traditional historical 

analysis to be avoided, to genealogy as a historical/critical approach to 

discourse that suspends questions about the possibility of a deeper 

objective truth hidden by ideology.    

Archaeology 
Foucault’s thoughts on ‘discourse’ as a social practice were first articulated 

in The Order of Things: An Archaeology of Human Sciences (1970) and 

then later refined in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972).  According to 

Gutting (1989: 241): 

…Foucault, as an ‘archaeologist’, is rather concerned with a 
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structure of relations between statements that is not available 
to speakers’ reflections on the meaning of what they say.  He 
wants to look at statements from the outside and describe the 
relations that define the field in which various sorts of 
statements are able to perform their linguistic functions and 
hence have various meanings.   

 

As an archaeologist, Foucault approaches the task of analysing discourse 

by looking for deeper structural relationships around the understanding of 

the statement that goes beyond meaning as an object within the structure of 

words and sentences to a system of formations. 

Archaeology and Discourse  
In analysing discourse, Foucault concentrated on the organisation of the 

énouncé or statement (the single units of a discursive formation) which 

constrain and situate the speaker (Horrocks and Jevtic, 1997: 86).  In this 

way, Foucault analysed discourse as bodies of knowledge at the level of the 

statement which shifted the focus from the ‘…technical accomplishments 

(linguistic or interactional) on the part of the pre-existing sovereign 

subjects, and redirects it towards the questions: what can be said? and what 

can be thought?’ (McHoul and Grace, 1993: 36).  Hence, archaeology 

analyses the ‘…dispersion and redistribution…’ of statements as ‘…a 

specific level of description…’ that is neither derived from nor replaces the 

structural rules of linguistics or speech acts but, rather, constitutes 

discourses as ‘…a single system of formation…’ (Foucault, 1972: 107-

108). 

 

In The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), Foucault defines ‘discourse’ as a 

regulated social practice that accounts for statements that operate in a 
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different way to sentences, propositions or speech acts.  More precisely, he 

(1972: 86) pointed out, ‘…the statement is not the same kind of unit as the 

sentence, the proposition or the speech act; it cannot therefore be referred 

to the same criteria; but neither is it the same kind of unit as a material 

object, with its limits and independence.’  Furthermore, he (1972: 108) 

claimed, ‘The statement, then, is not an elementary unity that can be added 

to the unities described by grammar or logic.  It cannot be isolated like a 

sentence, a proposition, or an act of formulation.’   

 

For a start, statements are not sentences because they are not isolated and 

judged according to a syntactical or grammatical structure.  Indeed, 

Foucault (1972: 86) argued: 

The statement is not therefore a structure…it is a function of 
existence that properly belongs to signs and on the basis of 
which one may then decide, through analysis or intuition, 
whether or not they ‘make sense’, according to what rule they 
follow one another or are juxtaposed, of what they are the 
sign, and what sort of act is carried out by their formulation 
(oral or written).  

 

Based on this definition, maps, charts, tables and the like are not sentences 

but statements.  Likewise, a menu is a restaurant’s statement as to what is 

available and what each item costs.  For example, the words and numbers 

‘Chicken Chow Mein — $9.50’ does not have the grammatical structure of 

a sentence but it does make a statement that constrains and enables what 

we know.  Yet, one could argue that not all sentences are grammatical such 

as ‘Hey, you!’, but they still make a clear statement.  Such an example 

raises doubts about the extent to which sentences and statements actually 
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differ.  While acknowledging that sentences are statements, Foucault 

(1972: 82) specifies the difference by providing the following examples as 

statements that go beyond what linguistics would see as sentences: ‘…a 

genealogical tree, an accounts book, the calculation of the trade 

balance…an equation of the nth degree, or the algebraic formula of the law 

of refraction…a graph, a growth curve, an age pyramid, a distribution 

cloud.’  These are clearly statements that go beyond any grammatical 

criteria that may be applied when analysing the sentence.   

 

Likewise, statements are not propositions because they are functional not 

logical.  They are not single logical indicators that reduce knowledge or 

meaning to an all encompassing concept.  The logical indicators of the 

concept ‘quiet’ might be: ‘no one said a word’; ‘the silence was deafening’; 

and, ‘you could hear a pin drop’.  Indicators such as these are 

indistinguishable, they sit within the same logical plane, and they belong to 

the same logical grouping.  Regardless of location and usage, a proposition 

is a single logical grouping of indicators.  That is to say, while our example 

indicators above point logically to only one proposition — ‘quiet’, they 

also have multiple functions which make different statements.  For 

example, the indicator ‘You could hear a pin drop’ may function in a 

passage being read aloud to create an air of ‘suspense’, whereas, ‘No one 

said a word’ may produce a sense of ‘suspicion’.  Rather than one 

proposition, there are now two statements — a statement of ‘suspense’ and 

of ‘suspicion’.  ‘In fact, one can have two perfectly distinct statements, 

referring to quite different discursive groupings, when one finds only one 
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proposition, possessing only one value, obeying only one group of laws for 

its construction, and involving the same possibilities of use’ (Foucault, 

1972: 80-81).  In this sense, the statement goes beyond the logic that may 

be applied when analysing the proposition.   

 

As a functional rather than logical unit, the statement produces effects.  

However, Foucault’s interest in statements as a performative function 

within the use of language differs from that of the speech act theorist.  To 

make this point, Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982: 46) provide the following 

quote from a letter written by Foucault responding to John Searle who 

developed Speech Act theory from the philosophical work of John Austin. 

As to the analysis of speech acts, I am in complete agreement 
with your remarks.  I was wrong in saying that statements 
were not speech acts, but in doing so I wanted to underline 
the fact that I saw them under a different angle than yours.  

 

While Foucault acknowledges that statements are speech acts, he makes it 

clear that his interest in the performative function of the statement is not a 

search for the meaning or truth of speech acts but of what they do.   

 

Although a radical departure from traditional linguistic analysis, speech act 

theory limits its focus to language as a social object that gets things to 

happen.  In this sense, when something is said by the right person in an 

appropriate context it has meaning in relation to the effect it produces.  For 

this reason, speech acts are seen as not just true or false but appropriate or 

inappropriate.  For an utterance ‘…to be felicitous they must, among other 

things, be uttered by an appropriate person in accordance with some 
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conventional procedure’ (Thompson, 1984: 47).   

 

Hence, speech act theory maintains that an utterance by the right person in 

the right context becomes meaningful in relation to its force and effect.  

The meaning of an utterance is the sense of who, what, when, where, that 

is, the reference to a person, event or thing.  The force is the sense of how 

an utterance is made, that is, quietly, loudly, screamed, softly, etc.  The 

effect is the outcome, that is, the relationship between the meaning and 

force of an utterance to what actually happens.  For example, a teenage girl 

stamping her feet on a doormat and then slamming the door may be the 

outcome derived from ‘Wipe your feet!’ (meaning) which her father yells 

(force) as she enters the house.  What is meaningful here is an ‘angry 

adolescent’ made possible by a speech act by the authority of ‘father’ 

within an appropriate context of ‘domesticity.’  

 

In the example above, the speech act theorist is committed to a principle of 

formulation associated with the meaning of this single passing event, be it 

an order, a command, a desire, a promise, a commitment or whatever.  In 

so doing, it ignores the repeatability of the performance in terms of the 

rules that govern its different forms of transmission and preservation over 

time.  In contrast to the speech act theorist who confines him or herself to 

singular everyday events, Foucault was concerned with bigger more 

serious statements and their history.  Foucault’s interest in the performative 

nature of statements goes beyond the exegetic attitude of the speech act 

theorist as he or she searches for internal meaning of the text to the outside 
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in an effort to characterise ‘…their place, their capacity for circulation and 

exchange, their possibility of transformation…’ (Foucault, 1972: 120).   

 

An empirical approach to discourse analysis which broadens the scope of 

inquiry to include the social rules within which speakers exchange their 

expressions is conversational analysis.  Based on ethnomethodology 

developed by Harold Garfinkel (born 1917), conversational analysis brings 

a sociological perspective to determining how ‘…commonsense 

knowledges…’ ‘…inform conversational rules and procedures’ (McHoul 

and Grace, 1993: 29 — emphasis in original).  Like Foucault’s notion of 

discourse analysis, conversational analysis not only rejects the primacy of 

the originating subject but also expresses an interest in relations between 

knowledge and techniques.   

 

Foucault’s interest in knowledge and techniques, however, is different to 

that of conversational analysts.  While the conversational analyst sees 

techniques and knowledge as a fixed internal relationship, Foucault sees it 

as external and changeable.  That is to say, the conversational analyst 

concentrates on techniques such as the internal commonsensical ‘know-

how’ or knowledge that determines and controls how individuals interact 

socially; whereas, Foucault sees techniques as the non-discursive social 

practices of disciplinary institutions such as schools, police and hospitals 

that are connected to and supported by the disciplines as the discursive 

knowledge derived from scientific pursuits such as medicine or psychiatry.  

Unlike the conversational analyst, Foucault links ‘discourse analysis’ with 
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the possible emergence of new statements arising from changing relations 

between discursive and non-discursive events.   

 

Through the understanding of the statement as many and mutable, Foucault 

goes beyond the search for meaning found in linguistic and social 

interactive methods by stepping outside the text.  It was Foucault’s desire 

‘…to examine the interconnections between the discursive realm and the 

non-discursive social practices — the imbrication of words and things — 

that distinguishes archaeological from structural analysis’ (McNay, 1994: 

69).  The notion of discourse in archaeological method shifts analysis away 

from linguistics and social interactions to an historical analysis of social 

practices in a way that disrupts traditional historical discourse as the 

progressive march of approximate steps that draws humanity closer and 

closer to an evitable objective truth. 

Archaeology and History  
Foucault (1970: 11) announced in his major historical work on the human 

sciences, The Order of Things, that he ‘…did not operate…at the level that 

is usually that of the historian of science.’  While the historian describes 

knowledge empirically as objective consciousness in terms of the processes 

and products that have been achieved and reflectively as subjective 

consciousness in terms of a progressive hindsight that looks back in a 

negative sense at what eluded discovery; Foucault (1970: xii) said his aim 

was to work in between these objective and the subjective forms of 

knowledge at the what he called the archaeological level.   
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In this archaeological space, Foucault (1970: xii) sought to expose the 

positive unconscious of knowledge as the rules of formulation that allowed 

the scientist ‘…to define the objects proper to their own study, to form 

their concepts, to build their theories…which were never formulated in 

their own right…’.  For Foucault, this was a level that contained the a 

priori rules that were not part of the practitioner’s consciousness that, 

nevertheless, set the conditions of possibility or limits for a discourse to 

operate within a period of time.  Archaeology was Foucault’s attempt to 

write a history of the human sciences that would avoid what he saw as a 

number of difficulties in more traditional approaches.   

 

In the foreword of the English edition of The Order of Things Foucault 

described three problems with traditional historical inquiry which he 

believed archaeology would address.  The first was the matter of change.  

Foucault argued that traditional historical inquiry reduces the volume and 

scope of change ‘…to discrete, disciplinary categories or to the study of 

formal, as opposed to informal, types of knowledge’ (McNay, 1994: 53).   

The exclusion of informal knowledge by boundaries privileging single 

disciplinary studies for Foucault tended to favour the preservation of a 

traditional mode of inquiry rather than encourage the creativity necessary 

to explore how certain continuities came to exist in the first place.  To 

make this point, Foucault opens The Order of Things by citing in its 

preface a piece from a short story by Borges on a very different way of 

classifying animals in China (Hunt and Wickham, 1994: 9).  Foucault 

(1970: xvi — emphasis in original) concludes his description of Borge’s 
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bizarre taxonomy by pointing out that by way of this ‘…fable, is 

demonstrated as the exotic charm of another system of thought, is the 

limitation of our own, the stark impossibility of thinking that.’  By this 

example, Foucault highlights how these ways of ordering things constrain 

and limit what can be thought.  Here, archaeology, as an analytical tool, 

investigates the ‘episteme’ as the limits within a period of time that 

regulates the formation of discourses.   

 

In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault (1972: 191) describes the 

‘episteme’ not as empirical knowledge reflected in the French word 

connaissance but knowledge as savoir — the discourse of knowing how to 

know — the positive unconscious of ‘how to’ in a particular era. As 

McNay (1994: 52 — emphasis in original) explains: 

This positive unconscious of knowledge is also captured in 
the term episteme.  The episteme is the condition of 
possibility of discourse in a given period; it is an a priori set 
of rules of formation that allow discourses to function, that 
allow different objects and different themes to be spoken at 
one time but not at another.          

 

Foucault explained the episteme as a period of time in which ‘discursive 

formations’ fixed regular patterns of what could be said and done.  

According to Danaher, Schirato and Webb (2000: 21-22), ‘Discursive 

formations are the organising principles of an episteme’ made up of 

disciplines, commentary and authors.  The combination of these discursive 

and non-discursive factors enables the formation of a discourse capable of 

excluding what does not fit, thus, creating a truth that represses alternative 

views.   
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The notion of the ‘episteme’ organised around discursive formations can be 

contrasted to the ‘paradigm’.  Thomas Kuhn, the American philosopher, 

used the word ‘paradigm’ to explain how particular belief systems at 

certain points in history governed the way scientists saw and understood 

phenomena.  ‘In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,…Kuhn argues that 

scientists work within and against the background of an unquestioned 

theory or set of beliefs, something he characterised as a ‘paradigm’’ (Ruse, 

1995: 451).  Although strikingly similar, the fundamental difference 

between the ‘paradigm’ and the ‘episteme’ is how the discursive 

formulation of ‘what is said and done’ is regulated or governed.  For 

Foucault, an episteme is governed by disciplines that fix limits through the 

application of rules that normalise discourse. That is to say, ‘…the 

episteme is conceived as an internally consistent formation in that it 

comprises deepseated discursive regularities’ (McNay, 1994: 65 — 

emphasis in original).  For Kuhn, however, the consistency of a ‘paradigm’ 

is matter of faith, not police; it is not reliant upon disciplines enforcing 

normative rules but accepting and sharing common beliefs.   

 

In The Order of Things, Foucault describes the episteme of the 

Renaissance, the Classical and the Modern periods.  The possibility during 

the Renaissance of thinking this or that was connected to the principle of 

resemblance, that is, truth was linked to the pursuit of likenesses.  In the 

Classical period, the formation of knowledge was no longer based on 

authenticating likenesses between objects but through measurement and 
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ordering as a way of representing the visible world.  While the system of 

representation made its way from the Classical to the Modern era, the 

certainty of measurement and ordering involved a coming together of the 

visible and the invisible.  The birth of modern medicine, for example, 

‘…meant that the relation between the visible and the invisible — which is 

necessary to all concrete knowledge — changed its structure, revealing 

through the gaze and language what had previously been below and beyond 

their domain’ (Foucault, 1973: xii).  Hence, Foucault explained that the 

way we come to know things and talk about them as the truth is not only 

controlled within the episteme but can change from one episteme to the 

next.  In the same way that paradigms can shift, Foucault conceptualised 

the episteme as a moment prone to sudden rupture.   

 

The second problem of traditional history for Foucault was its demand to 

explain the causes behind these changes.  While traditional historical 

explanations connect change to a principle of transformation derived from 

the sociohistorical context of the time, Foucault (1970: xiii-xiv) saw such 

explanations ‘…for the most part as being more magical than effective.’  

Rather than face the question of causality, Foucault dodged criticisms that 

called for him to account for extreme epistemic change by insisting that 

such demands were a matter for traditional history not archaeological 

analysis.  Looking for causes, from Foucault’s perspective, would draw 

archaeological analysis into a reductionism that sees truth as a totality.  

Nevertheless, critics argued that the absence of any logical way of 

explaining how discourses are transformed renders the episteme a totality 
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in its own right devoid of any interpretative value beyond the realms of its 

own existence (McNay, 1994: 65).   

 

In response to this criticism, Foucault (1972: 16) admitted in The 

Archaeology of Knowledge that, ‘…in The Order of Things, the absence of 

methodological signposting may have given the impression that my 

analyses were being conducted in terms of cultural totality.’  To overcome 

this confusion, Foucault introduced the term ‘archive’ to replace the notion 

of the episteme.  ‘Like the episteme, the archive is defined as the general 

condition of possibility — the system of discursive regularities — which 

determines what can and cannot be spoken about in a given historical era.’  

But, to insist on history’s discontinuity, Foucault (1972: 128) stressed the 

complex and heterogenous nature of the archive as a dense volume of 

discursive practices ‘…that establish statements as events (with their own 

conditions and domains of appearance) and things (with their own 

possibility and field of use).’  Indeed, Foucault (1972: 128-129) went to 

great pains to point out that the archive was not: 

…the sum of all the texts that a culture has kept upon its 
person as documents attesting to its own past, or as evidence 
of a continuing identity; nor do I mean the institutions, which, 
in a given society, make it possible to record and preserve 
those discourses that one wishes to remember and keep in 
circulation.         

 

Rather than continuity, Foucault described the archive as a historical a 

priori (Foucault, 1972: 126-131).  By doing this, he (1972: 73-74) 

converted the episteme from systems of formation that act as ‘…blocks of 

immobility, static forms that are imposed on discourse from the outside, 
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and that define once and for all its characteristics and possibilities’ to the 

archive as a system of formation that functions ‘…as a rule: it lays down 

what must be related, in a particular discursive practice, for such and such 

enunciation to be made, for such and such a concept to be used, for such 

and such a strategy to be organised.’  Where the episteme was the historical 

space in which discourses were formed, the archive was the historical 

space in which they were regulated.  The archive not only gave the 

discursive formation an existence with a past but also its own unifying 

function within a dispersed reality which was the archive.  In the words of 

Foucault (1972: 131): 

It establishes that we are difference, that our reason is the 
difference of discourses, our history the difference of time, 
our selves the difference of masks.  That difference, far from 
being the forgotten and recovered origin, is this dispersion 
that we are and make.  

 

 

The archive comprises an enormous dispersion of statements which the 

discursive formation unites.  ‘Concerning those large groups of statements 

with which we are so familiar — and which we call medicine, economic, or 

grammar…’, Foucault (1972: 37) asked himself ‘…on what their unity 

could be based.’  In other words, reworking a question that Foucault (1972: 

31) asked in order to place it in the context of this study: how can Kay-

Shuttleworth’s analysis of the living conditions in Manchester and the 

novel Émile by Jean-Jacques Rousseau ‘belong to the same order of 

discourse’?  To answer this type of question Foucault first considers then 

dismisses the standard unifying conventions of object, style, concept and 

·50· 



D i s c o u r s e  a n d  D i s c o u r s e  A n a l y s i s  
 

theme (McNay, 1994: 66-67).     

 

When searching for the unity of a discourse like the parent in relation to 

educating the child we are confronted with a large volume of dispersed 

material.  According to Foucault (1972: 72), to unify such a discourse one 

must look to the rules of formation that relate the different techniques, 

institutions, etc to one another on the basis of certain discursive practices.  

For example, the discursive practice of talking and writing about the nature 

and condition of childhood in this study unite the child rearing techniques 

and institutions that position the subject — ‘parent’.  The three analytical 

steps in determining subject positions involve asking: one, who is 

speaking; two, where is the speaker situated; and three, what positions can 

the subject occupy?  The answer to the first two questions establishes the 

authority and legitimacy of the discourse as knowledge or truth while the 

third question determines ‘…the positions that the subject can occupy in 

the information networks (in theoretical teaching or in hospital training; in 

the system of oral communication or of written document: as emitter and 

receivers of observations, case-histories, statistical data, general theoretical 

propositions, projects, and decisions)’ (Foucault, 1972: 52).  ‘If in the 

analysis of a group of dispersed statements the operation of any of these 

[four] rules of formation can be discerned,’ says McNay (1994: 67), ‘then 

it can be concluded that a particular discursive formation has been 

identified.’ 

 

In this study, the modalities of enunciations not only provide the rules for 

·51· 



D i s c o u r s e  a n d  D i s c o u r s e  A n a l y s i s  
 

determining the limits of the subject but also to illustrate Foucault’s final 

analytical issue with historical method.  In traditional historical analysis the 

subject is placed before discourse as the originator of concepts and themes, 

the generator of meaning.  For Foucault (1972: xiv), however, the question 

was whether or not scientific knowledge could be explored ‘…without 

reference to the scientist himself.’  To this end, Foucault notes that it was 

not his intention to deny the existence of the scientist but to explain his or 

her relationship with scientific discourse in another way.  Rather than an 

originator, Foucault (1972: xiv) wanted ‘…to know whether the subjects 

responsible for scientific discourse are not determined in their situation, 

their function, their perceptive capacity, and their practical possibilities by 

conditions that dominate and even overwhelm them.’     

 

For Foucault, the archaeological method was his way of steering clear of 

these problems that he saw in more traditional approaches to historical 

analysis.  In this way, archaeological inquiries, unlike the narrow view of 

disciplinary approaches such as the history of education or the history of 

philosophy, attempt to:  

…trace the emergence of ‘discourses’; how did it come about 
that some particular way of organising thinking, talking and 
doing about some selected topic took the form and content 
that it did? (Hunt and Wickham, 1994: 7) 

 

It was this quest for ‘discourses’ as to the ‘how’ of knowledge (the 

‘savoir’) rather than the ‘what’ of specific knowledge (the ‘connaissance’) 

that distinguished archaeology from its more traditional rivals (McNay, 

1994: 51).   
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Although archaeology aimed to overcome the problems Foucault saw in 

traditional history, it did so, according to critics, by conveniently ignoring 

power relations between the non-discursive realms of speaker and 

institution and the production and occupation of subject positions.  In this 

sense, archaeological method was seen as one-sided.  It failed to explain 

how a discursive formation, in fact, governed subjected positions in a way 

that limited occupancy.  That is to say, Foucault’s suggestion that 

individuals simply assume different subject position runs counter to the 

fact that some subject positions are virtually impossible for some 

individuals to occupy.  As McNay (1994: 77) points out, ‘[t]here is no 

explanation of why it may be more difficult for a woman to assume a 

certain authoritative speaking position than a man.’   

  

In light of these criticisms, Foucault recognised the need to pay ‘…more 

general attention to that which conditions, limits and institutionalizes 

discursive formations (genealogy)’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982: 104).  

After the events of May 1968 and particularly in his inaugural lecture in 

1970 at the Collège de France, Foucault’s thoughts moved to genealogy 

which has a far greater interest in the question of power.  But, this was not 

a search for how power covers up what it does to bodies by hiding the truth 

behind some type of ideological screen.  Rather, this was the way fixed 

patterns of thought as social practices ‘…actually produce their objects in 

the specificity of their characteristics’ (May, 1995: 7).   

·53· 



D i s c o u r s e  a n d  D i s c o u r s e  A n a l y s i s  
 

Genealogy 
In his major works Discipline and Punishment: the Birth of the Prison 

(1977) and The History of Sexuality Vol. 1 (1978), Foucault moves from 

archaeology to genealogy.  According to Gutting (1989: 260) it is in these 

volumes that ‘…Foucault supplements the archaeological analysis of 

discourse with a complementary analysis (dubbed “genealogy”) of the 

relations of discursive knowledge to the power structures of society.’  This 

was a move inspired by Nietzsche who used the concept of genealogy to 

challenge the origins of ethical beliefs (Robinson, 1999: 24).  As Smart 

(1983: 75) says, Foucault expresses, in his 1977 paper Nietzsche, 

Genealogy, History, ‘…his indebtedness to Nietzsche for an alternative 

conception of history and historical analysis, for the conception of 

genealogy.’  Based on Nietzsche, Foucault challenges traditional history’s 

belief ‘…that truth could be identified in a disinterested way and, relatedly, 

that knowledge was something that was independent of power’ (Danaher, 

Schirato and Webb, 2000: 24). 

 

For Foucault, genealogy sees discourse as a will to knowledge as opposed 

to a search for origins and truth.  In this way, genealogy is archaeology’s 

next step.  It ‘…does not replace archaeology, which is still needed to 

uncover the discursive rules that constitute bodies of knowledge’ (Gutting, 

1989: 6-7) rather, it takes on the methods of archaeology to discover ‘…an 

understanding of non-discursive relations forming the conditions of 

possibility of discourse’ (McNay, 1994: 87).  Genealogy takes archaeology 

from the description of the structure of discourse to a criticism of its limits.  

‘Thus, Foucault poses a complementarity between the rarity of statements 
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(for which he had given the rules in the Archaeology) and the effective 

formation of discourse by nondiscursive practices’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 

1982: 105).  In doing so, genealogy opens up the analysis of discourse to 

the critique of power. 

 

In order to undertake a genealogical study, Foucault had to make space for 

a different understanding of power which I explore in more detail in the 

next chapter.  For the purpose of this section, this was an understanding of 

power that differed from that associated with ideology characterised by 

traditional critical theory.  This is the Marxist view which believes the very 

truth of our own natural state of freedom can be distorted or concealed by 

those who hold onto power in order to service their own interests.  Based 

on this understanding of power, Goodwin (1997: 330) says:   

Common to the modern critiques is the belief that we can be 
deluded about the extent of our freedom.  Can I think that I 
am free, yet not be free?  As we have seen, Marcuse and 
Skinner would say, ‘Yes”, because people can be tricked by 
the possessions of formal rights and the language of liberty 
into ignoring the multiplicity of devices, including ideology, 
which predetermine their choices and ways of thinking.   

 

For Foucault, this type of criticism was linked to a traditional view of 

historical analysis that searched for a universal explanation as the 

unfolding of our true identity as the essential and immutable nature of the 

human character.  ‘I had to reject a priori theories of the subject,’ Foucault 

said (1994c: 290), ‘in order to analyze the relationships that may exist 

between the constitution of the subject or different forms of the subject and 

games of truth, practices of power, and so on.’   
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To provide an account of genealogy that makes sense in light of this 

understanding, this section concentrates on it as a more significant 

alternative to that offered by critical discourse analysis (CDA).  Although 

both these schools of thought take social critique as their starting point, 

they can be distinguished in accordance with their disciplinary origins and 

conceptualisation of power.     

 

CDA emerged in the 1980s as a particular critical paradigm in the 

discipline of linguistics.  As Blommaert and Bulcaen (2000: 454) point out, 

‘…the systemic-functional and social-semiotic linguistics of Michael 

Halliday, is still hailed as crucial to CDA practices because it offers clear 

and rigorous linguistic categories for analyzing the relationships between 

discourse and social meaning.’  Although essentially a non-critical 

approach, McHoul and Grace (1993: 28) explain how Hodge and Kress 

(1988) modified Halliday’s (1973) systemic functionalist school of 

linguistics into ‘social semiotics’ and ‘critical linguistics’ which analyse 

texts as ‘socially class, gendered or historically located.’  Thus, the 

disciplinary origins of CDA can be found in the earlier works of critical 

linguists who saw a link between discourse and social issues such as 

inequality, power and ideology.  

  

Since the 1980s, the driving force behind the development of CDA as a 

critical paradigm has been the thoughts and ideas of scholars such as 

Fairclough, van Dijk and Wodak.  For example, Language and Power 
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(1989) by Norman Fairclough which ‘…offered the synthesis of linguistic 

method, objects of analysis, and political commitment…’ has been held up 

as a major influence in the development of CDA (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 

2000: 454).   

 

As a broad field of research, CDA is characterised by its critical 

perspective.  Essentially, it has an ‘…explicit commitment to social action 

and to the political left wing, a common aim of integrating linguistic 

analysis and social theory and though in more diffuse ways — by a 

preference for empirical analysis within a set of paradigms, including 

Hallidayan systemic-functional linguistics, conversation analysis, Lakoff-

inspired approaches to metaphor, argumentation theory, text linguistics, 

and social psychology’ (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 2000: 454).   Thus, the 

off-shoots of CDA from conversational analysis to social psychology place 

great store in highlighting the relationship between power and inequalities 

and exploitation.  To do this, CDA challenges the effects of power made 

possible through ideology as taken-for-granted commonsense in a variety 

of social domains including politics, economics, advertising, media, 

popular culture and education (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 2000: 450-451).   

 

CDA ‘…is critical in the sense that it aims to show non-obvious ways in 

which language is involved in social relations of power and domination, 

and in ideology’ (Fairclough, 2001: 229).  It not only takes discourse as 

very serious matter but also sees itself as an important instrument of social 

change by ‘…empowering the powerless, giving voices to the voiceless, 
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exposing power abuse, and mobilizing people to remedy social wrongs’ 

(Blommaert and Bulcaen, 2000: 449).  In exposing inequalities in the 

interest of social change, however, CDA does not provide the would-be 

discourse analyst with a consistent and systematic framework of methods.   

 

Traditionally, methods in CDA have been drawn from linguistics.  Recent 

developments and a growing interest in the different ways meaning can be 

culturally produced and signified, however, has seen the introduction of 

new analytical techniques from areas like social semiotics, rhetoric, and 

conversation analysis (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 2000: 450).  The general 

bias in CDA, however, is toward linguistically defined text-concepts, and 

linguistic-discursive textual structures…’ that are connected to the 

‘…social production of inequality, power, ideology, authority, or 

manipulation’ (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 2000: 450).  As a field of research 

orientated to exposing social wrongs, the methods within CDA are linked 

to a view of power as a commodity possessed by those who control 

discourse.  As Fairclough (1989: 61) explains, ‘…the power behind the 

conventions of a discourse type belongs not to the institution itself 

(whatever that would mean) but to the power-holders in the institution.’  

The power-holders not only set the conventions but police them in an effort 

to maintain the unequal relations within particular social interactions.  

These conventions are the power within the discourse that imposes an 

ideological commonsense that fixes the subject positions that, in turn, 

reinforce the dominance of the powerful to control the actions of those 

without power.  From this perspective, the theoretical framework of CDA 
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is steeped in concepts derived from what Fairclough (2001: 232-233) 

describes as ‘Western’ Marxism.  It draws heavily from the thoughts of 

Gramsci, Althusser and Habermas to cast discourse analysis as a 

communication project within the political realms of emancipation.  In 

contrast, genealogy is derived from Foucault’s rethinking of historical 

analysis and the functioning of power/knowledge in society.  As Fairclough 

(2001: 233) explains, ‘Michel Foucault’s work on discourse was explicitly 

directed against Marxism and theories of ideology.’    

 

In contrast to CDA, a genealogical analysis adheres to five methodological 

precautions ‘…concerning the form, level, effect, direction and ‘ideology’ 

of power’ (Smart, 1983: 82-86).   One, analysis of power needs to focus on 

localised forms instead of centralised and legal forms to avoid 

conceptualising it as coercive.  Any analysis of power needs to avoid the 

question, ‘who has power?’ and focus on its point of application, thus 

avoiding any attempt to analyse the motives or intentions of an all-

powerful sovereign.  Analysis should be directed down to the level of 

actual processes of subjection and concentrate on its effects to avoid seeing 

power as a commodity possessed by certain individuals or institutions.  In 

this way, it is recognised as relational and individuals and their identities 

are seen as an effect of its articulation.  The analysis of power should begin 

from the micro level of society and be directed from there upwards to the 

macro level.   

 

Genealogy takes the opposite approach to Marxist analysis (evident in 
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CDA) which tracks power, as an instrument serving the interests of the 

dominant classes.  By starting from the bottom, there is an 

acknowledgement that the mechanisms of power are part of our everyday 

lives and these techniques and procedures make their way into the hands of 

political and economic interests located in the upper echelons of society, 

not the other way round.  In this way, Foucault seeks to avoid the Marxist 

notion of ideology.   

 

‘Unlike Althusser, Foucault refuses to accept that the subject is constituted 

by ideology.  The subject is, rather, shaped by power through his/her body 

rather than through his/her consciousness’ (Larrain, 1994: 95).  It seems a 

fundamental error to Foucault to think of individuals as submitting to 

power because they are either deceived or convinced by ideology.  Rather 

than the effects of power on individual consciousness, Foucault seeks to 

study the effects of power on the body because ‘…power relations can 

materially penetrate the body in depth, without depending even on the 

mediation of the subject’s own representation’ (Larrain, 1994: 95).  To 

make this point, Foucault (1994c: 290), while working on the analysis of 

the mad subject in Madness and Civilisation (1961), said he: 

…realized that, contrary to what was rather common practice 
at that time (around the early sixties), this phenomenon could 
not be properly accounted for simply by talking about 
ideology.  In fact, there were practices — essentially the 
widespread use of incarceration which had been developed 
starting at the beginning of the seventeenth century, and had 
been the condition for the insertion of the mad subject in this 
type of truth game  — that sent me back to the problem of 
institutions of power much more than to the problem of 
ideology.  
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By avoiding the search for hidden meanings, the analysis of power avoids 

conceptualising knowledge as power’s nemesis, that is, as the scientific 

‘truth’ that will bring down the ‘false’ consciousness that sustains the 

interests of the bourgeois by misrepresenting the contradictions in the 

relations of production or from CDA’s perspective the contradictions 

inherent within our taken-for-granted commonsense.  Rather, genealogy 

sees power and knowledge as mutually supportive of one another.   

 

Knowledge for Foucault is generated by discourse (Hunt and Wickham 

1994: 11).  It is the ‘will to knowledge’, the fervent production of 

discourse, that gives rise to regimes of truth that determine what is normal.  

‘In a move influenced by Nietzsche, Foucault goes on to confirm that 

power cannot be conceived as separate from knowledge’ (Larrain, 1994: 

93).  In this way, Foucault invites us to give up the metaphysical quest for 

ultimate truths and to concentrate on the practical ‘…task of identifying 

techniques of truth and power’ (Hunt and Wickham, 1994: 11).  This focus 

is encouraged and sustained by his preference for ‘how’ questions (Gordon, 

1991: 7).  By taking this approach, Foucault’s analysis of power does not 

challenge ‘truth’ per se like CDA but instead focuses on the ‘conditions of 

possibility’ or the limits of ‘truth’ in the human sciences — a condition that 

is reliant upon power.  ‘Truth is not separate from power,’ Hunt and 

Wickham (1994: 11) say, ‘rather it is one of the most important vehicles 

for the expression of power; power is exercised through the production and 

dissemination of truth.’   
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Foucault’s conflation of power and knowledge first became apparent in 

Discipline and Punish (1977).  For Foucault, the coupling of power and 

knowledge reflected the idea that power and the production of truth go 

hand in hand, that is, one begets the other.  Foucault (1977: 27) made his 

thoughts on this symbiotic relationship clear when he said:  

…power produces knowledge (and not simply by 
encouraging it because it serves power or by applying it 
because its useful); that power and knowledge directly imply 
one another; that there is no power relation without the 
correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any 
knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the 
same time power relations.  

 

Hence, power plays an integral part in the formation of any body of 

knowledge.  In this sense, power/knowledge dominates us and subjects us 

to its force.  Unlike CDA, Foucault distinguishes between the coercive and 

dominating nature of power/knowledge and what he saw as its productive 

character.  Gordon (1994: xix — emphasis in original) explains in the 

introduction of Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984 Vol 3 that: 

The two ideas that came to guide Foucault’s own 
investigation were those of the productivity of power (power 
relations are integral to the modern social productive 
apparatus, and linked to active programs for the fabricated 
part of the collective substance of society itself) and the 
constitution of subjectivity through power relations (the 
individual impact of power relations does not limit itself to 
pure repression but also comprises the intention to teach, to 
mold conduct, to instill forms of self-awareness and 
identities). 

 

In short, power/knowledge makes individual subjects.  ‘There are two 
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meanings to the word subject,’ explained Foucault (1982: 212), ‘subject to 

someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a 

conscience or self knowledge.  Both meanings suggest a form of power 

which subjugates and makes subject to.’  Based on this understanding, 

Simons (1995:30-31) explains that the limit of subjects is constituted by 

power/knowledge that involves self-subjection as a coming together of a 

power and ethical axis around what is seen as the truth.     

Three domains of genealogy are possible.  First, a historical 
ontology of ourselves in relation to truth through which we 
constitute ourselves as subjects of knowledge; second, a 
historical ontology of ourselves in relation to a field of power 
through which we constitute ourselves as subjects acting on 
others; third, a historical ontology in relation to ethics through 
which we constitute ourselves as moral agents (Foucault, 
1984c: 351). 

 

 

In short, CDA and genealogy are two distinct approaches aimed at giving 

discourse analysis a critical edge in social research.  Essentially, they can 

be distinguished by disciplinary roots and the theoretical understanding of 

power.  Despite the fact that neither approach adheres to a common 

method, we can acknowledge that those practices that fall within the 

domain of CDA tend to draw on linguistic techniques and understandings 

when researching a topic; whereas, the genealogist while opposing 

traditional historical method, nevertheless, works within a historical 

context to expose the arbitrary and contingent nature of discourse.  

Although practices within both CDA and genealogy share a commitment to 

analysing the relationship between discourse and power, it is their critical 

analysis of discourse that distinguishes them as different research 
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approaches.  While CDA conceptualises power along the lines of conflict 

theory; genealogy sees it as part of culture, as an omnipresent feature of all 

social interactions.  Thus, discourse analysis for CDA is directed toward 

progress derived from emancipating the oppressed from exploitation and 

manipulation.  For the genealogist, the aim of discourse analysis is far less 

ambitious.  The depth of its interpretations is to provide an overview of the 

limits that discourse imposes on social interaction in an effort to stimulate 

society’s capacity to think and act differently. 

   

In undertaking a genealogical analysis of the Act it is necessary to consider 

how Foucault reconceptualises the idea of power.  The next two chapters 

chart this process of reconceptualisation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

POWER AND ETHICS 
 

 

In his lecture of January 1976 and in La Volonté de savoir, 
Foucault formulates a sharp and resonant critique for the 
themes of law and rights as the established language in which 
much of our political culture continues to conceptualise the 
foundations of political sovereignty, the way power is 
exercised, and the terms in which it can be challenged 
(Gordon, 1994: xxix). 

 

The way Foucault challenges the exercise of power in form of political 

sovereignty begins in the second of two lectures delivered on 14 January 

1976 in which he announced that the sovereign was still the central figure 

‘…in the whole legal edifice of the West’ (Foucault, 1980b: 94).  This 

statement was in reference to his now famous analogy of traditional 

political theory as an intellectual activity that was yet ‘...to cut off the 

King’s head’ (Foucault, 1980c: 121).  By this, Foucault meant that Western 

social and political thought was limited to a language of power as absolute 

capacity to act or legitimate capacity to act according to limits specified by 

the consent of the people.   Based on this concept of power, analysis of the 

role of government for Foucault was restricted to questions centred on the 

possession of power around matters of domination or freedom as anti-

oppression expressed in terms of legitimacy, rights, interests and so on.   

 

To Foucault, there was more to government than simply the power to act or 
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to act in relation to consent.  Rather, Foucault saw government as an 

activity, a set of structured actions aimed at affecting how behaviours of 

individuals and populations are regulated — the conduct of conduct 

(Gordon, 1994; Hindess, 1996; Marshall, 1998).  This understanding of 

government emerged for Foucault as he tried to create room to approach 

the question of power from a different direction.  In this chapter I analyse 

how Foucault reconceptualises ‘power’ in a way that ‘…shifts the focus of 

political analysis away from relations of production and signification to the 

study of power relations’ (McHoul and Grace, 1993: 57).  This 

understanding of power is important because of its ‘…capacity to produce 

truth, the truth of subjects, and, in effect, the subjects themselves’ 

(Racevskis, 1983: 110). 

 

Moving the analysis from ‘…legalistic conceptions of right, sovereignty, 

and obedience…’ to localised forms of power as ‘…domination and 

subjugation…’ (Smart, 1983: 82), however, was not driven by any 

intention to formulate a new theory of power.  Foucault (1994h: 326) 

pointed out: 

I would like to say, first of all, what has been the goal of my 
work during the last twenty years.  It has not been to analyze 
the phenomenon of power, nor to elaborate the foundations of 
such an analysis.   
 
My objective, instead, has been to create a history of the 
different modes by which, in our culture, human beings are 
made subjects. 

 

 

Foucault’s focus on localised forms of power, however, suggests a possible 
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tension with the focus for this study.  As Cotterrell (1992: 132-133) says: 

The French writer Michel Foucault asserts that ‘the new 
methods of power…rest not on right but on technique, not on 
law but on normalisation, not on punishment but on 
control…exercised at specific levels and in particular forms 
that go beyond the state and its apparatuses. 

 
 

I draw on Foucault’s thoughts on power to maintain an analytical focus on 

how the Act constitutes the parent as an autonomous subject that is limited 

to responsibility as schooling the child.  ‘Right should be viewed…,’ said 

Foucault (1980b: 96), ‘…not in terms of a legitimacy to be established, but 

in terms of the methods of subjugation that it instigates.’  Within this 

context, Foucault (1991a: 95 — emphasis added) explained: 

…with government it is a question of not imposing law on 
men, but of disposing of things: that is to say, of employing 
tactics rather than laws, and of even using laws themselves as 
tactics – to arrange things in such a way that, through a 
certain number of means, such and such ends may be 
achieved. 

 
 

This is the idea of the Act as a tactic of government to shape freedom in a 

way that produces a subject position recognisable as the ‘responsible 

parent’.  Thus, I consider Foucault’s reconceptualisation of power in 

Discipline and Punish (1977), History of Sexuality Vol. 1 (1978) and later 

thoughts in The History of Sexuality Vol 2 (1985), The Ethics of the 

Concern of Self as a Practice of Freedom (1994c) and On the Genealogy of 

Ethics: An Overview of Work in Progress (1984c) in order to gather 

together the conceptual tools for diagnosing how the Act fashions and uses 

freedom to identify the ‘responsible parent’ as a way of conducting the self 
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in relation to others. 

 

In keeping with this aim, I am particularly interested in Foucault’s ideas on 

power as ‘governmentality.’  This is the ‘…encounter between the 

technologies of domination of others and those of the self…’ (Foucault, 

1994b: 225).  In undertaking this approach, it is useful to begin by tracking 

Foucault’s thoughts on power and ethics to allow for a deeper 

understanding of these separate technologies that he brings together as 

governmentality.  That is to say, it is important to conceptualise Foucault’s 

move from power over others to ethics as the power over the self prior to 

considering the analysis of governmentality in the next chapter. 

Power 
This section examines Foucault’s thoughts on power first in the form of 

discipline as calculations of domination over the individual body; and, 

second, bio-power as the organisation ‘…of population and welfare for the 

sake of increased force and productivity’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982: 8)  

Discipline 

…[I]t should not be forgotten that there existed at the same 
period a technique for constituting individuals as correlative 
elements of power and knowledge.  The individual is no 
doubt the fictitious atom of an ‘ideological’ representation of 
society; but he is also a reality fabricated by this specific 
technology of power that I have called ‘discipline’ (Foucault, 
1977: 194). 

 

Foucault first reconceptualised power in Discipline and Punish (1977).  It 

was in this text that Foucault analysed the growth of the disciplinary 

society from the eighteenth century onwards through practices that focused 
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on the body as ‘knowable man’ (Smart, 1983: 109).  Through his 

genealogical method he sought to determine how disciplinary power 

shaped ‘…the way we perform, or act out, our bodily selves’ (Danaher, 

Schirato and Webb, 2000: 46).  ‘Foucault’s analysis of discipline leaves 

little doubt that it is ‘a subtle, calculated technology of subjection’ 

(Macdonell, 1986: 102).   

 

As discipline, Foucault gives power a constitutive or productive capacity 

founded on an assertion of knowledge about the essential character of the 

human subject (Hindess, 1996).  This is the view that the self is a product 

of power and knowledge working together to discipline the body.  In this 

way, authorities control or dominate individuals through power/knowledge 

that produces useful and docile bodies by establishing power relations 

derived from techniques based on Bentham’s panoptic principle of 

permanent surveillance that works to control individuals and the medical 

principle of examination that determines the extent to which those who are 

being watched are normal or abnormal.   

Surveillance 
Foucault (1977: 195) first explains surveillance in terms of the official 

steps that were taken in the seventeenth century ‘…when the plague 

appeared in a town’.  He described surveillance as a system of permanent 

registration.  Essentially, this involved placing the plague infested town in 

quarantine, then, recording the details of all the inhabitants, such as, name, 

age, address, etc, maintaining a daily roll call where further information on 

deaths, illness and other irregularities could be recorded, monitoring all 
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comings and goings, and so forth.  For Foucault (1977: 197): 

This enclosed, segmented space, observed at every point, in 
which the individuals are inserted in a fixed place, in which 
the slightest movements are supervised, in which all events 
are recorded, in which an uninterrupted work of writing links 
the centre with the periphery…— …constitutes a compact 
model of the disciplinary mechanism.   

 

It was in the context of constant surveillance that Foucault referred to 

Jeremy Bentham’s (1748-1832) design for prisons.  Bentham’s 

architectural plan, the ‘Panopticon’, was a circular building of prison cells 

around a central tower with wide windows.  The cells surrounding the 

tower, however, had two windows: one window on the outside of the 

building to let light in; and, the other on the inside corresponding to a wide 

window in the central tower.  This arrangement meant that prisoners could 

be observed any time of the day or night.  Hence, the Panopticon theory 

was that prisoners would self-manage in terms of correcting their own 

behaviour based on their belief that they were being constantly watched.  

‘The subjects under surveillance never quite know when they are being 

watched, and so effectively police themselves’ (Horrocks and Jevtic, 1997: 

118).   

 

With this theory in mind, Foucault argued that, from the nineteenth century 

onward, disciplinary society began to turn the notion of imprisonment 

around.  Instead of keeping prisoners out of sight by locking them in 

dungeons or transporting them to distant colonies, prisoners were kept in 

view.  As a mechanism, the Panopticon made authority invisible and 

prisoners visible.  To this extent, Foucault (1977: 201-202) said: 
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The Panopticon is a machine for dissociating the see/being 
seen dyad: in the periphery ring, one is totally seen, without 
ever seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything without 
ever being seen. 

 

Although Bentham’s invention was ‘…regarded as not much more than a 

bizarre little utopia, a perverse dream…’ (Foucault, 1977: 224-225), 

Foucault (1977: 207) saw it as an ‘exceptional disciplinary model’ that was 

‘…destined to spread throughout the social body.’  In this sense, he (1977: 

200) said, ‘All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in the central 

tower and shut up in each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a 

worker or a schoolboy’.  Thus, the notion of the prison for Foucault 

provided a model for disciplinary society because ‘…it was a site in which 

the coercive force of disciplinary power could be used in a direct and overt 

way’ (Danaher, Schirato and Webb, 2000: 52).  The prison model was 

effective to the extent that penal procedures became more and more at 

home in other institutional practices — a movement which Foucault called 

the ‘carceral continuum’.  As part of this expansion, Foucault (1977: 184) 

recognised examination as a technology that linked the control of 

surveillance to social norms. 

Examination 
The examination as a technology of the body brings together two 

techniques involving the official ‘gaze’ of authority which qualifies, 

classifies and punishes subjects.  The first technique, hierarchical 

surveillance, as evident in strategies, such as the Panopticon for prisons, 

the pyramid structure for the workplace and chain of command for the 

military, is the hierarchical means of maintaining a constant gaze of 
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authority over the whole field of surveillance.  In doing so, it produces 

subjects by making them clearly visible.  For example, Foucault (1977: 

171) refers to the layout and design of the military camp as ‘…the diagram 

of a power that acts by means of general visibility.’  In other words, 

hierarchical surveillance is a mechanism that allows inhabitants of a 

particular space to be seen as well as qualified by those in positions of 

authority. 

 

No longer just an indistinguishable mob, subjects were now individualised, 

that is, divided up and comparable.  Likewise, the division of labour in the 

workplace produced differences in the sense that ‘…the activity of men, 

their skill, the way they set about their tasks, their promptness, their zeal, 

their behaviour’ (Foucault, 1977: 174) were made visible.  As Danaher, 

Schirato and Webb (2000: 60-61) observe: 

Dividing practices operate throughout various social 
institutions such as hospitals, dividing the healthy from the 
sick; psychiatric clinics, dividing the sane from the mad, or 
the heterosexual from the homosexual; prisons, dividing the 
lawful from the criminal.  Dividing practices work to qualify 
or disqualify people as fit and proper members of the social 
order.   

 
 

Disciplinary institutions, through the examination as a dividing practice, 

could measure the qualities of highly visible subjects and classify them 

according to notions of ‘normality’.  From here, the second technique, 

normalizing judgement, as Foucault (1977: 177) called it, aims to correct 

those who do not qualify.  Normalising judgement, in this sense, is the 

disciplinary art of punishment (Foucault, 1977: 182) — a form of 
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disciplinary power that uses punishment, not to atone or repress, but to 

normalise through the application of five operations.  Normalising 

judgement compares the actions of individuals to a standard in order to 

differentiate between individuals who can then be listed in a hierarchy 

which divides them, not on the basis of their actions, but on ‘…their nature, 

their potentialities, their level or their value’ (Foucault, 1977: 181).  After 

these separating process, normalising judgement then seeks to homogenize 

through a process of reward-punishment which constantly encourages 

subjects in a positive and a negative way to remain within the limits of 

conformity.  And, as a final resort, it excludes by making clear the outer 

boundaries of conformity, that is, it marks the extent to which difference 

will be tolerated, thus, specifying an outer marginalised space for the 

abnormal.  

 

The examination as a combination of both hierarchical surveillance and 

normalising judgements corresponds to a significant change in the exercise 

of power.  It activated ‘…one of the fundamental principles of modern 

western cultures…’ (Danaher, Schirato and Webb, 2000:57) — descending 

individualism.  As with the Panopticon, discipline turns the power of the 

‘gaze’ from those in positions of authority onto individual subjects.  

Foucault (1977: 187) said: 

In discipline, it is the subjects that have to be seen.  Their 
visibility assures the hold of the power that is exercised over 
them.  It is the fact of being constantly seen, of being able 
always to be seen, that maintains the disciplined individual in 
his subjection.   
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Prior to the emergence of disciplinary power, it was the sovereign, those of 

royal birth, the aristocracy, who were individualised by their noble deeds 

and through glorious ceremonies.  Individualising was ascending in all its 

ritualising detail.  In regard to the privileged, Foucault (1977: 192-193) 

said, they were marked as individuals through a variety of procedures 

relating to ‘…rituals, written accounts and visual reproductions.’  In 

contrast, the proletariat, at this time, remained an indistinguishable mass: 

And it is this inversion of visibility in the functioning of the 
disciplines that was to assure the exercise of power even in its 
lowest manifestation.  We are entering the age of the infinite 
examination and compulsory objectification (Foucault, 1977: 
189). 

 

The examination became an important disciplinary technique based on a 

descending individualism.  By situating individuals in a system of 

documentation involving registration, the examination could identify us in 

some way, signal things about us or describe us.  In expanding these ideas, 

registration procedures can identify who we are, that is, record names and 

addresses; signal our eligibility, for example, date of birth in relation to 

school enrolment; and, describe us by recording such information as 

gender, ethnicity, vaccination status, height, weight and so on.  In essence, 

registration makes individuals ‘…describable, analysable objects…’ 

(Foucault, 1977: 190).  Analysable, in the sense, that information is 

accumulated and compiled in ways that make ‘…it possible to classify, to 

form categories, to determine averages, to fix norms’ (Foucault, 1977: 

190).  Simple techniques, such as registration turn the individual into a 

‘case’.   
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For the disciplines, a ‘case’ makes an individual both an object of 

knowledge and a source of power (Foucault, 1977: 191).  As an object of 

knowledge, a ‘case’ is the collation of information that describes a real 

individual and his or her life.  As a source of power, a ‘case’, in effect, 

‘…lowered the threshold of describable individuality and made of this 

description a means of control and a method of domination’ (Foucault, 

1977: 191).  The ‘case’ as a procedure that converts real lives into written 

accounts involved the objectification and subjectification of individuals.  

The framing of the individual in writing was: 

…a new modality of power in which each individual receives 
as his own status his own individuality, and in which he is 
linked by his status to the features, the measurements, the 
gaps, the ‘marks’ that characterize him and make him a ‘case’ 
(Foucault, 1977: 192).  

 

In this sense, the individual ‘case’ becomes a subject of his or her own self-

knowledge made possible through the technology of confession. 

Confession 
The confession to Foucault was an intimate ritual involving a subject 

making the self the subject of his or her own disclosures either directly or 

indirectly to those in positions of authority.  In doing so, the confession 

became a ritual of power relations, a strategy performed in a particular 

context rather than an outcome achieved; an ongoing tactic in which 

individuals bared their souls or ‘…innermost feelings in the presence or 

virtual presence of an authority…’ (McNay, 1994: 97; also see Foucault, 

1978: 62).  
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In its modern context the confession has become a therapeutic exercise that 

revolves around self-knowledge.  The modern perception of the confession 

is connected to a discipline reliant upon self-enlightenment, not self-

renunciation.  It is through knowledge of the self that the individual 

perceives a form of liberation made possible through disclosures to those in 

positions of authority who listen, empathise, console, forgive, reconcile, 

adjust, heal, settle, and so on.  In this sense, the confession presents as a 

liberating force.  ‘The obligation to confess is now relayed through so 

many different points, is so deeply ingrained in us,’ said Foucault (1978: 

60), ‘that we no longer perceive it as the effect of a power that constrains 

us.’ 

 

Telling the truth about the self, however, is not simply a descriptive act that 

liberates but a performative function of language.  By speaking about the 

self, identities are constructed as particular modes of being and acting. 

Just as the judge makes the accused person guilty by a 
declarative performance of guilt, so, also, in speaking about 
ourselves in the new and refined concepts of the social 
sciences, do we construct ourselves, our very identities, in 
those acts of speech (Marshall, 1998: 74).  

 

Through the confession that promises freedom the individual is incited to 

actively compare and assess knowledge of the self to the social norms 

established by the human sciences.  In so doing, the confession operates as 

a regulating strategy that engages the individual in overcoming his or her 

own resistance to social norms rather than as a liberating force.  In this 
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way: 

Control in modern societies is achieved, therefore, not 
through direct repression but through more invisible strategies 
of normalization.  Individuals regulate themselves through a 
constant introspective search for their hidden ‘truth’, held to 
lie in their innermost identity (McNay, 1994: 97). 

 

It was through the understanding of the confession that Foucault explained 

how individuals gave themselves up to a form of tutelage linked to expert 

advice that regulated in relation to social norms.   

 

The confession makes us its object to control and regulation through self-

knowledge.  The reason for this is that the agency of domination: 

…does not reside in the one who speaks (for it is he who is 
constrained), but in the one who listens and says nothing; not 
in the one who knows and answers, but in the one who 
questions and is not suppose to know.  And this discourse of 
truth finally takes effect, not in the one who receives it, but in 
the one from whom it is wrested (Foucault, 1978: 62).    

 

On this basis, Foucault (1978: 59) explained, ‘…next to the testing rituals, 

next to the testimony of witnesses, and the learned methods of observation 

and demonstration, the confession became one of the West’s most highly 

valued techniques for producing the truth.’   

 

The disciplinary technology of confession like surveillance and 

examination constitute states of domination over the individual.  They 

surround power relations keeping individuals in their place, that is, a place 

that ‘…ties each individual to an identity’ (Macdonell, 1986: 108).  Thus, 

Foucault connected techniques of power to the domination of the body or 
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what he called the government of individualisation.  In The History of 

Sexuality Volume 1 (1978), Foucault extended his thoughts on the 

government of individualisation to include a collective aspect of power-

knowledge which he called ‘bio-power’ and the role of resistance in power 

relations.    

Bio-power 
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Foucault detected a significant 

shift in the deployment of power.  It was no longer deployed according to 

the ancient right of kings ‘…to take life or let live’ but a question of how 

‘…to foster life or disallow it to the point of death’ (Foucault, 1978: 138 — 

emphasis in original).  Through social research into suicide and mortality 

rates, health and lifestyle, at this time, so issues of death and degeneracy 

and the loss of life loomed as a threat to the state’s economic 

competitiveness.  Alongside this social research that used statistics to open 

up the problem of population to political observation and to make it an 

object to be acted upon, the science of Darwin and the philosophy of 

Spencer were also promoting a thesis of life around development linked to 

biological competition expressed in terms like ‘evolution’ and ‘survival of 

the fittest’. 

Power would no longer be dealing with legal subjects over 
whom the ultimate dominion was death, but with living 
beings, and the mastery it would be able to exercise over them 
would have to be applied at the level of life itself; it was the 
taking charge of life, more than the threat of death, that gave 
power its access even to the body (Foucault, 1978: 142-143).   

 

In the interest of fostering life, disciplinary techniques associated with the 
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government of individuals were refocussed on the social problems of 

population.  Maintaining social order against the threat of mounting 

insecurity and instability by the uncivilised masses that crowded the 

industrialised centres needed a regulating force.   

 

Disciplinary techniques that centred on the individual body were combined 

with regulatory methods that concentrated on the well-being of the race.  

The techniques of surveillance and examination were no longer applied in 

the name of saving the individual but safeguarding the entire species.  In 

this way, techniques for disciplining the body were seen in terms of 

regulating the population.  For example, the constant examination of 

women’s bodies by doctors ‘…was carried out in the name of the 

responsibility they owed to the health of their children, the solidity of the 

family institution, and the safeguarding of society’ (Foucault, 1978: 147).  

Hence, bio-power involved regulating biological processes throughout the 

population such as birth, death, levels of health, propagation and so on.  

‘The disciplines of the body and the regulation of the population 

constituted the two poles around which the organization of power over life 

was deployed’ (Foucault, 1978: 139).  The normalising of the individual 

was connected in this way to the problems of population in the interest of 

securing the economic productivity of the State.   

This bio-power was without question an indispensable 
element in the development of capitalism; the latter would not 
have been possible without the controlled insertion of bodies 
into the machinery of production and the adjustment of 
phenomena of population to economic processes (Foucault, 
1978: 140-141).   
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Bio-power was the call for a regulatory means aimed at controlling the 

population.  It was at this time that the law began to operate ‘…more and 

more as a norm, and the judicial institution [was] increasingly incorporated 

into a continuum of apparatuses (medical, administrative, and so on) whose 

functions [were] for the most part regulatory’ (Foucault, 1978: 144).  

Unlike the dominant power evident in Marxist analysis, however, bio-

power for Foucault was not seen as oppressive or repressive but as a matter 

discovering the truth about ourselves — self-knowledge. 

 

The discourses and practices of power that marked bio-power were linked 

to a growing desire for knowledge about sexuality that were sparked rather 

than suppressed by the very notion of repression (Foucault, 1978).  Instead 

of curtailing interest in sexuality, the repressive attitude from the 

eighteenth century onward saw an increase of discourses on the subject.  

‘There was a steady proliferation of discourses on sex…the multiplication 

of discourses concerning sex in the field of exercise of power itself: an 

institutional incitement to speak about it, and to do so more and more, a 

determination on the part of agencies of power to hear it spoken about, and 

to cause it to speak through explicit articulation and endless accumulated 

detail’ (Foucault, 1978: 18).  To this end, ‘…there was an explosion of 

numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies 

and the control of populations, marking the beginning of an era of “bio-

power”’ (Foucault, 1978: 140).   

 

The desire to regulate the population called for knowledge.  This was a will 
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to knowledge that encouraged science to devise means by which to see the 

self in terms of population which, in turn, could be analysed and 

interpreted to discover the social irregularities and abnormalities that 

present as a risk.  In dealing with risk, Ewald (1991: 209-210 — emphasis 

in original), says: 

The development of insurance at the end of the nineteenth 
century is paralleled by what one might call the birth of a 
sociopolitics: that is to say, a political philosophy which no 
longer seeks to found or legitimize ‘society’, to find for it a 
directing principle outside itself, in the dawn of its creation (a 
state of nature, a social contract, a natural law), but instead 
makes ‘society’, enclosed (so to speak) in itself, along with 
the laws of its history and sociology, into a permanent 
principle of political self-justification. 

 
 

Insurance, as a technology of risk, objectifies reality by breaking down, 

and rearranging things, people and their relations for the purpose of 

calculating the extent to which an event presents as a danger.  Thus, risk is 

not simply a danger but any event we calculate to be dangerous.  Risks are, 

therefore, calculable.  For example, insurance companies, among other 

things, calculate how many males aged between 18 and 25 years have 

motor vehicle accidents each year.  In terms of risk, it is the knowledge of 

probability derived from accident statistics, not the cause of the accident, 

which is important.  To this extent, Ewald (1991: 202-203) says that risk is 

also collective, that is, accidents affect individuals but in terms of insurance 

they happen to populations or groups, such as, males aged between 18 and 

25 years.  Hence, the cost of indemnity can be calculated and distributed 

across the population, as the subjects of risk, in the form of an insurance 

premium, a cost we are prepared to incur to minimise the risk.  Lastly, risk 
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is about guaranteeing future capital, not the injury.  For insurance, the 

injury rests in the past and, as such, is something it cannot change.  Rather 

than the pursuit of fault in relation to cause, insurance guarantees the future 

of human capital after the event.  In short, Gordon (1991: 39 — emphasis 

in original) says that the techniques of insurance comprised: 

…a statistically grounded conception of social causality; a 
philosophy of civil law as the redistribution of social risk, 
rather than the retribution of private culpability, and a novel 
notion of faultless civil responsibility. 

 

The technique of insurance in terms of social legislation shifts the focus 

from the cause of crime to the risk it presents.  In this sense, non-enrolment 

and truancy are no longer seen as crimes but risks derived from knowledge 

of the population.  In terms of spreading risk, social legislation such as 

compulsory education targets the effects of non-enrolment and truancy as a 

technical problem solved by regulating the population rather than a moral 

concern over causes.  Although insurance as a technique of domination 

presented as more efficient than its disciplinary counterparts because of 

cost-benefit implied within the totalising effects of regulating the entire 

population compared to discipline, it does not replace the individualising 

nature of surveillance, examination and confession (O’Malley, 1996).  As 

Foucault (1978: 139) explained, ‘…this power over life evolved in two 

basic forms; these forms were not antithetical, however; they constituted 

rather two poles of development linked together by a whole intermediary 

cluster of relations.’   

 

 Together, regulating the population and disciplining individuals comprised 
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diverse techniques for ‘…the subjugation of bodies and the control of 

populations…’ (Foucault, 1978: 140).  In this way, Foucault linked 

techniques of domination in terms of ‘…sovereignty-discipline-

government which has as its primary target the population and as its 

essential mechanism apparatuses of security’ (Foucault, 1994k: 219).   

 

Foucault’s critics argued that power relations inherent in discipline and 

bio-power eliminated any sense of freedom.  His thoughts did not 

recognise any capacity for subjects to act according to their own moral 

judgement.  There was no escaping the technical domination and control of 

the various techniques aimed at the body and the population.  Disciplining 

the individual body and regulating the population saw power in terms of 

total domination.  As Macdonell (1986: 121) says, ‘The results of this are 

that his (Foucault’s) later writings come to have the damaging political 

effect of making revolt altogether unthinkable…’.  Indeed, Brown (2000: 

56) questions Foucault by asking: 

To the extent that one could embrace Foucaultian method and 
not feel under obligation to act politically, and, to the extent 
that no political theory about the right ordering of justice 
exist, wouldn’t it be consistent to retire into comfortable 
complacency? 

 

The attitude of complacency that Brown highlights is derived from feelings 

of entrapment, the idea that there is no escape, that everything is fixed, 

necessary and immutable.  That is to say, there is no freedom because 

power relations are everywhere.  In relations of power, ‘complacency’ 

connotes the subject as passive recipient, an object minus freedom simply 
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waiting to be fashioned according to some normalised understanding of the 

world.   

 

One of Foucault’s most ardent critics along this line is the German 

philosopher, Jürgen Habermas.  He felt that: 

By getting rid of the possibility of emancipation (from the 
analysis of oppression and repression in the works of Freud 
and Marx), Foucault had blunted and blurred any standard of 
truth.  In Foucault’s writings, there was no differentiation 
between knowledge and mystification — just power and 
discourse (Horrocks and Jevtic, 1997: 144). 

 

Unlike Foucault, Habermas believes ‘…political problems can be solved 

through rational discourse toward an optimal consensus’ (Brown, 2000: 

55).  Theoretically, he draws on the work of Kant and Weber in an effort to 

overcome the ‘dilemma of modernity’ which Foucault saw as normative in 

terms of the coming together of individualisation and totalisation or, as 

Simon (1995: 111) puts it, less cryptically: ‘…individual freedom and 

autonomy can be gained only at the cost of greater regulation.’  While 

Foucault saw this dilemma as the basis for an ongoing struggle within 

power relations, Habermas believed it can be addressed by appealing to 

consensual reasoning as a means to resolving disputes.  ‘Habermas’s 

(1984) argument is that in all communiciative action implicit appeals are 

made to universal validity claims that delineate procedures for resolving 

disagreements by appealing to intersubjective understandings about what 

counts as a good argument (about what is true, right or beautiful)’ (Simon, 

1995: 111).    

 

·84· 



 P o w e r  a n d  E t h i c s  
 

For Habermas, communicative action that looks to what is true, right or 

beautiful aims to reunite moral and emotional judgment with scientific 

reasoning.  Although each of these modes of reasoning draw on different 

values to support claims, Habermas takes an inclusive approach that 

structures political reasoning around a consensual model based on higher 

order values such as equality and respect which he believes all disparate 

communities share.   

 

According to Habermas, the absence of an absolute truth in terms of a 

shared foundation amongst peoples makes freedom impossible.  From a 

Foucauldian perspective, the deployment of such a statement is an art of 

government in itself, that is to say, a tactic for governing the population 

that evokes a master/slave relationship by creating a belief that freedom, in 

fact, is at risk if beliefs and values are not compromised in order to arrive 

at some form of consensus.  Such statements are part of relations of power 

as ‘…an endless and open strategic game’ (Gordon, 1991: 5) not because 

we need to achieve freedom but because we are free to think and do things 

differently, that ‘…power relations are mobile, they can be modified, they 

are not fixed once and for all’ (Foucault, 1994c: 292).   

 

In terms of power relations even the idea of inalienable rights in legislation 

presents as a political tactic in response to the reality of resistance.  The 

recognition of certain freedoms not only portrays power as less dominating, 

less brutal but also provides a survival strategy by placing thoughts of 

resistance in a field exterior to power relations.  In this way, the courts sit 
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outside power relations as the umpire or adjudicator to settle issues in a 

way that preserves the existing social order.  The ‘right to a school 

education’ as a claim-right or legally protected freedom, for example, not 

only ties the child to a specified identity but also preserves a certain social 

order that connects the educating of the child to the notion of schooling.  

According to Foucault (1980b: 96): 

The system of right, the domain of the law, are permanent 
agents of these relations of domination, these polymorphous 
techniques of subjugation.  Right should be viewed, I believe, 
not in terms of a legitimacy to be established, but in terms of 
the methods of subjugation that it instigates. 

 

From this perspective, the tactic of inalienable rights along with other 

technologies of domination exist because of freedom not because the 

notion of resistance in power relations is either impossible or useless.  

Foucault (1994c: 292) said, ‘I am sometimes asked: “But if there are 

relations of power everywhere, there is no freedom.”  I answer that if there 

are relations of power in every social field this is because there is freedom 

everywhere.’  The notion of freedom means that the very problem in power 

relations is, in fact, being aware that resistance in some form or another is 

always possible. 

Resistance  
Foucault portrayed power as something circulated within systems of 

relations throughout society that was reliant upon resistance.  This was the 

way Foucault countered criticism that power relations as a system of 

domination left no room for freedom.  Rather than seeing discipline and 

bio-power as uni-directional processes of domination over individuals and 
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the population, Foucault portrayed power as a symbiotic relationship 

between domination and freedom.  

Thus, in order for power relations to come into play, there 
must be at least a certain degree of freedom on both sides.  
Even when the power relation is completely out of balance, 
when it truly can be claimed that one side has “total power” 
over the other, a power can be exercised over the other only 
insofar as the other still has the option of killing himself, of 
leaping out of the window, or of killing the other person.  
This means that in power relations there is necessarily the 
possibility of resistance because if there were no possibility of 
resistance (of violent resistance, flight, deception, strategies 
capable of reversing the situation), there would be no power 
relations at all (Foucault, 1994c: 292).   

 

For Foucault, the absence of refusal or resistance in a situation was the 

result of violence that simply swept the capacity of the other to act to one 

side.  In the face of such brutality thoughts were prone to turn to the 

overthrow of power relations.  Power relations for Foucault, therefore, 

could only continue to exist in a situation in which resistance presents as a 

real possibility.  It was in the nineteenth century that political struggles 

turned to legislative activity for the creation of rights as a means of 

resistance within relations of power.   

It was life more than the law that became the issue of political 
struggles, even if the latter were formulated through 
affirmations concerning rights.  The “right” to life, to one’s 
body, to health, to happiness, to the satisfaction of needs, and 
beyond all the oppression or “alienations,” the “right” to 
rediscover what one is and all that one can be, the “right” — 
which the classical juridical system was utterly incapable of 
comprehending — was the political response to all these new 
procedures of power which did not derive, either, from the 
traditional right of sovereignty (Foucault, 1978: 145). 

   

·87· 



 P o w e r  a n d  E t h i c s  
 

These are rights as a code of resistance written and revised outside of 

power relations that, at least, help to make normalisation bearable.  That is 

to say, for example, when parents are given the right to educate their 

children at home it helps those who are resistant to schooling to tolerate the 

normalisation of a State run education system.   

 

The total inability to refuse a given direction, to act in robot-like fashion, 

meant that there can only ever be obedience.  In an interview in Toronto in 

June 1982 entitled Sex, Power and the Politics of Identity, Foucault 

(1994m: 167 — emphasis in original) explained: 

…if there was no resistance, there would be no power 
relations.  Because it would simply be a matter of obedience.  
You have to use power relations to refer to the situation 
where you’re not doing what you want.  So resistance comes 
first, and resistance remains superior to the forces of the 
process; power relations are obliged to change with 
resistance.  So I think that resistance is the main word, the key 
word, in this dynamic. 

 

Although the concept of overthrowing domination has been a political 

strategy and source of motivation for revolutionaries for centuries, 

particularly Marxists, it was clear that Foucault’s understanding of 

resistance meant power was not a ‘zero-sum’ concept.  That is to say, 

power relations comprised tactics, strategies that exist in an ongoing 

struggle against resistance or its potential possibility.  Without resistance or 

the thought of it there would be no need for tactics or strategies, just 

commands.     

 

Tactically, however, power does not destroy freedom.  By this, Foucault 
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meant that power never achieves what it sets out to do; it does not realise 

oppression, repression, censorship, prohibition or whatever because 

resistance always remains a real possibility.  The problem of sexuality in 

the eighteenth century was not a matter of repression but regulation in 

order to achieve the fertility, birth rates, marriages and so on upon which 

the economic strength of the State depended.  ‘Between the state and the 

individual, sex became an issue, and a public issue no less; a whole web of 

discourses, special knowledges, analyses, and injunctions settled upon it’ 

(Foucault, 1978: 26).  Resistance throughout the population in the form of 

‘unfruitful debauchery’ of such sexual practices as masturbation, 

promiscuity, infidelity, bestiality, voyeurism, prostitution, homosexuality 

and so forth did not disappear but, instead, became matters of interpretation 

and knowledge in an ongoing strategic struggle to counter their negative 

impact on the economic growth of the State.  For instance, Foucault 

explained how the political economy of the population in the eighteenth 

century saw calculated attempts to control and regulate the sexual habits of 

schoolboys.  ‘Take the secondary school of the eighteenth century, for 

example,’ he (1978: 25-26) said: 

On the whole, one can have the impression that sex was 
hardly spoken of at all in these institutions.  But one only has 
to glance over the architectural layout, the rules of discipline, 
and their whole internal organization: the question of sex was 
a constant preoccupation.  The builders considered it 
explicitly.  The organizers took it permanently into account.  
All who held a measure of authority were placed in a state of 
perpetual alert, which the fixtures, the precautions taken, the 
interplay of punishments and responsibilities never ceased to 
reiterate.  The space for classes, the shape of tables, the 
planning of recreation lessons, the distribution of the 
dormitories (with or without partitions, with or without 
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curtains), the rules of monitoring bedtime and sleep periods 
— all this referred, in the most prolix manner, to the sexuality 
of children.  

 

For Foucault, the acceptance of the ‘repressive hypothesis’, as a negative 

form of power, ignored the historical construction of issues like children’s 

sexuality.  It failed to acknowledge the productive nature of sexual 

discourse, its capacity to change ‘…relations between adults and children, 

parents and educators, and in the intensity of internal familial relationships’ 

(Smart, 1983: 93).  It disregarded the individual and collective knowledge 

of the self that it called forth which constructed the pervert, the sexual 

predator, the homosexual, the transsexual and so on as the others who had 

to be regulated.  It was the reality of resistance in terms of the 

subjectification of others which turned Foucault’s later thoughts to why 

some do not resist.  This was the question of ethics as the subjectification 

of the self.   

Ethics 
For Foucault, the genealogical dimension of ethics evident in his later work 

provided an additional approach that concentrated on practices of freedom 

in which we constitute ourselves qua subject.  Ethics as self-government in 

relation to reflective thought was a practice of freedom.  It was the practice 

of making one’s own life a problem, or as Foucault (1985: 13) called it 

‘problematisation’, the practice of questioning our world in terms of self-

knowledge and how we are supposed to live our lives.   

As Foucault insisted, thought does not reside in the practices 
giving them their meaning; it is always a practice of freedom 
that could have taken (or could take in the future) a different 
form.  Problematisations and practices can and must be 
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thought vis-à-vis experience insofar as they concern our 
freedom.  Ethical work makes them available in that form 
(Rabinow, 1994: xxxvi). 

 

To introduce his thoughts on ethics as a practice of freedom, Foucault 

began by questioning moral theory.  To this end, he (1985: 23-24) 

formulated a series of questions which raised the issue of sexual behaviour 

as a problem in relation to a moral experience.  I recast these questions here 

to direct the focus to the issue of educating the child.  Along this line, we 

can ask why parents of classical societies were not subject to any major 

prohibitions when it came to educating the child.  Why was it that this area 

of childhood, the practice of education, became a matter for debate?  Why 

did this everyday experience give rise to anxiety, discussion and reflection?  

Why did it give occasion to thoughts that made it special and gave it its 

own way of operating?  How did educating the child come to be thought of 

as the right thing to do, as a moral relationship between the parent and the 

child?  To answer such questions, Foucault (1985: 25) argued that we must 

first deal with the issue of ‘morality’.   

 

Foucault broadly described three ways in which we tend to think about 

‘morality’ which helps to clarify our task.  In the first instance, we can 

understand ‘morality’ as a code.  This is a moral code that can be a certain 

set of prescribed rules or a list of values recommended by institutional 

authorities such as the family, the church or the school.  In the context of 

this study, the Act as a prescriptive agent transmits values such as: the right 

of every child to receive a school education; and, the right of parents to 

choose the mode of schooling that best suits the educational needs of the 
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child.  Following the classic model of moral law, the Ten Commandments, 

the positive tone of these examples would be expressed as ‘Thou shalt’ as 

opposed to the negativity of ‘Thou shalt not’.  In other words, ‘thou shalt’ 

educate the child and ‘thou shalt’ choose that education.  From a Kantian 

perspective, these are ‘…categorical imperatives which prescribe what is to 

be done regardless of what one may want’ (Dent, 1995: 586).  Hence, this 

moral code as a set of two values provides explicit guidance on the conduct 

of parents.  Foucault, however, pointed out that moral codes are not always 

presented in such a clear and coherent fashion.  He (1985: 25) said: 

…it also happens that they are transmitted in a diffuse 
manner, so that, far from constituting a systematic ensemble, 
they form a complex interplay of elements that 
counterbalance and correct one another, and cancel each other 
out on certain points, thus providing for compromises or 
loopholes.   

 

 

We can also understand ‘morality’ as behaviour.  That is to say, these are 

the specific set of actions that constitute acting morally.  As a result, an 

individual’s behaviour can be judged as moral or immoral based on the 

extent to which his or her behaviour complied with the code or was in 

accordance with the prescribed value.  For such a judgement to be possible 

there must be some understanding as to the variation of behaviour that can 

be tolerated before one’s actions are deemed to have moved beyond the 

bounds of morality.  In returning to our previous example, the Act makes 

clear the specific types of actions that comply with the value of choosing 

an education.  It states that a parent may: one, choose to enrol his or her 

child in a government school; two, choose to enrol his or her child in a 

·92· 



 P o w e r  a n d  E t h i c s  
 

non-government school; or, three, choose to register as their child’s home 

educator.  These specifications determine the limits of moral behaviour.  

As Foucault (1985: 25-26) explained: 

In studying this aspect of morality, one must determine how 
and with what margins of variation or transgression 
individuals or groups conduct themselves in reference to a 
prescriptive system that is explicitly or implicitly operative in 
their culture, and of which they are more or less aware. 

 

So far, ‘morality’, according to Foucault, comprised the code as a set of 

rules or values and behaviour as the allowable actions in relation to the 

code.  In addition to code and behaviour, Foucault identified a third and 

final understanding of morality as self-control or self-conduct. 

 

 ‘Morality’ as self-control or self-conduct is the view that one is free to 

determine ‘…the manner in which one ought to “conduct oneself” — that 

is, the manner in which one ought to form oneself as an ethical subject 

acting in reference to the prescriptive elements that make up the code’ 

(Foucault, 1985: 26).  This statement suggests that when one complies with 

a moral code by behaving morally, that is, when one is acting morally there 

are still choices to be made about how this might be done.  In this sense, 

there are different ways of behaving morally, which in turn raises the 

question of ethics.  For example, scientific research in the interest of curing 

disease may be seen as a legitimate activity but the morality of experiments 

on healthy animals in pursuit of this goal is an ethical question.  For that 

matter, there are choices to be made about the species of animal, the 

number of animals, the age of the animals or the laboratory conditions in 
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which they are kept.  While the scientist may comply with a moral code 

that values advances in knowledge and conform to determined limits that 

restrict behaviour to the use of animals as opposed to human foetuses or the 

infirm, these are only rudimentary considerations with respect to the many 

different ways one ought to conduct oneself as a responsible scientist 

acting morally.  

 

Based on the difference between behavioural compliance to an external 

moral code and self-conduct as an ethical practice, Foucault articulated a 

contrast between two systems of morality.  He (1985: 29) said, ‘…every 

morality, in the broadest sense, comprises of two elements I have just 

mentioned: codes of behaviour and forms of subjectivation.’  In the words 

of Rabinow (1994: xxvi), ‘Foucault sets up two “ideal” types of moral 

systems: one that emphasizes the moral code, and another that emphasizes 

ethical practice.’  In a code-oriented system we consider how the ethical 

subject relates his or her behaviour to a set of rules or values prescribed by 

authorities in a quasi-judicial form.  These are laws that the ethical subject 

submits his or her behaviour to in order to avoid committing an offence or 

to align his or her behaviour with a rule he or she believes equates to an 

existing moral experience.  ‘The great monotheistic religious systems 

exemplify this type of moral system,’ explains Rabinow (1994: xxvii).  In 

an ethics-oriented morality, the ethical subject is free to determine how he 

or she ought to conduct him or herself ethically.  According to Foucault, an 

external code of behaviour, while having some influence on the behaviour 

of free citizens is only secondary in comparison to the techniques of the 
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self.  ‘Here,’ said Foucault (1985: 30), ‘the emphasis is on the forms of 

relations with the self, on the methods and techniques by which he works 

them out, on the exercises by which he makes of himself an object to be 

known, and on the practices that enable him to transform his own mode of 

being.’ 

Techniques of the Self 
In the context of a moral ethics that was dynamic in nature, Foucault 

undertook an analysis of the comportment of the free self.  It was 

Foucault’s genealogy of ethics from ancient times that occupied the second 

and third volumes of his series on the history of sexuality and his later 

writings.  ‘I must confess,’ said Foucault (1984c: 340), ‘that I am much 

more interested in problems about techniques of the self and things like 

that than sex…sex is boring.’  Based on this change of attitude, Foucault 

(1994d: 255), while concentrating on this genealogy, thus, ignoring The 

History of Sexuality Vol. 1, explained: 

So in the series about sexuality: the first is L’Usage des 
plaisirs [The History of Sexuality Vol 2], and in this book 
there is a chapter about the technology of the self, since I 
think it is not possible to understand clearly what Greek 
sexual ethics was without relating it to this technology of the 
self.  Then a second volume [The History of Sexuality Vol 3] 
in the same sex series, Les Aveux de la chair, deals with 
Christian technologies of the self.  And then, Le Souci de soi, 
a book separate from the sex series, is composed of different 
papers about the self… 

 

Foucault approaches the genealogy of ethics from four separate directions 

in an effort to understand the self as a subject of desire as well as self-

knowledge or conscious awareness aimed at gaining self-control through 
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correction, transformation and purification.  To introduce the techniques of 

the self, I briefly illustrate what Foucault discovered about the different 

understandings of ethics in ancient Greece and early Christian thoughts.   

 

The Greco-Roman philosophies of the first two centuries AD involved the 

pagan practice of ‘care of the self’ through contemplation, that is, a 

freedom based on self-knowledge.  This was an understanding of freedom 

as coming to know the true nature of the self by contemplating desires.  

‘Let me take as an example the walking exercise recommended by 

Epictetus,’ said Foucault (1994d: 276): 

Each morning, while taking a walk in the city, one should try 
to determine with respect to each thing (a public official or an 
attractive woman), one’s motives, whether one is impressed 
by or drawn to it, or whether one has sufficient self-mastery 
so as to be indifferent.    

 

This is a freedom based on care of the self in the form of a personal 

mastery over one’s true desires. 

Taking care of oneself requires knowing [connaître] oneself.  
Care of the self is, of course, knowledge [connaissance] of 
the self — this is the Socratic-Platonic aspect — but also 
knowledge of a number of rules of acceptable conduct or of 
principles that are both truths and prescriptions.  To take care 
of the self is to equip oneself with these truths: this is where 
ethics is linked to the game of truth (Foucault, 1994c: 285). 

 

Foucault (1994b: 226) also noted in a paper entitled Technologies of the 

Self how, from the fourth century onward, the Christian principles of the 

late Roman Empire entailed a religious practice of ‘knowing the self’ 

which was also based on contemplation.  He (1994b: 227) said, ‘We see 

·96· 



 P o w e r  a n d  E t h i c s  
 

that Christian asceticism and ancient philosophy are placed under the same 

sign: that of the care of self.  The obligation to know oneself is one of the 

central elements of Christian asceticism.’   

 

The difference between Greco-Roman philosophies and Christian 

spiritualism, however, revolved around the understanding of freedom.  

Where Greco-Roman philosophies understood freedom as the kind of 

relationship one should have with oneself, Christian spiritualism saw 

freedom as a relationship one ought to have with God.  That is to say, while 

Epictetus’s walking exercise was designed to test one’s independence from 

desire, thus, demonstrating that one’s freedom is dependent upon mastering 

the self; the Christian approach is to test one’s connectedness to God, thus, 

illustrating that one’s freedom is not a matter of self-mastery but self-

renunciation to a higher authority.  To make this point, Foucault (1994d: 

276-277) makes a comparison between Epictetus’s walk and the 

description he found of a walk taken by a young seminarist: 

These two walks correspond to the extent that you have a case 
with Epictetus of a walk during which the individual assures 
himself of his own sovereignty over himself and shows that 
he is dependent on nothing, while in the Christian case the 
seminarist walks and before each thing he sees, says, “Oh, 
how God’s goodness is great!  He who made this, holds all 
things in his power, and me, in particular” — thus reminding 
himself that he is nothing.  

 

 

In making the comparison between Greek and Christian ethics, Foucault 

argued that ethics is a practice of freedom as opposed to giving up the self 

in the form of obedience to an external moral code.  In the remainder of 
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this section I concentrate on the techniques of the self that produce ‘…the 

kind of relationship you ought to have with yourself, rapport à soi…which 

determines how the individual is supposed to constitute himself as a moral 

subject of his own actions’ (Foucault, 1984c: 352).  The first technique 

relates to the problem of personal comportment or ethical substance.   

 

In The History of Sexuality Vol 2, Foucault (1985: 26) described ethical 

substance as ‘…the way in which the individual has to constitute this or 

that part of himself as the prime material of his moral conduct.’  In this 

sense, the moral practice of educating children is not just strict adherence 

to the limits set by the Act but what is considered desirable behaviour.  As 

for educating the child, the ethical problem for parents is the desire to 

neglect and abuse children.  For the parent, if they do not neglect or abuse 

their children then their behaviour is valued.  Drawing on his historical 

research and admiration for Lacan, Foucault (1994d: 264) explained this 

understanding in terms of the ethical substance in Greece as desire: 

For the Greeks, when a philosopher was in love with a boy, 
but did not touch him, his behaviour was valued.  The 
problem was: Does he touch the boy or not?  That is the 
ethical substance: the act linked with pleasure and desire.  For 
Augustine, it is very clear that when he remembers his 
relationship to his young friend when he was eighteen years 
old, what bothers him is what exactly was the kind of desire 
he had for him.  So you see that the ethical substance has 
changed.      

 

Thus, the ethical substance may not just be desire as in the case of the 

Greek philosopher.  For Augustine, the problem area of moral conduct 

involved questions about his intentions or feelings towards his young 
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friend.  In this way, ‘[e]thical substances include desire, intentions and 

feelings as well as sexuality’ (Simons, 1995: 34).  The ethical substance 

involves subjection by knowledge as the will to truth as to the a priori 

nature of the human being.  By subjecting ourselves to this self-knowledge 

we convince ourselves of the necessity of limits in governing the problem 

of conduct connected to our ‘dark desires, evil intentions and hidden 

feelings.’     

 

The second ethical concern is ‘the way in which the individual establishes 

his relation to the rule and recognizes himself as obliged to put it into 

practice’ (Foucault, 1985: 27).  In this regard, Foucault (1994d: 264) said: 

The second aspect is what I call the mode of subjection [mode 
d’assujettissement], that is, the way in which people are 
invited or incited to recognize their moral obligations.  Is it, 
for instance, divine law that has been revealed in a text?  Is it 
natural law, cosmological order, in each case the same for 
every living being?  Is it a rational rule?  Is it an attempt to 
give your existence the most beautiful form possible?  

 

‘For Foucault,’ says Rabinow (1994: xxxi), ‘the challenge of the mode of 

subjection is not to base one’s subjectivity, that multidimensional 

relationship (to others, to things, and to ourselves) on any science, nor on 

any previously established doctrine.’  Rather than see the mode of 

subjection in this way, Foucault points to three broad reasons which can be 

linked to why parents may recognise themselves as obliged to ensure that 

children receive a school education.  One, it may be because they recognise 

themselves as ‘…a member of the group that accepts it, declares adherence 

to it out loud, and silently preserves it as a custom’ (Foucault, 1985: 27).  
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Two, it may be because parents recognise themselves as part of a tradition 

that must be maintained.  Or, three, it may be because they recognise 

themselves as responsible for adding ‘brilliance, beauty, nobility, or 

perfection’ (Foucault, 1985: 27) to the lives of their children.  In relation to 

his studies of classical Greek culture, Foucault (1984c: 356) said: 

You see, what I tried to show is that nobody is obliged in 
classical ethics to behave in such a way as to be truthful to 
their wives, to not touch boys, and so on.  But if they want to 
have a beautiful existence, if they want to have a good 
reputation, if they want to be able to rule others, they have to 
do that.  So they accept those obligations in a conscious way 
for the beauty or glory of existence.  The choice, the aesthetic 
choice or the political choice, for which they decide to accept 
this kind of existence — that’s the mode d’assujettissement.  
It is a choice, it is a personal choice.    

 

  

The interesting aspect of Foucault’s work in relation to this research is that 

educating the child as a moral rule in terms of the child’s right is justified 

through the political process.  Thus, it might be argued that the form of 

obligation in this case is a legal one as opposed to a personal choice.  

However, we should remind ourselves at this point that the understanding 

of power in this study is not connected to notions of consent — it is not 

based on the renunciation of freedom (Foucault, 1994h: 340).  As Foucault 

(1982: 221) explained: 

When one defines the exercise of power as a mode of action 
upon the actions of others, when one characterises these 
actions by the government of men over other men — in the 
broadest sense of the term — one includes an important 
element: freedom.  Power is exercised only over free subjects, 
and only in so far as they are free.  By this we mean 
individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of 
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possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several 
reactions and diverse comportments may be realised.  

 

Based on this understanding, the relationship between individual or 

collective subjects with the legal obligation to ensure a child receives a 

school education is a still a matter of choice.  

 

The particular subjects formed by choosing a school education for their 

children would, in this sense, sit in contradistinction to the others as 

members of a different group or class who do not preserve a school 

education as a custom or recognise it as a tradition or see it as adding value 

to their children’s lives.  This is the idea that a practice of choosing to enrol 

a child in a school education program ‘…must correlate to a type of 

normativity to produce subjectivity’ (Simons, 1995: 35).  By examining the 

surface of the Act for technologies of the self linked to choosing a school 

education we can develop an image of the responsible parent that is 

different from the features and attributes of the others who are subjected to 

the technologies of domination such as surveillance, examination and 

confession.   By subjecting ourselves freely to certain forms of conduct 

while our neighbours must be watched and examined to ensure they behave 

in a similar way we convince ourselves that we are responsible.   

 

The third aspect is the ‘ethical work (travail éthique) that one performs on 

oneself, not only in order to bring one’s conduct into compliance with a 

given rule, but to attempt to transform oneself into the ethical subject of 

one’s behavior’ (Foucault, 1985: 27 — emphasis in original).  In this way, 
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being a responsible parent can involve a number of practices from choosing 

schools and education courses, participating in the child’s education and 

school management issues to paying school charges and so on.  Equally, 

self-formation as a responsible parent may mean participating in practices 

designed to realign conduct with the rule, that is, overcoming momentary 

setbacks through a preparedness to tell the truth about one’s hidden desires.  

In reference to Foucault’s work on the history of sexuality, Simons (1995: 

35) explains: 

The sexual technologies mentioned above are instrumental in 
our self-formation, but pride of place goes to confession, as 
the telling of truth about sex.  If, in the nineteenth century, the 
bourgeoisie formed itself by repressing the sexuality it incited 
through confessional techniques, by the twentieth century 
psychoanalysis, as the ultimate in confession, provided a class 
character in the alleviation of repression.  

 

By examining the Act for technologies of the self we can see the self-

forming activities which reflect the identity of the responsible parent.   By 

subjecting ourselves to certain rules of conduct we convince ourselves that 

we are responsible.  Thus, we are subjected through our subjection of the 

self. 

 

Foucault’s final approach to ethics is to question the goal to which moral 

conduct aspires.  He (1985: 27-28) said: 

Other differences, finally, concern what might be called the 
telos of the ethical subject: an action is not only moral in 
itself, in its singularity; it is also moral in its circumstantial 
integration and by virtue of the place it occupies in a pattern 
of conduct.  It is an element and an aspect of this conduct, and 
it marks a stage in its life, a possible advance in its continuity.  
A moral action tends towards its own accomplishment; but it 
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also aims beyond the latter, to the establishing of a moral 
conduct that commits an individual, not only to other actions 
always in conformity with values and rules, but to a certain 
mode of being, a mode of being characteristic of the ethical 
subject. 

 

This is the question as to what mode of being characterises the ethical 

subject.  ‘Which is the kind of being to which we aspire when we behave in 

a moral way?’ asked Foucault (1984c: 355).  ‘For instance, shall we 

become pure, or immortal, or free, or masters of ourselves?’  In response to 

these questions, the moral obligation to ensure a child receives a school 

education may be linked to aspirations of a greater freedom in the form of 

detaching the child from its impoverished family background, freeing the 

child and the state from the threat of economic insecurity or freeing the 

child and the community from violence and corruption.  In this sense we 

can ask whether the kind of being a parent aspires to when behaving 

morally is a citizen who is free from the risk of losing freedom.  This is the 

view that what we do is trapped by thoughts that suggest any rupture in the 

relationship between the self and existing political, social and economic 

structures would risk the destruction of the freedom we all enjoy. 

For centuries we have been convinced that between our 
ethics, our personal ethics, our everyday life, and the great 
political and social and economic structures, there were 
analytical relations, and that we couldn’t change anything, for 
instance, in our sex life or our family life, without ruining our 
economy, our democracy, and so on.  I think we have to get 
rid of this idea of an analytical or necessary link between 
ethics and other social or economic or political structures 
(Foucault, 1984c: 350).  
 

 

To this point, we have considered the way Foucault consolidated his 
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thoughts on power around the technologies of domination through his work 

on discipline and bio-power and those of the self through his genealogy of 

ethics.  The next chapter looks at the final phase in Foucault’s 

understanding of power — governmentality.  The significant element that 

characterised Foucault’s thoughts on governmentality was not the 

replacement of the technologies of domination but inclusion of the practice 

of freedom as essential part in relations of power.  As Foucault (1994k: 

219) explained: 

Accordingly, we need to see things not in terms of 
replacement of a society of sovereignty by a disciplinary 
society and the subsequent replacement of a disciplinary 
society by a society of government; in reality one has a 
triangle, sovereignty-discipline-government, which has as its 
primary target the population and as its essential mechanism 
the apparatuses of security. 

 

It was Foucault’s later thoughts on governmentality that articulated power 

as an unstable and reversible dialogue caught between the individual 

practices of liberty and the normalising practices that constrain.  Drawing 

on developments in his investigations into sexuality that revealed 

techniques aimed at regulating the population, Foucault worked on an 

understanding of governmentality that aimed to achieve three objectives 

(Gordon, 1994: xxiii).  Governmentality would: one, shift the focus for 

analysis away from ‘…practices and knowledges of the individual person, 

such as psychiatry, medicine and punishment, to the exercise of political 

sovereignty by the state over an entire population’; two, analyse practices 

of government and the rationalities that justify them; and, three, analyse 

how liberalism provides ‘…a distinctive concept and rationale for the 
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activity of governing…’, which gives it a distinct advantage over other 

forms of government.   

 

So, Foucault undertook a third shift that reconceptualised power as 

‘governmentality’ being the coming together of technologies of power and 

the self which not only presupposes the capacity of the governed to act 

upon imposed limits but also seeks to use this knowledge to direct this 

capacity towards desired objectives.  By making this move, Foucault 

(1985: 7) believed he would be getting nearer to realising his objective of 

creating ‘…a history of the different modes by which, in our culture, 

human beings are made subjects’ (Foucault, 1994h: 326).     
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CHAPTER 5 

GOVERNMENTALITY 
 

 

In the later stages of Foucault’s life he undertook a number of research 

projects into political rationality.  Unlike discipline and bio-power which 

were outlined in specific publications, Foucault’s work on governmentality 

was never compiled into a single volume.  Instead, Foucault’s thoughts on 

governmentality have survived as an assortment of interview transcripts, 

papers and lecture notes.  It is in these formats that Foucault’s thoughts on 

power and ethics, discussed in the previous chapter, come together under 

the banner of ‘governmentality’ as the encounter between technologies of 

domination and the self (Foucault, 1994b: 225).  ‘For Foucault, political 

rationalities were more than just ideologies; they constitute a part of the 

fabric of our ways of thinking about and acting upon one another and 

ourselves’ (Barry, Osborne and Rose, 1996: 7).  For example, Simons 

(1995: 36) defines ‘governmentality’ this way: 

It refers to the connection between power as the regulation of 
others and a relationship with oneself.  In other words, 
government is the connection between ethics and politics.  
One governs one’s own conduct, while government guides 
the conduct of others.  Government is the conduct of conduct. 

 

Although quite elegant, Simons definition appears meagre when we 

compare it to the detail of Foucault’s (1994b: 300) own explanation: 

…I am saying that “governmentality” implies the relationship 
of the self to itself, and I intend this concept of 
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“governmentality” to cover a whole range of practices that 
constitute, define, organize and instrumentalize the strategies 
that individuals in their freedom can use in dealing with each 
other.  Those who try to control, determine, and limit the 
freedom of others are themselves free individuals who have at 
their disposal certain instruments they can use to govern 
others.  Thus, the basis for all this is freedom, the relationship 
of the self to itself and the relationship to the other.  Where, if 
you try to analyze power not on the basis of freedom, 
strategies and governmentality, but on the basis of the 
political institution, you can only conceive of the subject as a 
subject of law.       

 

It was in a seminar at the University of Vermont in 1982 called 

Technologies of the Self 1 Foucault explained in reference to the four 

technologies of: production, sign systems, power and the self, that: 

It is the last two, the technologies of domination and self, 
which have most kept my attention.  I have attempted a 
history of the organization of knowledge with respect to both 
domination and the self.  For example, I studied madness not 
in terms of the criteria of formal sciences but to show what 
type of management of individuals inside and outside of 
asylums was made possible by this strange discourse.  This 
encounter between the technologies of domination of others 
and those of the self I call “governmentality.” 

 

Foucault’s thinking on governmentality as the entanglement of power and 

ethics can first be detected when reading The History of Sexuality Vol. 1 

(1978).  It was in this volume that Foucault discussed how an ethics of 

sexuality as a practice of self-government not only established the social 

identity of the bourgeoisie but was also the political basis for the governing 

of others.  In this context, he (1978: 127) explained, ‘…the bourgeoisie 

endowed itself, in an arrogant political affirmation, with a garrulous 
                                                 
1 The text of this seminar is reproduced in the Essential Works of Foucault 1954 -1984 Vol. 1 pp. 
223 -251. 
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sexuality which the proletariat long refused to accept, since it was foisted 

on them for the purpose of subjugation.’  

 

In this chapter I outline the concept of governmentality in which Foucault 

recasts his thoughts on power in terms of how the technologies of 

government produce macro-governmental rationalities in three ways.  The 

first section briefly conceptualises the notion of political rationality to 

which Foucault refers to when discussing governmentality.  Section two 

then considers the emergence of what Foucault calls ‘pastoral government’ 

which underpins the modern reason for State which draws on the 

technology of police to foster the welfare of the population.  And, finally, 

in section three I discuss the modern understanding of political rationality 

in terms of Foucault’s historical work on the reason for State as the need to 

enhance the happiness of citizens in a way that also ensures the power of 

the State which gave rise to liberalism.     

Political Rationality 
While governmentality is concerned with the problem of governing, it 

places the analytical accent on how historical forms of rationality have 

operated as the truth.  ‘What we have to do,’ said Foucault (1982: 210), ‘is 

analyze specific rationalities rather than always invoking the progress of 

rationalization in general.’  In contrast to this thinking, more conventional 

approaches to political criticism tend to invoke the progress of reason by 

questioning the truth of government as a calculable relationship between an 

ideal future and a present reality.  They are apt to measure the extent to 

which government practices have been able to bridge the gap between a 
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theory as an ideal state of being, that is, a rationalisation for a practice and 

the material state of reality.  For example, a standard criticism of a piece of 

educational law like the Act might question the gap between a theory of 

freedom and the reality of compulsory education or, in a similar vein, it 

might point to a stated ideal such as all children have a right to receive a 

school education and declare it incomplete because government practices, 

strategies and programs have either failed or are yet to resolve the reality of 

inequality and disadvantage caused by high absenteeism, low retention 

rates of aboriginal children in post-compulsory education and so on.  For a 

more theoretical illustration of this type of political criticism, Haralambos 

and Holborn (1990: 243) put it this way: 

From the functionalist perspective of Parsons, and Davis and 
Moore industrial societies are open and meritocratic: they 
provide genuine equality of opportunity.  Social democratic 
theorists do not accept that this situation exists, but they do 
believe that changes to education could bring meritocracy 
closer to being a reality. 

 

Along these lines, Haralambos and Holborn refer to studies undertaken by 

Halsey, Heath and Ridge who argued, in Origins and Destination (1980), 

that the evidence suggests changes made to the practice of education have 

failed to move society closer to equality of educational opportunity.  Other 

arguments and studies include works by people like Illich who, in 

Deschooling Society (1973), believed that because schooling as a practice 

fails to realise the ideal of equality that a different approach to providing an 

education is needed; or, Bowles and Gintis, Schooling in Capitalist 

America (1976), who described schooling as a practice that not only failed 

to realise equality but, in fact, worked to legitimise inequality for the 

·109· 



G o v e r n m e n t a l i t y  
 

benefit of capitalism.  Nevertheless: 

Does it make sense to interrogate strategies of government in 
relation to truth?  Is not government almost by definition the 
realm of pragmatics of the possible, the territory of the deal-
makers, of corruption, or pork barrelling and the like? (Rose, 
1999: 25). 

 

 

Unlike conventional approaches, governmentality does not seek to 

interrogate strategies of government in relation to an absolute truth.  It is 

not interested in measuring gaps between the ideal and the real; its concern 

is with what government says it wants to achieve, the problem or problems 

it concerns itself with and the objectives and techniques it adopts in 

response to particular problems.  By the same token, governmentality 

concerns itself with how individual and collective conduct is conducted 

and how, at a given historical moment, the conduct of conduct in a 

particular social domain is rendered a problem of government.      

 

As government confronts problems related to different institutional settings 

such as the family so technologies of government aimed at regulating the 

conduct of individuals and the population in general give rise to 

government rationalities.  As Burchell (1991: 121 — emphasis in original) 

explains: 

Modern political reason has been shaped, he [Foucault] says, 
by the project (and problem) of combining, or of making a 
‘tricky adjustment’ between, on the one hand, the state’s 
exercise of power through the totalizing legal-political forms 
of its unity, and, on the other, its exercise of an 
individualizing form of power through a ‘pastoral’ 
government concerned with the concrete lives and conduct of 
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individuals. 
 

 

In this way, modern political reason is instrumental because it is shaped by 

techniques as means to designated ends.  This is an understanding of 

instrumental rationality as the coming together of reasons and the 

techniques of government.  For example, schooling as a technique of 

government can be justified on the grounds that it aims to educate children.  

This level of instrumental, technical or objective-based rationality as one 

that justifies the means, however, begs the question: why do children need 

an education?  In order to respond, instrumental rationality as the end that 

justifies the means also requires justification in the form of a reason that 

specifies the purpose or value of educating children, such as: children need 

an education through schooling because a school education is an 

opportunity to address the disadvantages that threaten the security of 

individuals and the community as a whole.  Within this context, political 

rationalities are both instrumental and purposive because they not only 

justify the means but also the goal used to justify the means.  ‘The 

combination of technical and purposive rationality in political discourse 

renders it programmatic, inducing methodically rational conduct which is 

simultaneously rule-governed, reproducible and principled’ (Simons, 1995: 

38).  This is an understanding that techniques, practices, programs and 

strategies of government do not ‘…exist without a certain regime of 

rationality’ (Foucault, 1994j: 230).   

 

Jon Simons (1995: 37) suggests Foucault’s thinking on rationality reflects 
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the way Habermas revised Weber’s argument that sociological analysis of 

practice should be linked to ‘…the observation and theoretical 

interpretation of the subjective “states of minds” of actors’ (in Haralambos 

and Holborn, 1990: 19).  This is an understanding of social explanation that 

says ‘[m]en attach meanings to their actions and these become embodied in 

social norms.  Hence sociology involves ‘understanding’ (Verstehen)’ 

(Inwood, 1995: 908).  

Since it is not possible to get inside the heads of actors, the 
discovery of meaning must be based on interpretation and 
intuition.  For this reason objective measurement is not 
possible and the exactitude of the natural sciences cannot be 
duplicated.  Since meanings are constantly negotiated in 
ongoing interaction processes it is not possible to establish 
simple cause-and-effect relationships (Haralambos and 
Holborn, 1990: 19).    

 

For Weber, meaning as something ‘constantly negotiated in ongoing 

interaction processes’ made rationality a historical rather than a 

philosophical problem.  ‘Substantively, Foucault’s assertion that the 

“problem of reason” has to be treated historically and not metaphysically is 

certainly something with which Weber and Adorno would agree’ (Dreyfus 

and Rabinow, 1982: 132-134).  This understanding of ‘rationality’ as 

historically contingent, that is, as one of a number of different explanations 

that happens to emerge within a particular context rather than being a 

necessary statement that must be true echoes Foucault’s relationship with 

structuralism discussed in chapter three.  Rather than becoming embroiled 

in structuralism’s materialist/idealist debate over whether the truth of 

reason is derived from language as a fixed object or as a product of a 

creative subject, Foucault sees rationality as the different truths attached to 
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different practices.  

 

While Foucault, like Weber, believed that different practices are derived 

from different rationalities, there is an important methodological 

difference.  While Weber saw the problem of reason in historical terms, he 

believed, like Marx, that it was possible for a particular rationality to 

provide a causal explanation of certain social phenomena.  Where Weber 

differs from Marx, however, is that a causal explanation of human 

behaviour is possible provided ‘…an understanding of meanings formed 

part of…’ the interpretation (Haralambos and Holborn, 1990: 19).  In other 

words, an explanation of capitalism as a social phenomenon, from Weber’s 

perspective, relied as much on ideas as it did on economic factors.  On this 

basis, Weber searched for rationalisations that explained human behaviour.  

Through his historical inquiries, Weber was able to identify three ‘ideal 

types’ as particular rationalisations of authority that underpinned both 

capitalism and socialism, namely: traditional, charismatic and legal-rational 

authority (Inwood, 1995: 908).  For Weber, the ideal type was a device that 

brought ‘…together a variety of historical considerations, so as to highlight 

the “essence” of the historical object being studied, for example, 

Calvinism, capitalism, worldly asceticism’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982: 

132).   

 

In contrast, Foucault was keen to distance himself from Weber in an effort 

to free rationality from a progressive history of thoughts centred on the 

nature of man.  In fact, he (1994j: 229 — emphasis added) said: 
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If one calls “Weberians” those who set out to trade off 
[relayer] the Marxist analysis of the contradiction of capital 
for that of the irrational rationality of capitalist society, then  I 
don’t think that I am a Weberian, since my basic 
preoccupation isn’t rationality considered as an 
anthropological invariant.  I don’t believe one can speak of 
an intrinsic notion of “rationalization” without, on the other 
hand, positing an absolute value inherent in reason, and, on 
the other, taking the risk of applying the term empirically in a 
completely arbitrary way.  I think one must restrict one’s use 
of this word to an instrumental and relative meaning.     

 

This departure from Weber has also been identified by others.  For 

example, in the introductory paragraph of The Disciplinary Society: From 

Weber to Foucault (1986), John O’Neill said, ‘…Foucault’s studies of the 

disciplinary society (1978; 1978b) may complement Weber’s formal 

analysis of the modern bureaucratic state and economy — despite 

Foucault’s different conception of social rationality.’  ‘But this should be 

seen as an advance,’ Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982: 133) claim, ‘not a 

refutation of the Weberian project.’  That is to say, while Weber and 

Foucault shared an understanding of the relationship between practice and 

reason, Foucault goes beyond Weber’s concept of rationality.   

 

Unlike Foucault, Weber was limited to legitimate knowledge of the 

sciences and social sciences that were preoccupied with a fixed humanist 

rationality or, as Foucault described it, a ‘rationality considered as an 

anthropological invariant.’  ‘Thus Weber carried out his own vocation as a 

‘specialist’,’ explains O’Neill (1986: 44), ‘limited by his reflection upon 

politics and history itself unable to transcend positive finitude.’  From this 

perspective, Weber’s analysis of the modern bureaucratic state remained 
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within the limiting confines of its own internal, familiar and accepted 

scientific rationalities.  For Foucault, this link between rationalisation and 

power failed to generate the critical edge Kant advocated in his response to 

the question: what is Enlightenment (Was ist Aufklärung)?    

 

Consequently, Foucault wanted to break away from the culturally familiar 

in order to disturb the comfort of our thinking.  With this aim in mind, he 

saw rationalities as instrumental and relational, as products of a different 

disciplinary power.  For Foucault (1994j: 231): 

“Discipline” isn’t the expression of an “ideal type” (that of 
“disciplined man”); it’s the generalization and interconnection 
of different techniques themselves designed in response to 
localized requirements (schooling, training troops to handle 
rifles). 

 

In this sense, Foucault (1982: 210) saw rationalisations like ‘disciplined 

man’ as products of practices, programs, strategies and techniques specific 

to a particular context or fundamental experience like ‘…madness, illness, 

death, crime, sexuality and so forth.’  Rather than asking what form of 

rationalisation characterises a particular social phenomenon, Foucault 

looks to more remote processes in an effort to understand how we are 

trapped within the limits of particular historical rationalities.  Through his 

archaeological method, Foucault aspired ‘…to unearth the particular 

historical conditions which produced the types of ‘scientific’ truths 

particular to our society’ (McHoul and Grace, 1993:60 — emphasis in 

original).  These are particular historical practices like the disciplinary 

technique of torture in the eighteenth century (Foucault, 1977: 3-6) not as 
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an ideal type but as an economy of power relations, as an agonism or 

constant struggle and resistance that brings power relations to light.  

Foucault (1994j: 232) explained:  

Programs, technologies, apparatuses — none of these is an 
“ideal type.”  I try to study the play and development of a set 
of diverse realities articulated onto each other; a program, the 
connection that explains it, the law that gives it its coercive 
power, and so on, are all just as much realities — all be it in a 
different mode — as the institutions that embody them or the 
behaviors that more or less faithfully conform to them.  

 

In terms of governmentality, this is the problem of reason, that is, the 

rationalities that justify practices involved in the constant struggle with the 

self and others.  For this reason, Foucault argued that rationality in relation 

to the analysis of government was not a philosophical matter but a 

historical contingency.  In the next section, the question of self-government 

or the struggle against the self is explored in relation to Foucault’s thoughts 

on pastoral government. 

Pastoral Government 
This section concentrates on how the care of the individual became a 

responsibility of the State.  For Foucault (1994c: 286), how one cared for 

or cultivated the self was the problematisation of freedom along the ethical 

lines of moral reflection which, in a more general sense, brought about the 

problematisation of government.  He (1994c: 286) said: 

I think that insofar as freedom for the Greeks signifies non-
slavery — which is quite a different definition of freedom 
from our own — the problem is already entirely political.  It 
is political in that nonslavery to others is a condition: a slave 
has no ethics.  Freedom is thus inherently political.  And it 
also has a political model insofar as being free means not 
being a slave to oneself or one’s appetites, which means that 
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with respect to oneself one establishes a certain relationship 
of domination, of mastery, which was called arkhē, or power, 
command.   

 

‘The care of the self,’ said Foucault (1994c: 291), ‘concerns all the 

problems of political practice and government, and so on.’  For Foucault, 

this was a problem of government that had a history.   

 

Foucault traced the notion of government as a kindly power concerned with 

the welfare of the population by contrasting the development of the ethical 

citizen within the Greek State to the pastoral tradition of Christian 

spiritualism which provided the basis for the modern State which sees the 

development of the useful citizen as integral to its competitive strength.  To 

this end, Foucault explained the transformation from the ethical practice of 

self-mastery within the city-citizen game of Greco-Roman philosophies to 

the practice of self-renunciation within the shepherd-flock game that 

emerged during the latter stages of the Roman Empire.  This was the art of 

existence as self-government or cultivation of the self as an important 

theme within Greco-Roman philosophies that saw care of the self as a 

personal responsibility in relation to self-knowledge compared to Christian 

spiritualism that invested care of the self in the shepherd who was 

responsible for the flock.  In this section, I compare and contrast Foucault’s 

diagnosis of the city-citizen and shepherd-flock game as two forms of 

government in relation to the self around the questions of responsibility, 

self-knowledge and obedience.      
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Responsibility for the Self 
While the different practices of contemplation of the shepherd-flock game 

and the city-citizen game produced different rationalities of obedience in 

relation to knowledge of the self, they also produced different thoughts 

about the duty or responsibility for the self.  In the city-citizen game, 

responsibility for governing the self was clearly divided.  While the city-

state brought free citizens together on the understanding of the ethical 

community, it was the individual citizen who was totally responsible for 

taking care of the self.  This was a duty to contemplate desires, to locate the 

truth about the self for the purpose of developing a capacity to exercise 

reason as a necessary faculty for self-mastery.  According to Foucault, this 

was the idea of self-cultivation as an individual responsibility to apply 

reason to conduct.  He (1986: 47 — emphasis added) said:  

It is insofar as he is free and reasonable that man is the natural 
being that has been committed to the care of himself.  The 
god did not fashion us out of marble, like Phidias his Athena, 
who forever extends the hand on which Victory came to rest 
immobile with wings outspread.  Zeus “not only made you, 
but entrusted and committed you to yourself alone.”  The care 
of the self, for Epictetus, is a privileged duty, a gift-obligation 
that ensures our freedom while forcing us to take ourselves as 
the object of all our diligence.   

 

Moreover, he (1986: 89) noted: 

The rationality of government of others is the same as the 
rationality of the government of oneself.  This is what 
Plutarch explains in To an Uneducated Ruler: one will not be 
able to rule if one is not oneself ruled.  Now, who then is to 
govern the ruler?  The law, of course; it must not, however, 
be understood as the written law, but rather as reason, the 
logos, which lives in the soul of the ruler and must never 
abandon him.   
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The ethical practice in the city-citizen game is about a personal 

responsibility to develop the ability to live as free citizen in an ethical 

community; whereas, the shepherd-flock game does not see care of the self 

as the individual’s responsibility.  For example, Matthew 18: 12-14 (1976: 

26) said: 

What do you think a man does who has a hundred sheep and 
one of them gets lost?  He will leave the other ninety-nine 
grazing on the hillside and go and look for the lost sheep.  
When he finds it, I tell you, he feels happier over this one 
sheep than over the ninety-nine that did not get lost.  In just 
the same way your Father in heaven does not want any of 
these little ones to be lost.   

 

 

Obviously, in the shepherd-flock game the shepherd is responsible for 

keeping the ethical community intact.  In the city-citizen game, however, 

remaining part of the ethical community was clearly a personal 

responsibility.  It involved a philosophical education for the purpose of 

developing one’s capacity to exercise reason over the self.  ‘Man…must 

attend to himself; not, however, as a consequence of some defect that 

would put him in a situation of need and make him in this respect inferior 

to the animals, but because the god [Zeus] deemed it right that he be able to 

make free use of himself; and it was for this purpose that he endowed him 

with reason’ (Foucault, 1986: 47).   

 

Rather than a demand for obedience to a common understanding of austere 

behaviour, there was an expectation that one would develop a certain style 

of asceticism.  In other words, the themes of austerity in the city-citizen 
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game ‘…did not coincide with the lines of demarcation that may have been 

traced by the great social, civil and religious interdictions’ (Foucault, 1985: 

22).  This form of austerity was based not on renouncing desires and 

pleasures that failed to adhere to an external moral code, but on a more 

autonomous asceticism in which desires and pleasures were controlled 

through a practice of the self.   

 

From the fourth to the sixteenth century, however, it was Christian 

spiritualism’s shepherd-flock game that provided the basis for governing 

the self.  It became the predominant game in which members of the flock 

were kept within the ethical community by the shepherd who was 

responsible for guiding the self in relation to earthly desires.  As the one 

responsible for guiding the self, the shepherd, however, did not have the 

same immediate access and information about personal desires as the 

Greek citizen.  Thus, in contrast to the citizen, contemplation as a form of 

self-knowledge presented as a different problem for the shepherd.  

Consequently, the confession was added to the process of contemplation in 

the shepherd-flock as a necessary tool for gathering self-knowledge.   

Knowledge of the Self 
Although self-knowledge in the city-citizen and the shepherd-flock game 

was a matter of self-contemplation, the outcome derived from this 

technique was applied differently from one context to the next.  In contrast 

to the city-citizen game, contemplation of the self in the shepherd-flock 

game was not part of an exercise to develop the self-mastery necessary to 

function within an ethical community but a means of determining whether 
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one had strayed from moral interdictions.   

 

The shepherd-flock game did not involve the personal development of 

reason for the purpose of mastering desires.  Rather, knowledge of the self 

in the shepherd-flock game involved contemplation as a form of 

questioning desires and acknowledging faults in relation to an external 

moral code.  This was knowledge not for the purpose of mastering the self 

but for renouncing it.  In this way, the shepherd-flock game characterised 

the State as a higher authority that must gather knowledge of its flock or 

population.  To this end, Foucault (1994l: 178) explained how Christian 

spiritualism added a verbalising practice to the responsibility to know the 

self through contemplation that is inclusive of a higher authority.   

…Christianity requires another form of truth obligation.  
Everyone in Christianity has the duty to explore who he is, 
what is happening within himself, the faults he may have 
committed, the temptations to which he is exposed.  
Moreover, everyone is obliged to tell these things to other 
people, and thus to bear witness against himself.  

 

Based on this understanding, the aims of the city-citizen game and the 

shepherd-flock game were different.  In the city-citizen game, the aim of 

the centralised State was simply to bring together responsible moral agents 

in order to form an ethical community.  In the shepherd-flock game, 

however, the goal of the centralised State was to increase its overall 

strength by caring for the life of each individual.  In fulfilling its duty of 

care, the shepherd, in turn, demanded the obedience of the flock. 
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Obedience of the Self 
The city-citizen game and the shepherd-flock game applied the principle of 

self-knowledge in relation to obedience differently.  In the city-citizen 

game each citizen was considered free and as such was responsible for his2 

own conduct.  Care of the self for the Greek citizen linked obedience to 

reason.  The free citizen saw obedience as a practice of the self in terms of 

self-imposed regulations upon one’s own behaviour through the exercise of 

one’s capacity to reason.  In the shepherd-flock game obedience of the 

flock was linked to external rules of moral behaviour.  In the interest of 

salvation, members of the flock were obliged to obey the moral rules 

prescribed and enforced by a higher authority such as God, the church or 

the state.  For example, St Paul (1976: 201 — emphasis added) in a letter to 

the Galatians, said: 

For rulers are not to be feared by those who do good, but by 
those who do evil.  Would you like to be unafraid of the man 
in authority?  Then do what is good, and he will praise you, 
because he is God’s servant working for your own good.  But 
if you do evil, then be afraid of him, because his power to 
punish is real.  He is God’s servant and carries out God’s 
punishment on those who do evil.  For this reason you must 
obey the authorities — not just because of God’s punishment, 
but also as a matter of conscience.    

 

Obedience, in this sense, became a matter of conscience or self-knowledge 

of one’s own depravity or dark side and the need for an external moral 

code which represented the will of a higher authority.  Rather than the 

development of a personal capacity to reason, an externally imposed moral 

                                                 
2 In antiquity all thoughts of freedom and self-government were related to males.  Foucault 
(1994a: 256-257) said, ‘The Greek ethics were linked to a purely virile society with slaves, in 
which the women were underdogs whose pleasure had no importance, whose sexual life had only 
to be oriented towards, determined by, their status as women, and so on.’  
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code became the instrument for contemplating the self, that is, one 

reflected on one’s behaviour not in terms of obeying one’s own rationality 

but in the interest of obeying externally imposed regulations related to a 

faith in an authorised moral doctrine.   

 

The shepherd-flock game required obedience in order to transform the self 

from one reality to another: from banishment to acceptance; from darkness 

to light; from sin to purity; from condemnation to salvation; from death to 

life; and so on (Foucault, 1994b: 242).  These were thoughts of 

transformation produced by the technology of confession linked to a strict 

obligation to obey a moral code.  Foucault (1994b: 242) explained: 

…it [Christianity] is a confessional religion; it imposes very 
strict obligations of truth, dogma, and canon, more so than do 
the pagan religions.  Truth obligations to believe this or that 
were and are still very numerous.  The duty to accept a set of 
obligations, to hold certain books as permanent truth, to 
accept authoritarian decisions in matters of truth, not only to 
believe certain things but to show that one believes, and to 
accept institutional authority are all characteristic of 
Christianity.  

 

 

Although the shepherd-flock game overtook the city-citizen game in the 

Middle Ages in relation to the problem of government, the pastoral power 

of Christianity up until the sixteenth century was not a total success for 

several reasons.  Firstly, the individualising nature of pastoral power was 

essentially an urban experience.  To this extent, it experienced difficulty in 

reconciling the individual demands of a predominately rural based society 

in which transport and communications were slow and cumbersome.  In 
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addition, pastoral power as a shepherd-flock relationship was based on a 

particular belief system.  As a cultural experience, pastoral government 

experienced difficulties in countering the superstitions and pagan rituals of 

uneducated and illiterate individuals.  Finally, the shepherd-flock game as a 

relationship between government and individuals demanded a particular 

socio-political structure which experienced difficulty in reconciling itself 

with the socio-political structure of a feudal economy.   

 

Despite these difficulties, the notion of pastoral power did not disappear 

after the sixteenth century.  Instead, it grew in its intensity as the religious 

reformation and counter-reformation saw attempts at new forms of pastoral 

expression struggle with the effort to maintain existing pastoral functions.  

Although never instituted as a form of government in the Middle Ages in 

the same way as sovereignty, which triumphed over feudalism by 

supporting an army, developing and establishing a system of justice and 

taxation, thoughts of a pastoral government remained a primary object.  

Efforts to insert a pastoral power into the established institution of 

sovereignty made the reason for government problematic.  For example, 

Foucault (1994k: 201) noted that: 

‘…from the middle of the sixteenth century to the end of the 
eighteenth, there develops and flourishes a notable series of 
political treatises that are no longer exactly “advice to the 
prince,” and not yet treatises of political science, but instead 
are presented as works on the “art of government.”  
 

In this way, Foucault shifted his attention from antiquity to the relationship 

between thoughts of pastoralism and the rise of the modern State. 
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The Rise of the Modern State 
From the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, the formulation of the State 

was connected to two distinct reasons.  On the one hand, there was 

sovereignty which linked the reason for State to the protection of territory.  

The theory of police,3 on the other hand, connected the reason of State to 

increasing the State’s competitiveness.    

The Art of Government 
Foucault first examined the art of government by comparing Machiavelli’s 

The Prince to other writings of this time that sought a new art of 

government based on the notion of ‘economy.’  This is a word best defined 

much later by Rousseau (1986b: 128) who expressed it in these terms: 

The word economy, or Oeconomy, is derived from oίkόζ, a 
house, and vόµoζ, law, and meant originally only the wise 
and legitimate government of the house for the common good 
of the whole family.  The meaning of the term was then 
extended to the government of the great family, the State.    

 

As a contestation, Machiavelli’s prince and the new political economy 

highlighted two distinct forms of rationality on the control of conduct.  

This was the rivalry between sovereignty and new thoughts on the art of 

government that struggle over the reason for State. 

The Reason for State  
Machiavelli’s notion of the state as the proclaimer of laws saw its reason in 

protecting territory, that is, to fend off any challenge to the sovereign’s 

rightful ownership of things gained by conquest, inheritance or treaty 
                                                 
3 The word ‘Police’ does not refer to a quasi-military body that apprehends criminals in the 
interest of maintaining the rule of law.  In fact, ‘…the English word ‘policy’ is arguably a better 
equivalent to this meaning of Polizei’ (Gordon, 1991: 10); or, as Foucault (1994g: 69) said, ‘The 
second [political technology] is constituted by “policy” [police], in the sense given to the word 
then: that is, the set of means necessary to make the forces of the state increase from within.’ 
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(Foucault, 1991a: 90).  Hence, sovereignty as a reason for State was to 

develop and enforce the laws that focused power on territory and its 

inhabitants in order to protect the sovereign’s interests (Foucault, 1994k: 

208).  It had only one target: to make free subjects obedient (Foucault, 

1978: 85).  This aim sought to address the problem of free subjects by 

demanding their submission, an answer achieved from a single strategy: the 

“power of life and death.” 

The sovereign exercised his right of life only by exercising 
his right to kill, or by refraining from killing; he evidenced his 
power over life only through the death he was capable of 
requiring.  The right which was formulated as the “power of 
life and death” was in reality the right to take life or let live 
(Foucault: 1978: 136 — emphasis in original).  

 

 

In contrast to this view of government, a push for a new political economy 

was evident in writings that sought to replace the reason of State as 

sovereignty or the proclaiming of laws with a new art of government.  

According to Foucault (1991a: 90), writers, such as La Perrière, 

‘…constantly recall that one speaks also of ‘governing’ a household, souls, 

children, a province, a convent, a religious order, a family’.  This reason 

for state was expressed in terms ‘…independent of any concept of the 

interests of a sovereign ruler’ (Smart, 1983: 117).  Instead, government was 

about the right arrangement or order between individuals and things.  It 

was concerned with principles that dealt with urgent needs and demands 

rather than human, natural or divine laws.  The reason for state was to 

manage the relationship between individuals and the things that sustain, 

benefit and threaten life.  In a pastoral sense, it was about gathering 
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knowledge that would maintain the competitive strength of the State by 

concentrating on establishing the right association between individuals and 

the things that: sustain life like food and water; benefit life like customs, 

recreation and values; and, threaten life like plagues and accidents 

(Foucault, 1994k: 209).  The political economy was not about the power to 

take life but the pastoral mission to make life — ordering it, encouraging 

its growth and generating its force.  In this way, the reason for state was to 

create and maintain the order of things that increased its strength rather 

than just making and enforcing laws that maintained the sovereign’s power 

over individuals.     

 

Although quite distinctive, sovereignty and thoughts on a new art of 

government sought the same end — the common good, which, in turn, was 

understood from different perspectives.  For sovereignty, the common good 

was obedience to the law that relied on a single strategy: ‘…the right to 

kill, to employ force…’ (Foucault, 1991a: 96).  By codifying the violence 

and coercion of punishment, the law sought obedience as the necessary 

means to the common good which is obedience.  As Foucault (1994k: 210) 

pointed out, this is a circular argument in which the means and the end are 

the same, a theoretical position that saw sovereignty as a static form of 

government capable of only maintaining the status quo.  In this way, the 

reason for state as sovereignty can only hope to resist or hold out against its 

enemies, a strategy that must eventually fail as the forces around it 

continue to grow.  
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In comparison to sovereignty, thoughts on a new art of government looked 

towards multiple ends.  As Foucault (1991a: 95) explained, the right order 

of things: 

…implies a plurality of specific aims: for instance, 
government will have to ensure that the greatest possible 
quantity of wealth is produced, that the people are provided 
with sufficient means of subsistence, that the population is 
enabled to multiply, etc.  There is a whole series of specific 
finalities, then, which become the objective of government as 
such. 

 

To make this point, Foucault draws on two metaphors used at the time to 

describe the reason for State as the right disposition to things.  One, the 

ship metaphor in terms of competing with the elements to describe the 

reason for state as maintaining the state’s survival, that is, achieving a safe 

passage and returning to port.  In this way, rational government used its 

knowledge of the individual souls on board (crew and passengers), the 

things that sustain the journey (the ship and its cargo), the things that are of 

benefit to a safe passage (the rigging and navigational equipment) and the 

things that threaten safety (weather conditions and reefs) to arrange or 

order things in such a way as to increase the probability of a secure 

passage.  And, two, the family or household metaphor which was not only 

about maintaining security but also increasing the state’s strength, that is, 

the common good in terms of the growth and development of each 

individual family member.  ‘Governing a household, a family,’ said 

Foucault (1991a: 94), ‘does not essentially mean safeguarding the family 

property; what concerns it is the individuals that compose the family, their 

wealth and prosperity.’  Consequently, realising the common good in 
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thoughts on a new art of government was not simply a matter of protecting 

territory but ordering things in a way that increased the State’s competitive 

strength.   

 

To sustain itself, the State needed to know its current strengths, its areas of 

urgent need, its weaknesses.  This is the notion of a State centred upon a 

competitive as opposed to a legal framework of sovereignty; an agenda that 

made it possible to hold out against enemies indefinitely by continually 

increasing the strength of the State.  With the need to constantly expand the 

State’s competitive edge, Foucault (1991a: 96) described the 

‘…Cameralists’ science of police’, as an important technology associated 

with this emerging art of government around the discipline of 

administration. 

The Theory of Police 
Pasquino (1991:108-109), in his article, Theatrum politicum: The 

genealogy of capital – police and the state of prosperity, said: 

…police, known in the eighteenth century as both ‘the science 
of happiness’ and ‘the science of government’, which 
constitutes society as the object of a knowledge and at the 
same time as the target of political intervention, seems to me 
to speak to us about our history and our present much more 
eloquently today than do the genealogies of capital. 

 

Police as an administrative discipline was first described in Germany as 

Polizeiwissenschaft, a science of police that focused on the good order of 

the State.  To Foucault, police was an important technique of control.  For 

example, Pasquino (1991: 109) referred to the 1757 Code of Police which 

stated, ‘police has as its general object the public interest.’  Moreover, he 

·129· 



G o v e r n m e n t a l i t y  
 

(1991: 111) said: 

This is what the science of police is about: a great effort of 
formation of the social body, or more precisely an 
undertaking whose principle result will be something which 
we today call society or the social body, and which the 
eighteenth century called ‘the good order of a population.’ 

 

In describing the theory of police, Foucault started by setting out an 

administrative structure presented by Turquet to the ‘Dutch State General’ 

in 1611.  Turquet identified four administrative arms that sat below the 

authority of the king, namely: justice, army, exchequer and police.  In the 

main, police was responsible for fostering charity, loyalty, co-operation 

and so on for the purpose maintaining the State’s good management.  To 

do this, Turquet recommended that each province be ruled by four boards; 

two to manage the affairs of people and two to administer things.  For 

people there was the board with a positive focus that concentrated on 

educative matters associated with making people useful and employable; 

and, a welfare board that dealt with the negative aspects of life such as 

helping the poor and improving public health.  For things, there was the 

board for commodities that gave its attention to the manufacturing of 

goods, the market and trade; and, a board for territorial matters such as 

property, roads, buildings and forests.   

 

For Foucault, Turquet’s administrative structure was significant to the 

theory of police in three ways.  One, it demonstrated that police covered all 

aspects of life including those matters that were the direct responsibility of 

the other three branches of administration.  Two, police included 
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everything from the point of view of order and relationships.  And, three, it 

was non-totalitarian; it did not recognise the common good in terms of 

obedience but as the invigorating of life by increasing the cooperation and 

communication between people.  Overall, police was about intervention 

that controlled the activities of individuals in order to increase the State’s 

strength.  As an example, Turquet’s administrative structure was only a 

small part of a large volume of literature on the theory of police that 

continued to expand into the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as 

applied policy as well as a subject in the training of public officials.    

 

From the perspective of applied public policy, Foucault refers to De 

Lamare’s eighteenth century compendium Treaty on the Police to illustrate 

its aim and targets.  The object of police was life in terms of seeing to the 

benefits of living in society.  To achieve this, police controlled and 

regulated eleven things related to the morality, preservation, conveniences 

and pleasures of life.  As a subject, Foucault draws on a number of German 

textbooks on police which cover similar topics around the theme of 

individuals living in society.  For Foucault, however, a text composed by 

Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi stands out as a significant advance in the 

theory of police.   

 

Foucault believed Justi added to the work on police in four new ways.  

Justi was the first to articulate the paradox in the theory of police as 

keeping citizens’ happy while simultaneously exerting the power over them 

through State regulation.  Additionally, he made a clear distinction between 
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politics as a negative power that fights against both internal and external 

threats to the State’s security and police as a pastoral power that fosters life 

for the purpose of increasing the State’s strength.  He was also the first to 

recognise population as the object of police.  And, finally, he combined the 

notion of statistics with police as a means of observing and analysing the 

current strength of the state.   

 

Despite the energy for the reason for State in relation to a theory of police, 

a number of historical events, such as, the Thirty Year War and the 

financial crisis at the end of the seventeenth century, hindered its 

institutionalisation (Foucault, 1991a: 95-96).  More significantly, Foucault 

accused early liberalism in the form of mercantilism and contract theory as 

major obstacles in the on-going development of this conceptualisation of 

state that was seeking to go beyond the bounds of sovereignty.  Throughout 

the seventeenth and into the eighteenth century, mercantilism was caught in 

the rigid legal framework of sovereignty.  Its primary object was ‘…the 

might of the sovereign…’ (Foucault, 1991a: 97-98).  Moreover, 

mercantilism used the weapons of sovereignty, such as laws and 

regulations, to fill the ruler’s treasury and to ‘…create the army with which 

he could carry out his policies’ (Foucault, 1991a: 98).  Likewise, contract 

theory was unable to break away from the theory of sovereignty.  It 

presented a form of political rationality which sought ‘…to combine the 

legal-political form of the state’s unity with what was hitherto its opposite 

— an individualizing, pastoral government’ (Burchell, 1991: 122).  

Foucault (1991a: 98) said: 
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This art of government tried, so to speak, to reconcile itself 
with the theory of sovereignty by attempting to derive the 
ruling principles of an art of government from a renewed 
version of the theory of sovereignty — and this is where those 
seventeenth century jurists come into the picture who 
formalize or ritualize the theory of the contract. 

 

Through the work of seventeenth century jurists, such as Hobbes and 

Locke, Foucault (1991a: 98) argues that contract theory only succeeded in 

formulating ‘…general principles of public law.’  In other words, they 

concentrated on expressing a relation between the sovereign and subjects in 

terms of rights, that is, ‘…individuals ‘agreed’ to give up certain freedoms 

to benefit from banding together’ (Danaher, Schirato and Webb, 2000: 83). 

 

In contesting the theory of sovereignty, the theory of police received a new 

lease of life in the eighteenth century as social problems associated with 

population began to emerge.  The discovery of ‘population’ sparked the 

development of an art of government beyond the model of the family that 

was too weak to adequately respond to the territorial and financial demands 

of sovereignty (Foucault, 1994k: 215).  ‘Population’ was a word 

‘…invented in Germany by Obrecht, and coming into standard use, in 

France, at least, only during the eighteenth century, thanks to the state of 

prosperity’ (Pasquino, 1991: 114).  The newly discovered problems of 

population and isolation of the economy brought about by ‘…the 

demographic expansion of the eighteenth century, connected with an 

increasing abundance of money…’ focused the problem of government 

onto a ‘…different plane of reality…’ (Foucault, 1991a: 98-99).   
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This new level of reality specific to population involving issues like 

epidemics, customs and labour introduced three fundamental changes to 

the art of government.  It shifted the notion of economy based on a family 

model to a political economy that concentrated on the concerns of 

population.  ‘[P]rior to the emergence of population,’ Foucault (1991a: 99) 

observed, ‘it was impossible to conceive the art of government except on 

the model of the family…’.  Secondly, the rationality of government saw 

population as its end, that is, as the focus of its resources and energy rather 

than the sovereign.  And, three, the new rationality shifted away from 

structures of sovereignty that aimed to dominate to practices associated 

with controlling population.  To this extent, the law was of secondary 

importance.  In the same way as government as family had sought to make 

the law a tactic in establishing the right order of things, the emerging art of 

government saw it as only one of many ways of controlling the conduct of 

the population.  

 

For Foucault, the discovery of population was a key historical factor that 

allowed Europe to escape the ‘Machiavellian limitations’ of political 

thinking (Gordon, 1991: 10).  The art of government now involved the 

good order of a population through the application of a political economy 

in the form of security mechanisms that concentrated on ‘…the wealth and 

behaviour of each and all…’ (Foucault, 1991a: 92).  It is at this point, the 

eighteenth century, that Foucault notes other historical factors, in addition 

to population, that also influenced the formation of the modern State, 

namely: the rise of liberalism. 
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The Rise of Liberalism 
The idea of liberalism for Foucault was a matter of government practice in 

relation to a particular ethos of rule, rather than a political philosophy on 

the rights of the individual (Barry, Osborne and Rose, 1996).  For Foucault, 

modern liberalism is not ‘…a doctrine or a set of doctrines, of political and 

economic theory, but a style of thinking quintessentially concerned with 

the art of governing’ (Gordon, 1991: 14).  To this extent, modern liberalism 

demands a rationality that thinks about the appropriate limits of 

intervention in the freedoms of day-to-day life that will secure the effective 

involvement and participation of individuals in the market place without 

risking the overthrow of government.  ‘Hence, the advent of liberalism 

coincides with the discovery that political government could be its own 

undoing, that by governing over-much, rulers thwarted the very ends of 

government.  Hence liberalism is not about governing less but about the 

continual injunction that politicians and rulers should govern cautiously, 

delicately, economically, modestly’ (Barry, Osborne and Rose, 1996: 8). 

 

In the eighteenth century, liberalism was theorised, however, in terms of 

governing less.  As we saw in chapter two, the classical dimension of 

liberalism developed by theorists like Adam Smith argued in favour of 

non-intervention, that is, a laissez-faire policy that links the State’s 

prosperity and security with non-interference in the natural self-regulating 

market place.  By supporting the free enterprise of the population, modern 

liberalism broke away from police as a form of political intervention, that 

is, ‘…interventionist policies aimed at ensuring the security and prosperity 

of the state’ (Danaher, Schirato and Webb, 2000: 91).  While the 
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Cameralists and police science saw the actions of government and the 

competitive strength and prosperity of the state as inseparable, early liberal 

theory saw them as two separate things.  To this end, classical liberalism 

maintained the unknowability of the total economic process and, therefore, 

saw the economy as a natural self-regulating world of its own running 

parallel to the actions of government.  Nevertheless, both liberalist and the 

Cameralists saw the prosperity and security of the state as central to 

government policy: only the method of achieving it (intervention or non-

intervention) was different. 

 

The social dimension of liberalism had to face the dilemma that arose from 

its policy of non-intervention.  While, on the one hand, the strategy of non-

intervention saw State security as being derived from the freedom of 

property owners (bourgeois) to go about their business; on the other hand, 

it linked the State’s insecurity to the absence of regulation of the 

propertyless labour force (proletariat).  In support of this perspective, 

Foucault referred to the class structure of society and the struggles that 

emerged in the nineteenth century.  For example, Gordon (1991: 31) says, 

‘1848 and 1871 make spectacularly evident to an anxious bourgeois the 

danger represented by the indiscipline, the asocial autonomy, of the 

pauperized urban masses.’  If the art of government remained exclusively 

linked to the economy and the protection of property rights as in the 

practice of classical liberalism, then it would establish itself in opposition 

to the interests of the proletariat — a construction of ‘them and us’ that 

Marx and Engels theorised as lethal to State security.  In response to this 
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threat, the liberal State began to see its long-term security in terms of 

increased regulation.  It was the emergence of society in the nineteenth 

century that realised this dual demand on the rationality of government.  

On the one hand, there was the demand for non-intervention for the rational 

self-regulating citizen; while, on the other, the growing demand for State 

regulation of the undisciplined, asocial others in the interest of forging 

social solidarity (Donzelot, 1991: 171).   

 

The concept of solidarity, developed by Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), 

shifted the question for the social sciences from intervention/non-

intervention to evaluating the extent to which the State should intervene in 

civil society.  This separation of State and civil society provided a technical 

means of elevating the nervousness in relations between the public and the 

private.  Thus, knowledge of our collective self through statistical research 

by the social sciences was able to express the legitimacy of intervention in 

associations, such as the family and education based on the principle of 

working together in the interests of securing the common good — 

protecting people’s rights.  Within this legal context, the State can 

intervene in the lives of citizens in the name of freedom, beyond which, 

however, any further intervention is open to challenge.  Thus, the liberal art 

of government becomes the external orchestration of social relations as a 

strategic move to overcome possible resistance to the effective involvement 

and participation of citizens in the market place.  As Donzelot (1991: 173) 

says: 

It is in the name of social solidarity that the republic state 
develops its social legislation and, subsequently, its economic 
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intervention.  The concept of solidarity makes it possible to 
arrive at a situation where the state itself is no longer at stake 
in social relations, but stands outside them and becomes their 
generator of progress. 

 

On this basis, liberalism became a form of critical disposition towards the 

relationship between government and the population.  As Foucault (1991: 

18) explained: 

Liberalism is not a dream which clashes with reality and fails 
to insert itself there.  It constitutes — and this is the reason 
both for its polymorphic character and for its recurrence — an 
instrument for the criticism of reality. 

 

Thus, Foucault portrays liberalism as instrumental.  In this sense, he invites 

us to question liberalism as a political rationality that does things.  We are 

challenged to look towards ‘…the technical means with which the 

aspirations and ideals of liberal political rationalities might have been put 

into practice’ (Barry, Osborne and Rose, 1996: 10).  In taking this 

approach, Foucault questioned the art of government into the twentieth 

century.   

 

According to Gordon (1991: 41), it was in his lectures at the Collège de 

France in 1979 that ‘Foucault discussed neo-liberalism in three post-war 

Western countries: West Germany, the United States and France.’  In West 

Germany, neo-liberalism did not see the market place as a natural self-

regulating body but, rather, as something requiring active legal intervention 

to ensure competition.  Indeed, it needed to be constructed.  Going a step 

further, neo-liberalism in the United States did not restrict the view to the 

market place but saw society not as natural but as something to be 
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constructed along market lines.  While West Germany deviated from 

eighteenth century liberal thought by recommending legal intervention in 

the market place, the United States erased the notion of intervention by 

eliminating any distinction between the economic and the social.  As one 

and the same, the social world was to be constructed around matters of 

choice, autonomy and competition.  In comparison to the United States, 

neo-liberalism in France constructed the social around the economic theme 

of transactions.  According to Gordon (1991: 45), ‘The state presents itself 

as the referee in an ongoing transaction in which one partner strives to 

enhance the value of his or her life, while another endeavours to economize 

on the cost of that life.’   

Governmentality and the Act 
Foucault’s genealogy of political rationality grounds this analysis of the 

Act in terms of government understood as the conduct of conduct.   

For Foucault, government means “the conduct of others’ 
conduct” perhaps the paradigm form of power, but also, 
surely, a form that had a specific interest for him, and whose 
distinctiveness has to do with a certain ethical component in 
the rationale of the activity and its intended targets: notions of 
concern for a way of living or of life conduct (Gordon, 1994: 
xxix).  

 

This understanding of governmentality shifts political analysis away from 

ideologies, theories of rights and questions of legitimacy.  As a mode of 

political analysis, it concentrates on the ethos and practice of government 

as the encounter between the technologies of power and the self that seek 

to shape conduct.  Consequently, this is not a study based on an 

institutional image of the state comprising patterns of authority and 
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decision making affected by exchanges between ruling elites, interest 

groups, major and minor political parties, the media, voters, and possibly 

more.  It does not view the Act as either an instrument created by a group 

committed to holding onto power in an effort to secure their own political 

interests at the expense of the oppressed or an expression of power that 

must be legitimised in some way or another.  Rather, the Act, in terms of 

governmentality, is viewed as the coming together of an ethos and techne, 

that is, the various thoughts and techniques that constructs the way parents 

relate to themselves and others as responsible for educating their children. 

 

Analysing the Act according to Foucault’s thoughts on governmentality is 

made possible through a genealogy of truth, power and ethics (Simons, 

1995: 30).  The first domain, truth, is more archaeological in nature.  It digs 

down into knowledge fields in search of events in which educating the 

child was considered a problem of government in relation to freedom 

which was explored in chapter two.  This is a critique of the discursive 

limits as the truth of freedom/childhood that governs the conduct of the 

parent in relation to educating the child.  The second domain, power, is a 

genealogical look at the present technologies of domination within the Act 

that seek to govern the conduct of others.  This is a critique of the 

technologies of the Act that constitute the responsible parent as one who 

sits in contradistinction to the identity of others as those who must be 

regulated.  The last domain, ethics, is also genealogical in nature.  It 

involves an inquiry into the technologies of the self within the Act that 

incite and enable parents to constitute themselves as ethical subjects 
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responsible for educating the child.  These are the three fundamental 

elements for an inquiry into the Act as a political experience: ‘…a game of 

truth, relations of power, and forms of relation to oneself and to others’ 

(Foucault, 1994e: 117).   

 

By taking the interplay between these elements into account, I analyse how 

the Act constitutes the responsible parent around the notion of schooling.  

Even though Foucault protested that rationale critique should encourage 

thought and not merely insist upon different boundaries, Baudrillard, 

however, advocated that we forget him (Horrocks and Jevtic, 1997: 131).  

According to Baudrillard (in Simons, 1995: 40), the power Foucault 

analysed was a forgotten relic of the past and in contemporary society it 

was not power relations that were important but relations of seduction.  

Despite these criticisms, I am drawn to Foucault’s efforts to open up the 

possibility to think differently.  My desire to pursue this direction is aided 

by Simon’s argument against Bauman’s view that Foucault fails to explain 

how we are now governed in the present ‘…through the technologies of 

seduction to the market…’.  In Foucault’s defence, Simons (1995: 40) says: 

Perhaps Foucault must pay a price for writing only histories, 
not contemporary analyses.  Yet it may be more fruitful to 
follow Foucault’s general approach to the analysis of power 
rather than cleaving to its details…Foucault’s analyses of the 
forms of power that limit us are more of an invitation to 
further research than definitive conclusions.   

 

Based on this advice, my intention here has not been to concentrate on the 

accuracy of the historical details in Foucault’s analytical work but his 

understanding of power that lends itself to a distinctive critical approach to 
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social theory.  ‘Undoubtedly,’ says Couzens Hoy (1998: 18), ‘there are 

many historical details about which he was not correct.  But the 

genealogical method itself still stands as a distinctive approach to social 

theory and historical analysis.’   
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CHAPTER 6 

THE DEPLOYMENT OF FREEDOM/CHILDHOOD 
 

 

The question that this chapter explores is: 

How has the truth of childhood been deployed in relation to 
the shape of freedom to inform government as to the identity 
of those in need of regulation and those capable of self-
governing? 
 

To answer this question we need to acknowledge at the outset that the 

liberal understanding of childhood is connected to the idea of freedom 

(Hultqvist and Dahlberg, 2001).  This is the view of childhood as a time in 

which the child as a pre-given psychological subject is made free through 

an education designed to make him or her a self-regulating and self-

realising moral agent.  ‘Childhood has been about the formation of the self-

guiding child and citizen, and the overarching concern of the project of 

childhood is with the emancipation of the child from the restraints of 

traditions and the dark forces of the old world’ (Hultqvist and Dahlberg, 

2001: 4).   

 

Since the nineteenth century, this liberal connection between childhood and 

freedom has been dogged by a contradiction.  One the one hand, we noted 

in chapter two how classical liberalism shaped freedom as a natural state of 

being.  The view of freedom in this context was linked to developing the 

human capacity to self-govern made possible by an innate ability to reason.  
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In this sense, freedom was seen as a natural state of being pegged to self-

regulation based on our capacity for rational thought.  On the other hand, 

there was the view of freedom shaped by welfarism and neo-liberalism that 

saw it as a realised rather than natural state of being.  By constituting the 

right economic and social conditions, the right opportunities can be 

afforded to the passive social citizen to enable him or her to realise 

freedom as his or her God-given right (welfarism) or the active 

autonomous citizen to enable him or her to realise freedom as an outcome 

of his or her own actions (neo-liberalism).  In short, we have two opposing 

views of freedom/childhood.  A natural state of being linked to the 

development of the child’s natural capacity; and, a constituted form pegged 

to the child’s need for the right opportunities.  

 

The contradiction of freedom/childhood as a time for development (nature) 

or opportunities (nurture) has not been resolved (Biggs and Telfer, 1987; 

Krause, Bochner and Duchesne, 2003).  Instead, the contradiction with this 

liberal notion of freedom and childhood plays a strong role in the modern 

critique of schooling as either a liberating or repressive force.  For 

example, it was noted in chapter four how Bowles and Gintis in Schooling 

in Capitalist America (1976) described schooling as an educational practice 

that not only failed to realise equality but, in fact, worked to legitimise 

inequality for the benefit of capitalism.  Accordingly, they argued schools 

repressed the working class in order to serve the interests of the 

bourgeoisie.  This criticism of schooling deploys the notion of 

freedom/childhood as a time for providing the right opportunities.  That is 
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to say, contemporary schooling for Bowles and Gintis fails to provide the 

right environment, it is not the right intervention strategy, in which 

working class children can succeed.  Rather than liberating the children of 

the poor, the technique of schooling represses them by perpetuating the 

myth of merit which throws the blame for continuing inequalities or lack of 

freedom back on the shoulders of the disadvantaged as opposed to the 

environment.   

 

The idea of merit in this sense is connected to an opposing view of 

childhood as a time for developing natural abilities.  The child’s capacity to 

succeed is determined by the abilities he or she inherits rather than the 

environment in which they are raised.  By deploying childhood in this way, 

the view of progress towards freedom in relation to educating the child 

comes back to the individual’s personal endeavours and ability to apply 

reason to his or her choices.  Essentially, educational success is a matter of 

inherited potential to which the schooling environment plays only a 

supporting rather than determining role.  Schooling in this sense is a 

servant to freedom as a natural state of being in the form of the self-

regulating moral agent rather than the creator of this freedom.  Marxist 

analysts like Bowles and Gintis, however, believe this view of childhood to 

be a myth. Unlike childhood as nurture, they see childhood as nature as a 

trick, a mere illusion that hides the repressive fact that schooling is 

structured in a way that ensures the failure of certain children.   

 

Undertaking a modern critique of education from this perspective means 
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we have to search for the legitimacy of schooling, on the one hand, or the 

illusion that hides repression, on the other.  ‘Whatever stance one adopts on 

the issue predetermines one’s further views in the social structures 

(including schooling) best suited to realising those theories’ (Biggs and 

Telfer, 1987: 425).  Whether we are drawn to the legitimacy or the 

repressive hypothesis, we have to accept from the start that childhood is in 

fact either a matter of nature or nurture and that freedom is either a natural 

or realised state of being that can be achieved.  This is a belief in an a 

priori essence of childhood as pre-freedom that is a matter of causal 

determination, on the one hand, or origination,4 on the other.  If freedom is 

determined then the truth of childhood must be a time of providing 

opportunities in which intervention in the form of external environmental 

factors plays a primary role.  However, if freedom is a matter of origination 

then the truth of childhood must be a time in which ways of thinking and 

behaving are not determined by environmental factors but a matter of 

developing natural abilities.  In this sense, we have to suspect schooling as 

an educational strategy to be either right or wrong.  Legitimate or right 

because it does encourage all children to develop their natural abilities or 

potential to the full; or, repressive or wrong because it fails to do so.   

 

There are two problems in accepting the legitimate/repressive approach for 

a historical look at the deployment of freedom/childhood in relation to the 

identity of the responsible parent when it comes to educating the child.  
 

4 ‘Origination’ is a philosophical term that connects freedom to the free will of the moral agent.  
It is, according to Weatherford (1995: 636-637), ‘The creation of new causal chains by free 
human choices.  The traditional doctrine of free will or libertarianism asserts that there are such 
genuine creations.  Not everything is a link in a deterministic causal chain.’   
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The first is the problem of periodisation.  Writing a history in terms of 

legitimacy/repression is linked to social structures.  When it comes to 

education in this sense the starting point tends to be the introduction of 

universal schooling towards the end of the nineteenth century.  This 

periodisation, however, ignores what parents were doing in relation to 

educating the child prior to this time.  That is to say, it ignores the fact that 

parents were subjecting themselves to techniques for educating the child 

long before schooling become universal.  To address this issue, I structure 

the periodisation for this inquiry from the beginning of the eighteenth 

century to the end of the nineteenth century.  This particular timeframe is 

guided by Jacques Donzelot (1979: 16) who explains: 

The eighteenth century is extolled for its revalorization of 
educative tasks, and it is said that the image of childhood 
underwent a change in that period.  No doubt, but it is also 
true that what was set into place then was a reorganized 
educative behavior which revolved around two very distinct 
poles, resulting from two quite different strategies.  The first 
was centred on the spread of household medicine, that is, a set 
of knowledges and techniques designed to enable the 
bourgeois classes to rescue their children from the negative 
influence of servants and to place them under parent 
observation.  The second aimed at the consolidation, under 
the label of “social economy,” of all the forms of direction of 
the life of the poor, so as to diminish the social cost of their 
reproduction and obtain an optimum number of workers at 
minimum public expense: in short, what is customarily 
termed philanthropy.    

 

This timeframe is better placed to capture how the deployment of 

freedom/childhood in relation to educating the child was first a matter of 

ethical behaviour prior to becoming a matter of regulation.   
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The second issue with the legitimate/repression approach is the problem of 

truth.  The idea of childhood as the pre-universal truth of freedom as the 

self-regulating or self-realising moral agent ignores its historical 

construction and deployment.  A historical inquiry premised on this fixed 

truth simply ties us to a humanist foundation in which the subject of 

inquiry is already a historical a priori, an absolute, a single continuous 

entity.  There is only the centring of the subject as a fixed and stable 

identity.  To historicise the ‘responsible parent’ as a subject of government 

we need to refuse the certainty of an absolute identity and instead take an 

approach that sees ‘childhood’ in the same way that Rose (1999: 96) 

describes freedom, that is, ‘…a mobile historical possibility arising from 

the lines of force within which human being is assembled, and the relations 

into which humans are unfolded…a kind a power one brings to bear upon 

oneself, and a mode of bringing power to bear upon others.’  In this way, I 

address the problem of childhood not as an absolute truth but as a 

contingency.  ‘When we describe an historical event as contingent, what 

we mean is that the emergence of that event was not necessary, but was one 

possible result of a whole series of complex relations between other events’ 

(Kendall and Wickham, 1999: 5).   

 

In undertaking a historical inquiry of this nature, I divide the chapter into 

two parts.  Part one analyses how childhood was deployed from the pulpit, 

in a book conceived from personal letters of advice and in a novel in 

eighteenth century.  The deployment of childhoods in these sites 
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rationalised the techniques that came to characterise how parents governed 

the self in relation to educating the child.  They were the primary sources 

that told the parent what to look for and what techniques were necessary 

for ensuring the child’s development.  Childhood became a regime of truth 

deployed in religious and philosophical knowledge that confirmed the self-

governing capacity of those parents who educated the child as an ethics of 

child development.   

 

Part two then analyses how in the nineteenth century childhood was 

deployed differently in medical and social science research.  This was a 

new regime of truth that inform government of the identities of parents 

who in relation to educating the child needed to be regulated in contrast to 

those who were capable of self-governing.  It was at this time that we note 

how childhood is connected to the competitive strength and vigour in 

relation to the future well-being of society in general.  It was also at this 

time that different understandings of childhood were deployed in a 

different ways not because of a more enlightened community but because 

of an urban emergency that gave rise to a degree of social and moral panic.  

In an effort to control and regulate the population, different versions of 

childhood were assigned to different social groups.  While religious and 

philosophical knowledge of childhood had informed government of the 

self-governing capacity of the middle class parent from the eighteenth 

century onward, so knowledge of childhood deployed in the nineteenth 

century by medical and social science research informed government of the 

need to govern the conduct of lower class parents in the politics of child 



T h e  D e p l o y m e n t  o f  F r e e d o m / C h i l d h o o d   
 

·150· 

protection. 

 

Overall, the analysis in this chapter involves a history of the deployment of 

childhood in relation to the shape of freedom as it emerged in the 

eighteenth century and its subsequent shifts and transformations until the 

end of the nineteenth century.  It demonstrates how the truth of childhood 

is deployed by government to separate the identity of parents who must be 

regulated from those capable of self-governing.  The first part, the ethics of 

child development, starts with the religious and philosophical knowledge 

of childhood that confirms the identity of the responsible self-governing 

parent. 

The Ethics of Child Development 
In the last decade of the seventeenth century a book was written by John 

Locke based on his letters to a friend, Mr Edward Clarke, who was seeking 

some advice on how best to raise his eldest son (Edward) to be a 

gentleman.  In relation to educating young Edward, Locke advised the 

middle class father of the need to develop a good character and the ability 

to reason in the boy.  This advice involved the deployment of a completely 

new understanding of childhood which made it a secular concern by 

connecting it to an education removed from religious discourse without 

abandoning the theme of a defective human nature.  By the middle of the 

eighteenth century, Locke’s liberal views on childhood were turned upside 

down when Jean Jacques Rousseau published a piece of fiction that told the 

story of a little boy growing up in the French countryside.  For his middle 

class readership, Rousseau’s story about the innocent Èmile (as opposed to 
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Locke’s defective Edward) deployed a different notion of childhood.  In 

contrast to young Edward Clarke’s ignorance, Rousseau applied the notion 

of childhood innocence which had far reaching appeal.  Before Locke and 

Rousseau’s philosophical thoughts on childhood as ignorance and 

innocence emerged, religious leaders had deployed a notion of childhood 

depravity to incite parents within their congregations to manage their own 

conduct in relation to freedom shaped as eternal salvation.   

Deploying Childhood Depravity 
Prior to Locke secularising the responsible middle class parent, some basic 

principles associated with child rearing circulated amongst congregations 

and parishioners.  It would be wrong to suggest, however, that the church 

was the only site at this time where one would find thoughts on childhood 

as there was also an abundance of books and manuals on civility and social 

etiquette.  Although many were directed at the behaviour of adults, there 

were also ‘…books for children or youths: in English they were known as 

the ‘babees books’.  They taught how to speck correctly, how to greet 

people, how to kneel before one’s master,…’ (Aries, 1962: 368).  

Nonetheless, the view of human depravity derived from the Biblical notion 

of original sin provides an introductory example of how thoughts of 

childhood connected to the shape of freedom can be deployed around 

certain techniques that makes it possible to identify the self-governing 

parent when it comes to educating the child.   

 

Religious discourse in the eighteenth century continued to reinforce the 
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long standing Christian belief that children inherited an evil passed down 

from one generation to the next, a situation that had ensued since the time 

of Adam and Eve.  For example, a sermon in Germany in 1520 spoke of 

children with evil ideas and designs.  The congregation was informed that: 

…just as the cat craves mice, a fox chickens, and a wolf cub 
sheep, so infant humans are inclined in their hearts to 
adultery, fornication, impure desires, lewdness, idol worship, 
belief in magic, hostility, quarrelling, passion, anger, strife, 
dissension, factiousness, hatred, murder, drunkenness, 
gluttony, and more (in Cunningham, 1995: 49). 

 

Similarly, a catechism produced in 1550 said that ‘evil lusts and appetites’ 

lived in the heart of the child while John Robinson (in Cunningham, 1995: 

49), a pastor for the Pilgrim Fathers, said: 

…surely there is in all children…a stubbornness, and a 
stoutness of mind arising from natural pride, which must, in 
the first place, be broken and beaten down; that so the 
foundation of their education being laid in humility and 
tractableness, other virtues may, in their time, be built 
thereon.  For the beating, and keeping down of this 
stubbornness parents must provide carefully…that the 
children’s wills and wilfulness be restrained and repressed, 
and that, in time.  

 

And so, priests, ministers and pastors deployed a view of childhood to 

incite the parents in their congregations to save their children from eternal 

damnation.  The clergy held to an image of human conduct derived from a 

few general beliefs in relation to child rearing.  According to Aries (1962: 

112-113) these were the principles of: ‘children must never be left alone;’ 

‘children must not be pampered and must be accustomed to strict discipline 

early in life;’ and, of ‘modesty.’  These principles lent themselves to 
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educational techniques such as corporal punishment, close supervision and 

rote learning that were extremely harsh and, at times, quite brutal.   

 

The harsh treatment of depraved children revolved around the imperfect 

state of the body and the need for purification by those in a position of 

moral authority.  In the first instance, corporal punishment applied physical 

force as a means of correcting the wayward child.  That is to say, religious 

discourse did not express any sentimentality towards childhood but, 

instead, a brutal force by advising fathers not to spare the rod.  This was a 

directive supported by Proverbs 22:15 (in Cunningham, 1995: 48) which 

decreed: ‘Foolishness is tied in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline 

shall drive it away.’  Based on this moral authority, John Wesley (1703-

1791) (in Cleverley and Phillips, 1987: 29), co-founder of the Methodist 

church, told parents to: 

Break their [children] wills betimes, begin their work before 
they can run alone, before they can speak plain, perhaps 
before they can speak at all.  Whatever pains it costs, break 
the will, if you would not damn the child.  Let the child from 
a year old be taught to fear the rod and to cry softly; from that 
age make him do as he is bid, if you whip him ten times 
running to effect it.  If you spare the rod, you spoil the child; 
if you do not conquer, you ruin him.  Break his will now, and 
his soul shall live, and he will probably bless you for all 
eternity. 

 

Aries (1962: 251) also helps to make this point by drawing on the work of 

Rigault (1937), a historian of the Christian Brothers, who quotes an early 

eighteenth century school regulation: 

The regulations give instruction on the administration of the 
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birch: the child must be beaten harder if he screams.  Why?  
His cries stir up the neighbourhood: ‘The children begin to 
enjoy it and scream loudly in the hope that this will exempt 
them from the punishment, and this is why the people who 
live near the schools and those passing by in the street make a 
great fuss and imagine that those who are being chastised are 
suffering serious injury.’  Rigault sees here an admission that 
‘already at the beginning of the eighteenth century, there were 
a good many opponents of this system of brutal repression.’       

 

Further to this brutality, religious discourse required the constant attention 

and watchful eye of a moral authority.  In this sense, childhood was 

portrayed as a dangerous space in need of constant surveillance.  To 

emphasise this point, John Wesley (in Cleverley and Phillips, 1987: 30) 

stressed supervision as a strategy for promoting his school.  In a prospectus 

for a girl’s boarding school he announced that the day began ‘…at four 

a.m. — winter or summer…’ with an hour’s religious instruction followed 

by ‘…public worship…’ and study ‘…until breakfast.’  After school, 

which finished at five p.m., time was set-aside for ‘…private prayer…’ and 

‘…a short walk before supper.’  At seven p.m. it was time for some more 

‘…public worship…’ before bedtime at eight p.m.  Moreover, Wesley 

noted that the children would be under constant supervision and there 

would be no play on any day.  Although the principle of constant 

supervision was universally accepted, it was only exercised to this degree 

in the private boarding schools (Aries, 1962: 112).  Nevertheless, close 

supervision and harsh discipline provided for ethical behaviour on behalf 

of the faithful.  By acting in this way, religious parents were able to 

recognise themselves as good parents who were doing the right thing by 

their children. 
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Being a responsible parent in the eyes of the church not only required 

physical force and constant supervision but also the intense training of the 

child in moral precepts.  To this end, parents saw to it that their children 

were drilled in the rules of good moral conduct usually derived from the 

scriptures and presented in the form of the catechism.  As Cunningham 

(1995: 49) says, ‘Printed catechisms, question and answer sessions between 

parent and child, were the ideal way to do this (bring a conscious 

awareness to their need for salvation), though they might equally be used 

by church ministers.’  For example, in 1550 Thomas Bacon prepared a 271 

page catechism for his five year-old son to study (Cunningham, 1995: 49).  

Along this line, Aries (1962: 376) explains: 

La civilité nouvelle of 1671 was already something like an 
educational manual for parents: this had not been the case 
with the traditional manuals of etiquette, which were simply 
records of established practice.  It told how to set about 
punishing children, when to start teaching them their letters, 
and so on. ‘The child should repeat at home what he has 
learnt at school or at college, or else he should learn at home 
what he will have to recite before his master.’ 

 

It was the application of this technique of drilling along with close 

supervision and strict corporal punishment connected to childhood as a 

time of depravity that provided the identity of the good devout parent.  The 

deployment of childhood as depraved in terms of freeing the child from 

their innate evil provided a repressive religious ethic of the God-fearing 

parent, that is, self-government recognisable in the application of certain 

harsh disciplinary techniques when it came to educating the child.  In 



T h e  D e p l o y m e n t  o f  F r e e d o m / C h i l d h o o d   
 

·156· 

Locke’s work, however, we see the deployment of a different view of 

childhood that would see the birth of a liberal secular ethic of the parent 

thus providing a positive basis for the exercise of self-control over the 

ethical problem of pampering and spoiling the child around the theme of 

development rather than repression.    

Deploying Childhood Ignorance 
Locke’s views on the nature of childhood appealed to a wider secular 

audience than the depraved child of religious discourse.  Rather than 

breaking the will, John Locke (1632-1704) advised his friend Mr Clarke to 

gradually condition or develop the moral strength his son needed to 

become a gentleman, by providing him with practice, experiences and 

reasons.  This was the notion of childhood as a time of ignorance within the 

shape of freedom as a natural state of being that would constitute an ethics 

of responsibility in relation to educating the child as developmental as 

opposed to repressive.  Locke’s treatise, however, was not a lone or new 

voice but one that echoed many of the sentiments that educational moralists 

had been espousing since the sixteenth century. 

…[I]n writing about the education of children, especially of 
the children of gentlemen’s families, Locke did not invent a 
new subject-matter.  There were many treatises, from as early 
as the sixteenth century, which addressed themselves to that 
topic.  A number of the themes found in Some Thoughts is 
present in these earlier treatises (Yolton and Yolton, 1989: 8). 

 

 

In Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), Locke disagreed with the 

harsh disciplinary approach towards childhood evident in religious 
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discourse.  ‘Locke, also a critic of absolute monarchies, believed that cruel 

treatment and physical abuse would produce irrational, unwanted 

behaviour, difficult or impossible to correct later as the child hardened into 

adulthood’ (Kociumbas, 1997: xiii).  He expressed a desire to develop the 

natural capacity for reason within the child for the purpose of self-

regulation by encouraging him (Edward Clarke the younger in the case of 

Locke) to rationally reflect upon the effects of experience.  

 

Unlike religious discourse that saw human nature as innately evil, a 

condition that must be repressed in order to free the child, Locke provided 

a different psychology of childhood.  Rather than a fixed entity in need of 

constant surveillance and repression, childhood became a time of ignorance 

that could be overcome by the human capacity to gain knowledge through 

practice, experiences and reasoning.  What was of primary importance to 

Locke was ‘…that the child is malleable, that he can be trained to be 

virtuous’ (Yolton and Yolton, 1989: 27).  As Locke (1989: 83) said, ‘…I 

think that I might say, that of all the Men we meet with, Nine parts of Ten 

are what they are, Good or Evil, useful or not, by their education.’  

Although Locke recognised the evil desires inherent in childhood, for him 

they were not the primary concern but, instead, what was important was 

how they were regulated.  Education, in this sense, was not about 

repressing an inherited character but encouraging its development from an 

irrational to a rational state of being that would constitute the self-

regulating moral agent capable of enjoying his or her freedom.   
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Rather than control one’s evil desires by giving up oneself to the will of a 

higher moral authority, Locke believed that freedom relied on one’s ability 

to regulate desires through the application of reason.  He (1989: 105) said: 

The having desires accommodated to the Apprehensions and 
Relish of those several Ages is not the Fault; but the not 
having them subject to the Rules and Restraints of Reason: 
The Difference lies not in the having or not having Appetites, 
but in the Power to govern, and deny our selves in them. 

 
In other words, Locke (1989: 83) claimed that, ‘…the Principle of all 

Vertue and Excellency lies in a power of denying our selves the 

satisfaction of our own Desires, where reason does not authorize them.  

This Power is to be got and improved by Custom, made easy and familiar 

by an early Practice.’  To be free, Locke believed in the need for 

individuals to develop the ability to govern their own actions.  To this end, 

he spoke to his friend Mr Clark about the need to condition or mould the 

behaviour of young Edward through educational techniques involving 

reasoning, repetitive practice and experiences.  

 

Locke believed reasoning offered a positive form of correction in 

comparison to the negative effects of corporal punishment.  For him, 

corporal punishment discouraged the co-operation and participation 

necessary for developing the child’s natural capacity to reason.  He (1993: 

53) said that harsh physical abuse: 

…naturally breeds an aversion to that which it is the tutor’s 
business to create a liking to.  How obvious is it to observe, 
that children come to hate things which were at first 
acceptable to them, when they find themselves whipped, and 
chid, and teazed about them?  
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And so, Locke told his readers that children were rational creatures and 

fathers should treat their education accordingly.  He (1989: 142) said: 

…I would have the Father seldom interpose his Authority and 
Command in these Cases, or in any other but such as have a 
Tendency to vicious Habits.  I think there are better ways of 
prevailing with them: And a gentle Persuasion in Reasoning 
(when the first Point of Submission to your Will is got) will 
most Times do much better. 

 

In this sense, the responsible parent was easily recognisable by gender 

(father) and the practice of correcting the errors of the child through ‘…a 

gentle Persuasion in Reasoning…’.  

 

Locke also argued that the technique of repetitive practice offered a 

positive way of reinforcing the learning of good moral habits compared to 

forcing children to memorise rules through rote learning.  He (1989: 120) 

said: 

And here give me Leave to take notice of one thing I think a 
Fault in the ordinary Method of Education; and that is, The 
Charging of Children’s Memories, upon all Occasions, with 
Rules and Precepts, which they often do not understand , and 
constantly as soon forget as given.  If it is some Action you 
would have done, or done otherwise; whenever they forget, or 
do it awkwardly, make them do it over and over again, till 
they are perfect:…   

 

Moreover, he pointed out that education was not just a matter of practising 

something over and over again.  Rather, the child’s natural curiosity should 

be encouraged in an effort to stimulate the experiences that will free the 

mind from its innate ignorance.  He (1993: 57) said: 
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Curiosity in children…is but an appetite after knowledge, and 
therefore ought to be encouraged in them, not only as a good 
sign, but as the great instrument nature has provided, to 
remove the ignorance they were born with, and which without 
this busy inquisitiveness will make them dull and useless 
creatures… 

 

To Locke, curiosity was important for filling the empty mind.  For 

example, in an earlier psychological treatise, An Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding (1690), Locke ‘…maintains from the outset that none of our 

ideas or knowledge (whether theoretical or ethical) is ‘native’ or innate: the 

mind at birth, he says, is like ‘white paper’ (II. i. 2) and all our ideas are 

derived from experience’ (Woolhouse, 1995: 494).  Although the empty 

mind was hungry for experiences, it was, according to Locke, a passive 

receptor, that is, capable of absorbing experiences but incapable of using 

new information to conceptualise new ideas.  To bring the right 

experiences together, to form coherent patterns, to see logical links 

between cause and effect, the child needed the help of a good tutor.  In an 

environment comprising experiences that generated ideas and the support 

to organise them, Locke believed the child was capable of forming 

concepts in the same way as the adult (Wardle, 1974: 32).   

 

‘By this method,’ said Locke (1989: 122), ‘we shall see, whether what is 

required of him be adapted to his Capacity, and any suited to the Child’s 

natural Genius and Constitution; for that too must be considered in a right 

Education.’  In this way, Locke moved away from the negativity of the 

empty mind as an innate ignorance to the positive thought of an innate 
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capacity.  He (1989: 122) said, ‘…all that we can do, or should aim at, is to 

make the best of what Nature has given; to prevent the Vices and Faults to 

which such a Constitution is most inclined, and give it all the Advantages it 

is capable of.  Every one’s Natural Genius should be carried as far as it 

could, but to Attempt the putting another upon him, will be Labour in 

vain…’.  In this sense, Locke transforms the primary responsibility of the 

parent into a positive experience aimed at realising his or her child’s 

potential.  

 

The liberal discourse of John Locke on educating the child deployed 

childhood ignorance in a positive way by pointing to the innate potential 

for self-regulation through the techniques of reasoning, repetitive practice 

and experiences.  As Locke (1989: 110) explained, ‘For the Time must 

come, when they will be past the Rod, and Correction…Every Man must 

some Time or other be trusted to himself, and his own Conduct; and he that 

is a good, a virtuous and able Man, must be made so within.’  And so, a 

different view of childhood had been deployed with different educational 

techniques within the shape of freedom as a natural state of being in this 

lifetime as opposed to a state made possible when death releases the soul 

from a life of servitude.   

 

In addition to his thoughts on experiences, repetitive practice and 

reasoning, Locke advocated an education at home under the watchful eye 

of the parent.  He (1989: 132) said, ‘…a Father who breeds his Son at 

home, has the Opportunity, to have him more in his own Company, and 
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there give him what Encouragement he thinks fit; and can keep him better 

from the taint of Servants, and the meaner sort of People, than is possible 

to be done Abroad.’  In the interest of the child’s development, a home 

education was seen as a way of not only minimising the risk of corruption 

but of ensuring safe, individualised learning experiences by maintaining 

the child in its natural social environment — the family.  ‘He needs to learn 

early in life how to behave in society as well as in the study,’ said Grenaille 

(in Aries, 1962: 366), ‘and he cannot learn that in a place where people 

think more of living with the dead than with the living, that is to say with 

books than with men.’  This was a point that was also made in the work of 

Maréchal de Caillière in 1661 who (in Aries, 1962: 366) said: 

The world is a great book which teaches us something every 
moment, and conversations are living studies which are not a 
whit inferior to those of books... Habitual conversation with 
two or three wits can be more useful to us than all the 
university pedants in the world. . . They pour out more good 
sense in one hour than we could read in a library in three 
days. The movements and the expression of the face have a 
charm which lends weight to what the tongue has to say. 

 

 

Based on the need for a home education, Locke placed great store in the 

father’s ability to choose a tutor for his child.  ‘In this Choice,’ Locke 

(1989: 149) advised fathers, ‘be as Curious, as you would be in that of a 

Wife for him: For you must not think of Trial, or Changing afterwards: 

That will cause great Inconvenience to you, and greater to your Son.’  To 

this extent, Locke instructed middle class parents about their responsibility 

for finding and hiring a tutor, one that was well bred, knowledgeable and, 
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most importantly, world wise.  He (1989: 149) said: 

If you find it difficult to meet with such a Tutor, as we desire, 
you are not to wonder.  I can only say, Spare no Care nor Cost 
to get such a one.  All things are to be had that way: And I 
dare assure you, that if you get a good one, you will never 
repeat the Charge; but will always have the Satisfaction to 
think it the Money of all other the best laid out. 

 

In this way, self-government in relation to educating the child was not only 

a matter of developing a strong moral character through experiences and 

reason but also the choosing of a good tutor to work with the child in a safe 

home environment.  Through these techniques, which involved the capacity 

to read and pay a tutor’s wages, the parent governed the self as an ethical 

subject responsible for educating the child.  With the publication of Jean 

Jacques Rousseau’s (1712-1778) novel Émile in 1762, a different 

understanding of childhood as innocence was deployed which involved 

different techniques that responded to a different freedom for the parent 

who could not only read but also had the time and intellect teach the child 

at home or the financial capacity to pay a tutor.    

Deploying Childhood Innocence  
By placing the emphasis on the vulnerability of the innocent young Émile, 

Rousseau’s characterisation of the child reflected a vision of childhood that 

was already well established in minds of middle class parents by the 1750s.  

For example, Locke’s readers were already well aware of the need to 

protect their children from corruptive influences.  Moreover, an engraving 

by F. Guérard in eighteenth century France in reference to children’s toys, 

which Aries (1962: 108) includes in his study of childhood, helps to 
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underline this point: 

This is the age of innocence, to which we must all return in 
order to enjoy the happiness to come which is our hope on 
earth; the age when one can forgive anything, the age when 
hatred is unknown, when nothing can cause distress; the 
golden age of human life, the age which defies Hell, the age 
when life is easy and death holds no terrors, the age to which 
the heavens are open.  Let tender and gentle respect be shown 
to these young plants of the Church.  Heaven is full of anger 
for whosoever scandalizes them.  

 

‘When Rousseau wrote in the middle of the eighteenth century, he agreed 

with Locke in recommending education at home, but for precisely the 

opposite reason — that the child at home was protected from the adult 

world, and so preserved in his innocence’ (Wardle, 1974: 3).  The home to 

Locke was an environment for safely exposing the child to adults for the 

very reason of destroying innocence, that is, overcoming ignorance by 

making the child more world wise rather than less.  For Rousseau, 

‘…reading of the Thoughts on Education at an impressionable age seems to 

have been the first thing that made him realise the badness of contemporary 

education’ (Boyd, 1911: 308).  For example, in a footnote to the phrase 

‘…our ridiculous colleges…’ Rousseau (1911: 8) said: 

There are teachers dear to me in many schools and especially 
in the University of Paris, men for whom I have a great 
respect, men whom I believe to be quite capable of instructing 
young people, if they were not compelled to follow the 
established custom.  I exhort one of them to publish the 
scheme of reform which he has thought out.  Perhaps people 
would at length seek to cure the evil if they realised that there 
was a remedy. 
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In contrast to the colleges, the child-centred education of Èmile as 

something made possible through the family structure (the family, for 

Rousseau, being the nearest one could get to nature within a social context) 

had a significant impact on educational thinking.  To stress the impression 

Rousseau had, Boyd (1911: 349) quotes Sir Henry Maine, who said: 

We have never seen in our generation — indeed the world has 
not seen more than once or twice in all the course of history 
— a literature which has exercised such prodigious influence 
over the minds of men, over every cast and shade of intellect, 
as that which emanated from Rousseau between 1749 and 
1762. 

 

With this commendation in mind, we can assert that the romantic discourse 

on childhood evident in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries emerged 

initially from the work of Rousseau5 who saw the natural desires of human 

nature as ‘…the chief instruments of our preservation’ (in Nash, 1968: 

269).  In contrast to the religious discourse, Rousseau argued that the 

natural human condition was good, not evil and, thus, something to be 

preserved, not destroyed.  Based on this assumption, Rousseau’s thoughts 

on education in Émile were to throw questions about the value of 

contemporary schooling into sharp relief.   

Under the shelter of the theological exaggeration of human 
depravity, there had grown up and become firmly established 
a harsh repressive system of education which ignored 
childhood and did violence to all that was best in human 
nature; and there was no possibility of any better education 
until the fundamental conceptions of the method had been 
challenged and made suspect.  It was the main merit of the 

 
5 In The Educational Theory of Jean Jacques Rousseau (1911), Boyd notes that Rousseau’s book 
Émile is as much a romance as it is a treatise on education.  In a footnote to this effect he quotes 
Brédif as saying, ‘A romance of education is his main work.  Rousseau is the most thoughtful of 
romancers, and the most romantic of thinkers.’ 
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Emile that by putting in the forefront the idea of natural 
goodness it made most effective protest against all the evils of 
the ordinary education which sprang out of contempt for 
human nature (Boyd, 1911: 316). 

 

From this position, Rousseau deployed a more intense moral sentiment of 

the complete child as opposed to Locke’s defective child.  Primarily, 

Locke’s desire for a private education was still linked to the need to 

discipline, change or develop the child; whereas, Rousseau placed the 

emphasis on an educational approach that would protect the development 

of the innocent child from corruption.  We must not forget that although 

Locke offered a different view of human nature to that found in religious 

discourse his ideas on education nevertheless advocated the destruction of 

our innate condition, namely: ignorance in the interest of gaining freedom; 

albeit in a gentler way.  

 

For Rousseau, the child does not gain his or her natural state of freedom 

but is made free from repression.  In the opening line of Émile, he (1911: 5) 

said, ‘God makes all things good; man meddles with them and they become 

evil.’  Similarly, Archard (1993: 38) quotes Rousseau as saying, 

‘Everything is good as it leaves the hands of the Author of things; 

everything degenerates in the hands of man.’  Here, Rousseau stresses not 

only Èmile’s innocence but also his vulnerability that lends itself to those 

who would repress his will.  The individual child’s innocent self-love could 

be destroyed by a self-esteem derived from the comparisons and 

judgements of others.  He (in Nash, 1968: 269) said, ‘That is how it comes 
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that the kindly passions issue from self-love, while hate and anger spring 

from self-esteem.  Great care and skill are required to prevent the human 

heart being depraved by the new needs of social life…’.  Self-love is how 

we feel about ourselves naturally, that is, coming to know ourselves and 

what we can do through nature or things; whereas self-esteem is how we 

feel about ourselves socially, that is, coming to know ourselves and what 

we can do through others.  To counter the possibility of corruption, Èmile 

is to be nurtured according to the laws of nature, namely: the natural family 

structure, natural experiences and a freedom that involved a ‘…new 

pastoral relationship between the teacher6 and the pupil’ (Rose, 1999: 77). 

 

Although Rousseau believed that a child’s father should also be his teacher 

(Boyd, 1911: 267), he nevertheless questioned the father’s sovereignty that 

had been evident in the work of Locke.  Based on a view that, according to 

nature, childhood was a time in its own right with its own instincts and 

characteristics as opposed to a time dedicated to preparing moral adults, 

Rousseau was anti the predominant father/child relationship that linked 

education to the correction of the child, harsh or gentle.  He (in Nash, 1968: 

 
6 I would like to note here that in the opening pages of Émile Rousseau goes to lengths to explain 
the importance that both the mother and the father play in the education of the child.  For the 
mother, he explains the importance of nursing the child and her primary interest in the child’s 
physical and educational development.  On this basis, he (1911: 5) advised educational moralists, 
‘Address your treatises in education to the women, for not only are they able to watch over it 
more closely than men, not only is their influence more predominant in education, its success 
concerns them more dearly…’.  To the father, he said that the primary duty was the teaching of 
his children.  While he believed that the father was the son’s natural teacher, he stressed that if, 
for other reasons, this was not possible then the father was responsible for ensuring the selection 
of a suitable tutor for the child.  ‘Poverty, pressure of business, mistaken social prejudices, none 
of these excuse a man from his duty, which is to support and educate his own children,’ said 
Rousseau (1911: 17).  ‘If a man of natural feeling neglects these sacred duties he will repent it 
with bitter tears and will never be comforted.’ 
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269) said, ‘Work and play are all the same to him.  His games are his 

occupations: he is not aware of any difference.  He goes into everything he 

does with a pleasing interest and freedom.’  Thus, the child should be 

protected from both corruption and thoughts of error.  ‘Most people, he 

says, try to convince children of their errors.  Even the wise Locke would 

reason with them for this purpose’ (Boyd, 1911: 312).7   

 

For Rousseau, the traditional view of the father as the moral authority, that 

is, the centre of Èmile’s education did not reflect what nature intended.  

Rather, the natural environment of the child was the family comprising a 

father as teacher and mother as nurturer.  He saw Èmile’s education as a 

shared responsibility, one that not only included the mother’s affections but 

also a more pastoral role for the father.  He (in Cunningham, 1995: 66) 

said: 

You say that mothers spoil their children, and no doubt that is 
wrong, but it is worse that you deprave as you do.  The 
mother wants her child to be happy now.  She is right, and if 
her method is wrong, she must be taught a better.  Ambition, 
avarice, tyranny, the mistaken foresight of fathers, their 
neglect, their harshness, are a hundredfold more harmful to 
the child than the blind affection of the mother. 

 

 

By deferring to the nurturing of the mother and the pastoral role of the 

father within the nuclear family, Rousseau was attempting to appeal to 

nature’s way of rearing its young.  To do this, he stressed the importance of 

 
7 In Book II of Émile.  Rousseau  (1911: 53-54) explains that reasoning with children, from his 
perspective, is a silly thing to do.  
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a back to nature approach as the most appropriate for the uncivilised or 

primitive child by pointing to the evils of swaddling clothes and wet 

nursing.  He (1911: 11-12) argued: 

These gentle mothers, having got rid of their babies, devote 
themselves gaily to the pleasures of the town.  Do they know 
how their children are being treated in the villages?  If the 
nurse is at all busy, the child is hung up on a nail like a bundle 
of clothes and is left crucified while the nurse goes leisurely 
about her business.  Children have been found in this position 
purple in the face, their tightly bandaged chest forbade the 
circulation of the blood, and it went to the head; so the 
sufferer was considered very quiet because he had not 
strength to cry.  How long a child might survive under such 
conditions I do not know, but it could not be long.  That, I 
fancy, is one of the chief advantages of swaddling clothes. 

 

 

For Rousseau, the infant not only required the freedom to move but also 

the love and guidance of a mother and a father.  In respect to the mother’s 

role, he (1911: 13) asked, ‘Does not the child need a mother’s care as much 

as her milk?  Other women, or even other animals, may give him the milk 

she denies him, but there is no substitute for a mother’s love.’  By giving 

up swaddling clothes and wet nursing, Rousseau’s story had the effect of 

portraying the home as the right and proper place for Èmile.  He (1911: 13-

14) believed: 

The charms of the home are the best antidote to vice.  The 
noisy play of children, which we thought so trying, becomes a 
delight; mother and father rely more on each other and grow 
dearer to one another; the marriage tie is strengthened.  In the 
cheerful home life the mother finds her sweetest duties and 
the father his pleasantest recreation.  Thus the cure of this one 
evil [wet nursing] would work a wide-spread reformation; 
nature would regain her rights.  When women become good 
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mothers, men will be good husbands and fathers.    
 

As for mother and father relying on one another, Rousseau (1911: 16) said, 

‘The real nurse is the mother and the real teacher is the father.’  As 

Cunningham (1995: 66) explains: 

By bringing up a child in the ways of nature; this means first 
of all, maternal breast-feeding and no swaddling, but more 
radically, it meant that a child should learn from things rather 
than from people; he should learn by experience that stones 
are hard and that fire burns, and not by being told these 
things.  

 

In this way, Rousseau (in Nash, 1968: 268) said Émile learnt through 

experiences.  Although he may not know anything: 

…by heart…he knows a great deal by experience.  If he is not 
as good a reader in books as other children, he reads better in 
the book of nature.  His mind is not in his tongue but in his 
head.  He has less memory but more judgement.  He only 
knows one language, but he understands what he says and if 
he does not talk as well as other children he can do things 
better than they can.  

 

By allowing this freedom to learn under the pastoral eye of the father 

within the natural family structure, Rousseau believed Èmile would not 

only receive a higher quality education but was also better protected from 

corruption.  For example, he (in Nash, 1968: 267) said, ‘The most 

dangerous period in human life is that between birth and the age of twelve.  

This is the age when errors and vices sprout, before there is any instrument 

for their destruction.’  According to Rousseau, Èmile needed a protected 

space in which to freely explore and interact with the natural environment 

if he was to ‘…learn to judge the worth of experiences as his own powers 



T h e  D e p l o y m e n t  o f  F r e e d o m / C h i l d h o o d   
 

·171· 

of reason developed’ (Cleverley and Phillips, 1987: 35).  In short, the child 

must be protected in the interest of developing of freedom.   

 

Rousseau believed that through the freedom to decide when to learn or play 

a child acquired an understanding of his own needs and an appreciation of 

the rights of others.  This freedom for Rousseau, however, was not minus 

adult involvement.  To balance freedom and protection, he gave expression 

to a new pastoral relationship in educating the child that required the parent 

to be conscious of providing experiences centred on the child’s needs in 

such a way that he or she was unaware of any adult interference or 

manipulation.  As Cunningham (1995: 67) explains: 

Like Locke, Rousseau accords special importance to the 
choice of a tutor, but whereas Locke’s tutor has the straight-
forward task of education in its widest sense, Rousseau’s is a 
sometimes invisible manipulator of events designed to bring 
home to Emile the lessons of nature. 

 

By looking to individual tutoring and allowing Èmile to explore the world 

and to discover for himself the lessons from nature, Rousseau argued that 

the primary focus of education should be the needs of the individual child.  

‘The tutor’s task was not so much to teach as to enable Nature to work her 

miracle for him,’ says Gammage (1982: 19).  ‘Society, full of unnatural 

and harmful influences, must be kept from the child.’   

 

To Rousseau, childhood was an important stage in human development, 

one that must be experienced in full if the individual child is to realise 

freedom.  For him, this was the goal of Èmile’s education — a new caring 
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family environment that gave him the protected space, natural experiences 

and freedom necessary to come to know himself — a self-realising moral 

agent.  Thus, the romantic discourse of Rousseau in Èmile deployed a view 

of childhood as innocence connected to different techniques which saw 

freedom as a state being that had to be formed.  This philosophical 

knowledge of education informed the self-government of the literate with 

time and money to implement the prescribed techniques for educating the 

child.   

 

Religious and philosophical discourse in the eighteenth century deployed 

different understandings of childhood.  They informed the literate 

proportion of the parent population with the time and money, like Mr and 

Mrs Clarke, how to self-govern in relation to educating their children.  

These were the parents not reliant upon the economic value of their 

children and who ‘…were accustomed to giving up their children for 

prolonged education’ (Kociumbas, 1997: 119).  Educating the child was a 

matter of ethical self-formation for the middle class in the eighteenth 

century through educational practices within the shape of freedom that 

determined how parents were supposed to constitute the self as a moral 

subject.  The prescribed techniques provided the activities that not only 

made the self-governing parent but also made him or her identifiable.  The 

shifts in childhood from depravity and ignorance to innocence during this 

time helped to shape the identity of the responsible self-governing parent as 

middle class who differentiated the self from others through techniques for 

developing and protecting the child in the name of freedom.  In an acetic 
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ethical sense, the deployment of childhood established limits of conduct in 

the interest of a certain freedom that determined the identity of the 

responsible parent; it provided a means of self-affirmation for a self-

governing class when it came to the education of children.  Up until the end 

of the eighteenth century only the middle class had laid claim to an identity 

in relation to childhood.  It was not until the rise of the urban emergency in 

the nineteenth century caused by the rapid expansion and industrialisation 

that the proletariat had an identity in relation to childhood foisted upon 

them; albeit in a different way, using different tools.  It is here that the 

theory of repression emerges with the deployment of childhood in the 

politics of protection.  

The Politics of Protection 
In the opening sentence of his pamphlet entitled The Moral and Physical 

Condition of the Working Classes of Manchester in 1832, Sir James Kay-

Shuttleworth (1804-1877) said, ‘Self-knowledge, inculcated the maxim of 

the ancient philosopher, is a precept not less appropriate to societies than to 

individuals’ (Kay-Shuttleworth, 1973: 3).  By contemplating not just the 

individual human condition but also that of the total population, one could 

assess the health of society by identifying the living and working 

conditions that threatened to destroy the health of the existing social order.  

This was the statistical knowledge gathered by Dr James Kay-Shuttleworth 

(1973: 2) that informed government in specific terms: 

The physical and moral evils by which we are surrounded, 
may be more easily avoided when we are distinctly conscious 
of their existence; and the virtue and health of society may be 
preserved, with less difficulty, when we are acquainted with 
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the sources of its errors and diseases.  
 

In response to the risks that threatened the health of society, doctors like 

Kay-Shuttleworth as well as philanthropists and reformers in the nineteenth 

century gathered statistical information on immigrant families and the 

working poor that pointed out how the rapid growth of industrialisation and 

urbanisation was breaking down the traditional mores that helped to 

regulate the day-to-day lives of the poor.  For example, Kay-Shuttleworth 

(1973: 228-231), in his description of the second period of public education 

said: 

But the critical events of this very hour are full of warning, 
that the ignorance — nay the barbarism — of large portions 
of our fellow-countrymen, can no longer be neglected, if we 
are not prepared to substitute a military tyranny or anarchy for 
the moral subjection which has hitherto been the only 
safeguard of England…The great Chartist petition, recently 
presented to Mr Attwood, affords ample evidence of the 
prevalence of the restless desire for organic changes, and for 
violent political measures, which pervades the manufacturing 
districts, and which everyday is increasing…At one period 
Luddism prevailed; at another, machine breaking; at 
successive periods the Trade Unions have endeavoured in 
strikes, by hired bands of ruffians, and by assassination, to 
sustain the rate of wages above that determined by the natural 
laws of trade; panics have been excited among the working 
classes, and severe runs upon the Savings’ Banks effected 
from time to time…Now the sole effectual means of 
preventing the tremendous evils with which the anarchical 
spirit of the manufacturing population threatens the country 
is, by giving the working people a good secular education, to 
enable them to understand the true causes which determine 
their physical condition and regulate the distribution of wealth 
among the several classes of society.    

 

To put it bluntly, the depravity and ignorance of the poor not only placed 
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their children, but also the existing social order, at risk which provided the 

impetus for a new technology of childhood as ‘at-risk’ in terms of being 

both dangerous and endangered.  This was the deployment of a new truth 

of childhood that informed government of the risk the working classes 

presented — a construction of ‘them and us’ that Marx and Engels 

theorised as lethal to State security.  Basically, this was knowledge of a 

working class childhood that grew from medical inquiries and social 

research that were low on science and high on moralising.  Publications 

like Kay-Shuttleworth’s statistical analysis of the physical and moral 

conditions of the urban poor in Manchester helped to fuel a social and 

moral panic that implanted in the minds of government that others needed 

regulation when it came to the development and protection of children.  

This anxiety for the welfare of the child coincided with a new romantic 

fervour that connected Rousseau’s childhood as innocence to a collective 

rather an individual notion of freedom.  Although freedom remains a 

constituted form, it is transformed in the nineteenth century into one that is 

realised in the collective security of the social world rather than the self.   

Deploying Childhood as Endangered 
The romantic discourse on childhood took on other meanings in the 

nineteenth century.  A more intense romantic sensibility of childhood 

emerged through the influence of poets like Wordsworth and authors like 

Dickens.  As Cunningham (1995: 74) explains, ‘Dickens’s childhood 

heroes did much to fix in the public mind the idea of a child as both 

pitiable (Oliver Twist) and ‘fresh from God’, as the embodiment of a force 
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of innate goodness which could rescue embittered adults.’  The work of 

Wordsworth, for example, made children appear as little angels as opposed 

to little devils.  He (in Cunningham, 1995: 73) wrote: 

Not in entire forgetfulness,  
And not in utter nakedness, 
But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God who is our home: 
Heaven lies about us in our infancy. 

 
 

Similarly, Cardinal Newman (in Cunningham, 1995: 74) said in the 1830s, 

‘Out of the hands of God, with all lessons and thoughts of Heaven freshly 

marked upon him.’  Moreover, it was believed that the child possessed 

preternatural wisdom, a wisdom derived from its innocent way of seeing 

the world; wisdom uncluttered by social rules and unconstrained by 

frameworks of formal knowledge as evident in stories like The Emperor’s 

New Clothes by Hans Christian Anderson. 

 

Romantic discourse took on a heightened concern to preserve the innocent 

child as an important stage in human development that was free of the 

social and economic pressures of the adult world, a time for play not work.  

Although it was a time for learning, childhood was also a time for games, 

laughter, fun and innocence.  For example, Kate Wiggin (in Cunningham, 

1995: 160) in her book, Children’s Rights: A Book of Nursery Logic 

(1892), portrays childhood as a ‘precious memory’ of a time when tired old 

adults were once full of the joy of living.  The dream of romantic discourse 

in the nineteenth century was to save those qualities that ‘…melted the 
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heart and redeemed the most hardened adult sinner’ (Kociumbas, 1997: 

91).  ‘Romanticism embedded…a belief that childhood should be happy, 

and a hope that the qualities of childhood, if they could be preserved in 

adulthood, might help redeem the adult world’ (Cunningham, 1995: 77-

78).  In an effort to protect the innocent child that was connected to 

freedom as the realisation of a secure social word, romantic discourse 

turned its attention to the depraved locations where innocence and 

goodness were at-risk of being lost — the streets, the factories and the 

homes of the pauperised child.  On this basis, the original thoughts of 

Rousseau fuelled an evangelical movement in the nineteenth century that 

deployed a notion of childhood in relation to the poor parent not as 

innocence protected but innocence at-risk or endangered.   

 

The new aggressive romanticism of childhood, however, was short on 

practical advice as to how children should be raised.  Essentially, childhood 

innocence in the nineteenth century was a fantasy that appealed to doting 

fathers who ‘…had little to do with the day-to-day business of child-

rearing’ (Cunningham, 1995: 76).  This situation allowed women to gain 

authority as the child experts in relation to the home.  According to 

Kociumbas (1997: 91), ‘The home had been elevated into a wholly 

feminine, quasi-sacred haven from the sordid, commercial workplace and 

street…More than a mere moral policeman, the mother was now the angel 

in the house, guarding its inmates whose purity made them all the more 

attractive to the predatory male.’  Mothers became the experts on children 

and with this came the ‘middle-class, philanthropic women, often of 
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evangelical and temperance persuasion…confident that they knew what 

was best for their own and other people’s children…’ (Kociumbas, 1997: 

92).  The romantic view of carefree and happy children also focussed the 

attention of middle-class women on the pauperised child as the one who 

had to go work.  ‘Not content with realising the ideal spiritual innocence in 

their own homes, many urban middle-class women were concerned to 

evolve new ways of bestowing a proper home life on ‘orphans’ and 

children of the poor’ (Kociumbas, 1997: 103-104). 

 

Similarly, political reformers concentrated on paupers as the children most 

likely to succumb to ‘…the evils of the factory and the street’ (Kociumbas, 

1997: 119).  As Cleverley and Phillips (1987: 101-106) explain, it was in 

the nineteenth century that social reformers like Corbett, Shaftesbury and 

Owen were raising awareness of the plight of the poor by pointing out 

‘…the huge number of children marshalled for incessantly repetitive work 

under strict discipline by those with little to no regard for their well-being’.  

William Corbett, for example, reported in 1833 that Britain’s wealth was 

‘…dependent on the labour of 300,000 little girls in Lancashire’ while 

Lord Shaftesbury used medical data to inform the British parliament of the 

exploitation of factory children.  It was truth or knowledge gleaned from 

statistical data that informed government that there others in relation to the 

innocent child who needed to be regulated.  Consequently, Robert Owen, 

the noted industrialist, encouraged his colleagues to improve ‘…the lot of 

their “living machines,”’ or ‘…the state would undertake the task for them’ 

(Cleverley and Phillips, 1987: 102-106).   
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With childhood endangered in the factories and on the streets, 

philanthropists put their minds to formulating ‘…rights which properly 

belonged to children’ (Cunningham, 1995: 160).  From the 1830s, the idea 

of children’s rights in relation to ‘…its parents and employers began to be 

set out…’ (Cunningham, 1995: 160).  ‘The nineteenth century,’ says 

Robertson (in deMause, 1974: 426), ‘was the time when public 

responsibility for children not one’s own greatly expanded.’  This was 

‘…justified by a liberal rhetoric declaring the inalienable right of the young 

to throw off parental tyranny and discover for themselves the wisdom and 

truth of the printed word’ (Kociumbas, 1997: 119).  In this way, the State 

proclaimed rights of the child to protection and development that in turn 

allowed others who endangered the child by exposing him or her to 

economic exploitation and domestic neglect to be regulated.   

 

The politics of protection in the nineteenth century deployed childhood as 

endangered which constituted the identity of the poor parent as others in 

need of regulation.  As Cunningham (1995: 162) explains, ‘Child-saving 

aimed both to provide the child with what was thought of as a childhood 

and to ensure the future of society.’  Although the child had to be 

protected, it was recognised that this alone would not free society from the 

radicalism that comes from ignorance.  From a biological and evolutionary 

perspective, it was scientifically acknowledged that the child was at risk of 

becoming dangerous.   
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Deploying Childhood as Dangerous 
Through the language of rights in the nineteenth century the State justified 

the need to regulate the poor.  It was believed that compulsory universal 

schooling would not only free the pauperised child who was at-risk of 

parental neglect and exploitation but would also promote ‘…inherited 

privilege, freeing every child to rise to the level of his or her ability.  Social 

distinctions and ‘class feelings’ would be removed, and a healthy ‘national 

life’ cultivated’ (Kociumbas, 1997: 119).   Ensuring the education of the 

pauperised child was also seen as important to the development of the 

State, as a means of sterilising the ‘great unwashed’ — the urbanised poor 

— in order to achieve a healthier national existence, that is, freedom as a 

collective-realisation rather than self-realisation.   

 

In the interest of securing society, the poor had to be governed.  To this 

end, they were compelled to educate their children to not only make them 

governable but also to transform them, make them like ‘us’ by destroying 

their ignorance and depravity that posed a danger to the community.  For 

example, Hunter (1993: xi) quotes an early nineteenth century British 

factory inspector as saying: 

To put the necessity of properly educating the children of the 
working class on its lowest footing, it is loudly called for as a 
matter of police, to prevent a multitude of immoral and 
vicious beings, the offspring of ignorance, from growing up 
around us, to be a pest and a nuisance to society; it is 
necessary in order to render the great body of the working 
class governable by reason. 

 

Similarly, the Poor Law Inspector E. C. Tufnell (in Hopkins, 1994: 178) 
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asserted in his report in 1868, that education was essential for the pauper if 

we are: 

…then to send them into the world as far removed as possible 
from their own miserable relations and parishes, where they 
have known nothing than vice and misery.  

 

Some thirty years before Tufnell’s report, Kay-Shuttleworth informed 

government how the miserable conditions of the working class of 

Manchester presented a significant threat to the State.  Measured against 

the norms of civilised society, Kay-Shuttleworth cast the children of the 

poor as deviants.  If left untreated, he predicted that the deplorable 

conditions of working class children in Manchester would spread 

throughout the population like a cancer causing the overall race to 

degenerate.  This was a medical concern derived from technical knowledge 

that worried about civilised society being dragged back down the 

evolutionary tree to a less evolved, primitive or debilitated state of being by 

a childhood that was at-risk of becoming dangerous.  He (1973: 51 — 

emphasis in original) said: 

In proof of this, it may suffice to present a picture of the 
natural progress of barbarous habits.  Want of cleanliness, of 
forethought and economy, are found in almost invariably 
alliance with dissipation, reckless habits, and disease.  The 
population gradually becomes physically less efficient as the 
producers of wealth — morally so from idleness — politically 
worthless as having few desires to satisfy, and noxious as 
dissipators of capital accumulated.  Were such manners to 
prevail, the horrors of pauperism would accumulate.  A 
debilitated race would be rapidly multiplied.   

 

As a form of social insurance, Kay-Shuttleworth (1973: 62-63) argued that 
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the ‘…education afforded to the poor must be substantial’ because: 

The increase of intelligence and virtue amongst the mass of 
people will prove our surest safeguard, in the absence of 
which, the possessions of the higher orders might be, to an 
ignorant and brutal populace, like the fair plains of Italy to the 
destroying Vandal.  The wealth and splendour, the refinement 
and luxury of the superior classes, might provoke the wild 
inroads of a marauding force, before whose desolating 
invasion every institution, which science has erected, or 
humanity devised, might fall, and beneath whose feet all the 
arts and ornaments of civilised life might be trampled.  

 

This medical view of the dangers of the pauperised child to the security of 

society was backed up at this time by some questionable scientific 

knowledge.   

 

The nineteenth century saw the expansion of scientific knowledge of 

childhood.  Based on scientific evidence, Kociumbas (1997: 131) tells us 

that, ‘…children were biological organisms at an early stage of growth, 

especially boys, rather like animals and savages, to who they were often 

compared.’  This view of childhood as a primitive ignorant object was 

linked to the theory of ‘racial recapitulation’ developed by biologist Ernst 

Haeckel, a theory strongly influenced by the work of embryologist Karl 

von Baer and naturalist Charles Darwin.    

 

In terms of development, racial recapitulation expressed the idea that the 

new born child was a primitive object, one that simply reacted to its 

immediate feelings.  From the beginning of human growth, Lesko (2001: 

40) says, the child became ‘…analogous to the older and more primitive 
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peoples…’ of the human evolutionary tree such as Australians, Hottentotts 

and Negroes.  And so, this human ignorance evident in the pauperised child 

had to be dealt with if civilised society was not to slip back to a position 

equivalent to a less developed racial group.  Knowledge was needed that 

would allow the child’s development as educational progress towards a 

civilised state of being to be monitored.  To this end, science advised that 

the development of a human being from embryo to adult reiterated the 

development of the species.  Archard (1993: 32-33) explains: 

The individual human is believed literally to develop out of 
an animality which is at the origin of its own species’s 
evolution.  Again the child is said to inherit and display 
preserved phylogenetic memories and instincts which are 
only lost as it grows up.  

 

 

It was along these lines that Herbert Spencer synthesised the theory of 

racial recapitulation with education, embryology and evolutionary theory 

and provided the basis for a new theory — Cultural Epoch theory.  Like 

Spencer, supporters of this theory, Ziller, Rein, members of the Herbart’s 

Club, and others ‘…saw embryonic development, child growth, and 

evolutionary development as actually being part of the same process’ 

(Cleverley and Phillips, 1987: 49).  For example, cultural epoch theory 

described human growth as involving: 

Birth — invertebrate and cold-blooded vertebrate stages 
2 months —  earlier mammalian or beginning of the ape stage 
2 years —  ‘imperfect hand’ or ape to man stage  
3 years — beginning of human growth stage 

 

Spencer also contended that the child’s thinking processes went through 
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the same developmental processes as the human race (Cleverley and 

Phillips, 1987: 47), that is, starting simple and moving to the complex.  

Consequently, education needed to deliver a curriculum along similar lines.  

An educational program that recognised children as a danger to be 

overcome was advocated.  This would involve a process of simple concrete 

experiences that gradually became more complex and abstract, ultimately 

developing a more civilised state of being.   

 

The evolutionary perspective of childhood as dangerous was based on a 

theoretical understanding of a cause/effect relationship between past and 

present.  That is to say, how we became what we are points to the past as a 

sign of what we would be like if we were not required to or, for that matter, 

were unable to adapt to changing conditions.  The biological sciences 

recognised that primitivism in childhood was part of a critical stage in the 

normal evolutionary trajectory of the human species.  It was in the 

nineteenth century that the child was beginning to be ‘…understood as an 

unfolding project, a natural trajectory, a staged becoming, and an inevitable 

incremental progress into adulthood’ (Jenks, 2001: 75).  Lesko (2001: 37) 

tells us that these scientific tales of cultural evolution were essentially self-

fulfilling prophecies.  As primarily narratives of fulfilment, she says that 

childhood becomes a construction of otherness which Fabian described as 

‘past future’.  This is a discourse in which the past is a sign or omen of 

things to come.  In this sense, scientific knowledge informed government 

of the primitive and uncivilised society, one that looks like Manchester in 

1832, that would evolve should this important phase not be regulated.   
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Knowing that ignorance had to be overcome in the interest of securing 

civilised society, Spencer argued that not all knowledge is equal.  As he (in 

Mayer, 1973: 305) said, ‘Before there can be a rational curriculum, we 

must settle which things it would most concern us to know; or, to use a 

word of Bacon’s now unfortunately obsolete, we must determine the 

relative values of knowledge.’  Here, Spencer was able to push his 

evolutionary agenda that saw social survival as a competition; education 

was not just about meeting individual needs but securing the future of 

civilised society.     

 

Consequently, childhood as dangerous had to be exposed to conditions that 

would force it to adapt.  As Herbart (1776-1841) (in Rusk, 1956: 213) said, 

‘Feelings and desires are conditions, and for the most part changeable 

conditions of presentation.’  He (in Rusk, 1956: 213) said, ‘The urgency of 

an emotion is the product of reaction at a primitive, even a bodily, level 

while its quality is determined by the thoughts which are present in 

consciousness.’  In a cruder sense, this meant that children in their raw 

primitive savage state were selfish, greedy and cruel (Kociumbas, 1997: 

132).  The way the dangerous child presented its feelings had to change 

over time.  As Kociumbas (1997: 132) explains, ‘Children, like Nature, 

were imbued with a raw primitivism, and while not ‘red in tooth and claw’, 

needed professional scientific guidance towards civilised ways.’  To 

counter the possibility of racial degeneration, scientific discourse of the 

nineteenth century recommended disciplining the child through practices of 
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measuring development, regulating curriculum content and structuring 

teaching processes.   

 

For Kay-Shuttleworth, this was a scientific call for the poor to be 

reconnected to the health and moral standards of civilised class society.  In 

the absence of legislative authority, however, he believed that the current 

state of schooling as a random affair was incapable of dealing with the 

mounting problem of social fragmentation caused by the rapid 

industrialisation and expansion of the urban space (Rose, 1999: 78).  He 

(1973: 60) said, ‘Our present means of instruction are confined to Sunday 

Schools, and a few Lancasterian and National Schools, quite inadequate to 

the wants of the population.’   This was a political argument that believed 

education as one of a number of strategies aimed at protecting society 

needed to go beyond the efforts of the individual philanthropist or the odd 

public grant.  The random and voluntary nature of the existing system was 

not up to the task of governing the lives of the poor (Aries, 1962: 291).  In 

this way, medical and scientific knowledge informed government of the 

working class who because of:  

…idleness, improvidence, and moral deviations, should be 
made the subjects of daily admonition; so that a young man 
might enter the world, not, as at present, without chart or 
compass, blown hither and thither by every gust of passion, 
but, with the knowledge of the dangers to which he is 
exposed, and of the way to escape them (Kay-Shuttleworth, 
1973: 64 — emphasis added). 

 

Faced with the spectre of increasing social decay, Kay-Shuttleworth 

concluded his report with a plea for comprehensive regulation.  Writing in 
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a modest third person, his (1973: 75 — emphasis in the original) last 

sentence pleaded:  

His object is simply to offer to the public an example of what 
he conceives to be too generally the state of the working 
classes, throughout the Kingdom, and to illustrate by specific 
instances, evils everywhere requiring the immediate 
interference of legislative authority. 
 

Compulsory Schooling 
‘The state’s purpose in making schooling compulsory went beyond a desire 

to ensure that every child was taught the three Rs; it wanted to instil 

morality, and patriotism, and to train children in regular habits…’ 

(Cunningham, 1995: 157).  Compulsory schooling was seen as an 

economical and efficient means of dealing with the childhood of the poor 

which was not only at-risk but also a risk to the community in general.  

Although schools existed, there was now a demand for a public school 

system that would reach even the poor through the division of land into 

districts so that they could be strategically located and managed.  As Kay-

Shuttleworth (1969: 5) argued in his Memorandum on the Present State of 

the Question of Popular Education:          

All are agreed that a well-ordered system of national 
education, reaching the most ignorant and destitute, would be 
the firmest foundation on which our widely-spread electoral 
power could rest. 

 

In this sense, compulsory schooling was not anything new for the middle 

classes.  More precisely, we can say it was an extension of the existing 

system of education in order to reach the most ignorant and destitute.   
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For this purpose, the current system had to be regulated.  First, there was 

the question of teachers.  According to Kay-Shuttleworth (1969: 6), ‘The 

creation and employment of a body of trained teachers and assistants have 

therefore been regarded by the Government as indispensable conditions, 

without which the building of schools could have little effect.’  Then there 

was the issue of measuring this effectiveness and the funding of schools.  

Again, Kay-Shuttleworth (1969: 10-11) explained: 

…the Central inspection was to be continued, and was to have 
charge for the general character of the school, the entire scope 
of instruction, the methods, organization, and discipline, as 
well as of the superintendence of the training of apprentices, 
and of the examinations by which the progress of their 
education tested.  As a result of this inspection, two classes of 
grants might be obtained when the state of the school is 
satisfactory. 

 

The examination by inspectors was not a triumphant or spectacular power 

but a quiet review that allowed the State to hold the school in a field of 

visibility that referred to the truth of childhood and freedom.  Thus, 

compulsory schooling drew a dividing line through the parent population 

that affirmed a social difference that induced specific class effects.  This 

was the deployment of childhood as endangered and dangerous derived 

from medical and social science research that informed government of the 

identity of those who must be regulated for the sake of freedom that was 

reliant upon realising the security of our collective social existence.  As a 

regulatory framework, compulsory schooling not only obeyed this self-

knowledge but in its implementation also generated it.   
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The Truth of the Responsible Parent 
The question that this chapter explored was: 

How has the truth of childhood been deployed in relation to 
the shape of freedom to inform government as to the identity 
of those in need of regulation and those capable of self-
governing? 

 

The answer to this question revolved around the deployment of various 

notions of childhood in relation to a variety of freedoms by different 

authorities in different sites.  It was the articulation of numerous techniques 

for governing the self at the micro-level of the individual parent or family 

throughout the eighteenth century that saw childhood/freedom emerge as a 

macro-governmental rationality for compulsory education as a political 

program in the nineteenth century aimed at the problem of social 

fragmentation.      

 

During the eighteenth century we noted several techniques of the self 

grounded on different understandings of childhood/freedom that provided 

the rationality for this or that form of self-government.  Religious discourse 

shaped freedom as eternal salvation that gave rise to repressive disciplinary 

techniques that responded to knowledge of the defective character of 

childhood which constituted the ethical problem of the parent as the desire 

to mollycoddle the child.  In this sense, the harsh and, at times, brutal 

techniques for disciplining of the child were the limits of self-control that 

identified the responsible parent as one who obeyed this self-knowledge.  

This was the kind of ethical relationship that the parent ought to have with 

the self in order to recognise the self as responsible for educating the child 
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in the shape of freedom as eternal salvation.   

 

The repressive approach evident in religious discourse cast the parent/child 

relationship in very negative terms.  Not only was the child seen as 

defective but the ethical response for parents was a form of self-

government around the theme of destroying childhood rather than its 

development.  In contrast to religious discourse, we saw through the 

philosophical thoughts of John Locke the deployment of childhood as 

ignorance that gave educating the child a positive spin for the secular 

community.  Although the character of the child was still considered 

defective, Locke gave middle class parents a positive means of self-

affirmation in the form of child development as a response to the ethical 

problem of pampering.  Through the provision of experiences, repetitive 

practice and reasoning, parents could develop the ignorant child into a self-

regulating moral agent, a condition that would allow the child to enjoy his 

or her natural freedom.  This was the deployment of childhood as 

ignorance in relation to freedom as a natural state of being that gave rise to 

a new kind of ethical relationship that the parent ought to have with the self 

in order to recognise the self as responsible. 

 

In the middle of the eighteenth century Rousseau deployed the notion of 

childhood as innocence.  We saw through the tale of Èmile the thoughts of 

Rousseau on childhood that replaced the positivistic rational face of 

educating the child with a sensitive and caring complexion.  To do this, 

Rousseau dismissed the child’s defective character in favour of innocence 
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as a redeeming quality that portrayed Èmile as vulnerable to the influences 

of a corrupt society.  By deploying childhood in this way Rousseau 

appealed to the desire of middle class parents to protect their children not 

in the sense of spoiling, overindulging or pampering them but in 

constituting a natural environment that best suited their development.   

 

By the mid eighteenth century, being sensitive and protective towards the 

educational needs and interests of children was no longer seen as wrong.  

According to Rousseau, this was the way nature had intended parents to 

relate to their children.  To his large middle class readership, this 

reconstruction of childhood affirmed for them that caring for the child was 

indeed the right thing to do because the child’s proper development 

depended on it.  This was a shift in the deployment of childhood that made 

the ethical problem for parents not their desire to indulge the child but their 

desire not to care for their development properly (in the way nature 

intended) evident in such techniques as wet nursing and swaddling clothes.  

In contrast, allowing the child to freely choose experiences and watching 

over them from a distance were techniques that drew on a parent’s natural 

instincts to care for the development of his or her young.  Providing the 

right educational environment for the child in this way provided a new kind 

of ethical relationship that the parent ought to have with the self in order to 

recognise the self as responsible for educating the child, one that would 

foster development of the innocent child into a self-realising moral agent as 

a constituted form that is, in fact, freedom.  Throughout the eighteenth 

century it was clear that although educating the child was not compulsory it 
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still presented as an activity that the middle class parent performed on the 

self.  Religious and philosophical knowledge of childhood and freedom 

provided the rationality for techniques that informed them how to govern 

the self in a way that made them recognisable as responsible for educating 

the child.   

 

In the nineteenth century, it was the work of Rousseau that gave energy to 

a romantic movement that directed the attention of the middle class away 

from its own behaviour to the governing of others.  At this time there was a 

significant rupture as a totally new invention of childhood pegged to 

freedom as a constituted form in relation to the social rather than the self 

was deployed.  Philanthropists and the medical profession pointed to 

statistics that made it clear that within the lower class family the child was 

no longer innocent but endangered; whereas, scientific discourse confirmed 

that childhood ignorance is, in fact, dangerous in the neglectful lower class 

family.  The possible loss of the innocence and ignorance of childhood to 

the endangered and dangerous childhood of the lower classes gave rise to a 

bourgeois at-risk inflamed by some dubious moral rhetoric by the likes of 

James Kay-Shuttleworth (1973: 5-6) who claimed: 

The rapid growth of the cotton manufacturer has attracted 
hither operatives from every part of the kingdom, and Ireland 
has poured forth the most destitute of her hordes to supply the 
constantly increasing demand for labour.  This immigration 
has been, in one important respect, a serious evil.  The Irish 
have taught the labouring classes of this country a pernicious 
lesson.  The system of cottier farming, the demoralisation and 
barbarism of the people, and the general use of the potato as 
the chief article of food, have encouraged the growth of 
population in Ireland more rapidly than the available means 
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of subsistence have been increased.  Debased alike by 
ignorance and pauperism, they have discovered, with the 
savage, what is the minimum of the means of life, upon which 
existence may be prolonged.  The paucity of the amount of 
means and comfort necessary for the mere support of life, is 
not known by a more civilised population, and this secret has 
been taught the labourers of this country by the Irish.     

 

In the light of such comments it is not hard to see how the deployment of 

childhood came to join forces with a theory of repression from the 

nineteenth century onwards.  As a different view of childhood was foisted 

upon the lower classes so they were identified as those in need of 

regulation when it came to educating the child.  In this way, the schooling 

that provided the ethics that allowed the middle classes to recognise the 

self as responsible for protecting and developing the child was extended 

through government regulation to reach the lower classes. 

 

And so, the truth of childhood has been deployed in different ways in 

relation to different understandings of freedom to inform both self-

government and the government of others.  It has been knowledge of 

childhood coupled with the shape of freedom that has provided the 

rationality of government in relation to educating the child, that is, 

freedom/childhood is the contact point for the techniques of power and 

ethics.  More precisely, techniques for educating the child based on 

knowledge of childhood pegged to the shape of freedom as a form of self-

government, on the one hand, provides the basis for identifying the 

responsible parent; while, on the other, as a form of government it 

identifies others as pathological and in need of regulation.  The next two 
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chapters analyse this governmentality in terms of its consequences for 

education and what it entails in our present.   
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CHAPTER 7 

THE PATHOLOGICAL PARENT 
 

 

In the nineteenth century a view of childhood as endangered and dangerous 

was seen as a social disease caused by the lower classes.  As part of a 

politics of protection, this conceptualisation of childhood identified the 

lower classes as a deficiency in terms of sobriety, wealth, hygiene habits, 

social graces and rational temperament that contaminated the purity and 

innocence of childhood in a way that, if left untreated, threatened the health 

and well-being of the wider social body.  It was the study of working class 

parents in Manchester in the nineteenth century that identified in a 

pathological sense these deficiencies as the symptoms that caused the 

social disease of the neglected and abused child.  To cure these symptoms, 

we saw how the State used its sovereign power to make schooling the child 

universal.  To safeguard the welfare of children and the community in 

general, the State embarked upon a political program of deploying schools, 

training teachers and designing curriculum in order to bring education to 

the masses.   

 

In chapter two we noted how the neo-liberal deployment of freedom in the 

twenty first century saw this type of welfarism, that aims to address the 

pathology of the parent in relation to the endangered and dangerous child, 

as counterproductive.  Instead of building responsibility, the rational logic 
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of neo-liberalism argues that this pathology only manages to succeed in 

creating greater dependency.  For neo-liberalism, the pathology of the 

parent as the symptoms that give rise to the endangered and dangerous 

child is more simply connected to the choices they make as rational 

autonomous agents.  The nature of compulsory education in this context 

shifts from correcting circumstance to meting out ‘just desserts.’  

Consequently, the sovereign power of compulsion in the more recent neo-

liberal sense of freedom, as opposed to welfarism, is not connected to a 

passive situation in which choices are removed but to an active state of 

ensuring choices are made.   

 

When we read the Act as a strategy in a political struggle against the 

pathology of dependency connected to the absence of choice we find an 

array of different examination and therapeutic techniques.  On the one 

hand, there are the examination tools for identifying the pathological 

parents who because of their inactivity deserve to be punished; while, on 

the other, there are those that deal with their subsequent treatment 

(Foucault, 1984c: 369-370).  On the surface, these can be described as the 

two incompatible techniques of examination and therapy in the Act that 

make the pathological parent both punishable and treatable.  This is an odd 

arrangement in which the autonomous agent as fully responsible for his or 

her actions must face the full force of the law but is also given the soft 

caring treatment afforded to someone who has fallen victim of his or her 

circumstances.  What this analysis shows, however, is how the Act is not 

designed to reconcile this contradiction, that is, to bring these 
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uncomfortable bedfellows together as some form of problem solving 

exercise based on a logic that searches for causes.  Instead of a single linear 

logic of welfare in which crime sparks the search for causes which, in turn, 

can be treated in the interest of eliminating crime, the Act maintains a strict 

separation that sees these different elements as mutually supportive of one 

another in a neo-liberal rationality of freedom that constitutes the 

responsible parent as an autonomous agent of rational choice.  

 

These separate techniques of examination and therapy, however, are not 

easy or simple tasks.  When we look into the Act we see that examination 

involves constant policing in terms of registering parents, enrolling 

children, verifying ages and addresses, checking documents and records, 

appointing authorised persons, walking the streets, visiting the shopping 

centres and arcades, making observations, carrying out inspections, 

knocking on doors, asking questions, making judgements and so on; 

whereas, treatment involves psychotherapy in the form of further inquiries, 

listening to stories, appointing panels of experts, considering and balancing 

views, reading and writing reports, providing advice, devising and offering 

coping strategies, consulting and more that aim to convert power relations 

between the parent and education authorities.   

 

It is along these two technical lines that this chapter considers the question:  

How does the shape of freedom/childhood constitute the 
identity of ‘others’ as subject positions that must be governed 
in a certain way by techniques of power within the Act? 
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This is a diagnosis of the techniques in the Act that aim to make the 

pathological parent responsible by shaping and using the neo-liberal 

rationality of freedom as the act of choice by rational autonomous agents.  I 

introduce this task by setting it in the context of enrolment and attendance 

provisions within the Act that shape this freedom by connecting the 

sovereign power of compulsion to choice.  

The Shape of Freedom 
The Act governs parents not as individual atoms of classical liberalism or 

social citizens of welfarism but as subjects of neo-liberalism who actively 

seek to ‘…maximize their quality of life through acts of choice’ (Rose, 

1996: 57).  To do this, the Act shapes freedom by contriving a style of self-

conduct as a set of prescribed choices linked to a compulsory requirement 

to ensure the child receives a school education.  It is easy to see this 

construction when we revisit how subsections 3(1)(a) and (b) (Western 

Australian Government, 1999: 3) describe the objects of the Act as 

including: 

a) to recognize the right of every child in the State to 
receive a school education; 

b) to allow that education to be given in a government 
school, a non-government school or at home;… 

 

The exercise of choice according these regulated options makes visible the 

proper style of self-conduct for those responsible for ensuring the child 

receives a school education.  Through the act of choice the parent is able to 

fulfil his or her moral obligation to educate the child, an obligation which 

the State makes non-negotiable.  For example, in the second reading 
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speech, the Minister for Education (Hansard, 1997: 8666) explained: 

While a non-compulsory education system would make for a 
simpler piece of legislation, the Government assumes a 
significant responsibility on behalf of the people of the State.  
It enacts this responsibility by ensuring two things.   The first 
is to provide access to an appropriate educational program for 
each child and the second is to charge parents with the 
responsibility of ensuring that each child is enrolled in an 
educational program that satisfies the requirements of the Act.     

 

In this sense, parents as autonomous individuals are charged with 

responsibility when they actively choose in relation to their child’s 

enrolment.  The responsible parent must choose to make proper use of his 

or her freedom as shaped by the Act or face the consequences.  Parents are 

confronted with a punitive penalty which increases the likelihood that they 

will choose within the limited scope of freedom.  To this end, section 9 

(Western Australian Government, 1999: 9) states: 

9. (1) A child is to be enrolled in an educational 
programme for each year of the compulsory education period 
for that child. 
 (2) A parent of a child must ensure that subsection (1) 
is complied with. 
 Penalty: $2 500. 

 

 

To avoid this punitive cost, parents are encouraged to be responsible, to 

conform in terms of actively conducting the autonomous self in accordance 

with the prescribed choices that satisfy the requirements of the Act.  As the 

Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8666) explained, ‘The Bill’s compulsory 

education requirements may be met by parents enrolling their children at a 

school or by registering as home educators.’  For example, section 10 
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(Western Australian Government, 1999: 10) states: 

10. The duty imposed by section 9 is satisfied in respect of 
a child by — 

(a) the enrolment of the child at a school; or 
 
(b) the registration under section 48 of a parent as the 
child’s home educator and the continuation in effect of 
that registration. 

 

Thus, the Act shapes freedom as choice to govern the conduct of parents in 

relation to the enrolment of the child in a school education program.   

 

In addition to these regulated choices, there is still the matter of choosing 

whether or not the child attends and participates in the school education 

program.  Like the other choices, the Act takes a hard line in terms of 

shaping this freedom.  For example, the Act states: 

23. (1) A student must on the days on which the school is 
open for instruction —  

(a) either —  
(i) attend the school at which he or she is 

enrolled; or 
(ii) otherwise participate in an educational 

programme of the school whether at the 
school or elsewhere  (Western Australian 
Government, 1999: 17) 

 

Moreover, section 38 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 29) makes it 

clear that: 

38. (1) A parent of a child of compulsory school age must 
ensure that section 23 is complied with by the child. 

 Penalty: $1 000. 

Note:  The Sentencing Act 1995 provides for sentencing options for adults. 
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(2) A child of compulsory school age must comply with 
section 23. 
 Penalty: $10. 

Note:  The Young Offenders Act 1994 provides for how a court is to deal 
with a young person who has been found guilty of an offence. 

 

The legal compulsion to enrol and attend accompanied by harsh punitive 

measures in an Act that underpins the shape of freedom as a matter of 

choice acknowledges the need to make parents accountable for their 

inactivity.  While the sovereign power of compulsion is a carry over from 

the previous Education Act 1928, the shape of freedom that makes parents 

accountable for the choices they make presents a significant shift.   In 

contrast, there was no obligation to choose included in the old Act just a 

legal requirement to enrol the child.  Parents were made passive recipients 

of a standard education service rather than active consumers held 

accountable for their decisions in the interest of protecting the child’s right 

to a school education.  It is within this context of freedom as an active 

pursuit through choice rather than the passive receipt of services that I 

analyse the examination techniques that police the population.  These 

techniques look for the inactivity that exposes others as those with a 

pathological bent towards dependency.  This is not a pathology that must 

be treated but one that must be made less appealing through punishment.   

The Pathology of Dependency 
Imposing a significant financial sanction for non-compliance (at sections 9 

and 38) acknowledges dependency as a serious social weakness to be 

discouraged from the outset.  According to Mr Tubby MLA (Hansard, 
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1998: 2349): 

A great deal of debate occurred about the level of those 
penalties in this clause when the Bill went out for public 
discussion.  Every time it was raised we came back to this 
premise: Does the community want compulsory education?  
The member for Bassendean said he supported it, and we did 
not find anyone in the community who did not want it.   
 
If we start from that premise there must be a sanction for 
people who thumb their nose at the system and deny their 
responsibility of ensuring their children receive an education. 

 

The notion of parents thumbing their noses at the system and denying their 

responsibilities is seen to reflect their lack of interest and energy in 

undertaking any initiative geared toward the education of their children.  In 

terms of the law, even the Opposition agreed that it was wrong for parents 

to deliberately sit on their hands when it comes to educating the child.  For 

example, they agreed, ‘…it is a serious offence for the adult who is 

responsible for a child to wilfully refuse to enrol that child, or in the case of 

home educators, to not comply with the provisions of the Act’ (Hansard, 

1998: 3661 — emphasis added).  In this sense, the penalties not only act as 

a disincentive for non-compliance but also a mechanism by which parents 

can be held accountable for their inactivity.     

 

Based on a rationality of freedom as a social collective made possible 

through the provision of welfare, the Opposition attempted to soften this 

accountability.  It proposed amendments in a way that would include 

consideration of the individual’s circumstances.  ‘While it is necessary to 

have a penalty in the Bill,’ the Opposition spokesperson for education in 
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the Legislative Assembly, Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 154), argued, 

‘it is even more vital to have a sophisticated policy and a sensitive 

administration which will tackle the school, social and family 

circumstances which contribute to non-enrolment and truanting from 

school.’  Mr Kobelke MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2353), also for the Opposition, 

put it this way: ‘There is no disagreement about the importance of making 

school education compulsory.  If education is to be compulsory for the 

benefit of students and the wider community, there must be a penalty.  

However, the issue is how we make the system work.’   

 

In an effort to make the system work along these lines, the Opposition 

sought to amend sections 9 and 38.  Both amendments aimed to take the 

emphasis off holding parents legally accountable for their decisions in 

relation to enrolment and attendance provisions and placing the accent on 

helping out and providing assistance in relation to family circumstances.  

With an eye to the welfare of the pathological parent, Mr Ripper MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 2351) said, ‘I am suggesting a new clause 9(3), which 

would refer non-enrolment to a school attendance panel which could try to 

resolve some of the educational and social factors that may be inhibiting 

the child’s enrolment before we go to the last resort of prosecution.’  

Furthermore, he (Hansard, 1998: 2351) argued, ‘Before we get to a stage of 

prosecuting a parent, every effort should be made to deal with the 

educational and social circumstances which may be contributing to the lack 

of enrolment of a child.’  Based on the same argument, the Opposition also 

proposed to amend section 38. 
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The Opposition’s amendment saw the proposed penalties as too high 

because, they believed, circumstances rather than parents were the primary 

cause for non-enrolment and non-attendance.  As Mr Ripper MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 2352 — emphasis added) explained: 

They are the sort of people who, for one reason or another, do 
not run their lives very well, at least in middle-class suburban 
terms.  Their families might be in chaos for one reason or 
another; their families might be very poor; they might be part 
of an Aboriginal community and the school is not meeting 
their needs; or they might be an Aboriginal family that is 
nomadic or transient and the children are not enrolled because 
the family is moving, perhaps for law business reasons.    

 

For the Opposition, circumstances such as poverty and aboriginality were 

the real cause of any pathological behaviour, not parents.  In this sense, 

getting children into schools and keeping them there meant helping parents 

overcome their circumstances, not holding them accountable. 

 

From the Government’s perspective, a school attendance panel was a 

therapeutic technique to make parents responsible rather than giving them a 

means of ducking responsibility.  ‘We are trying to make the parent accept 

the responsibility of enrolling their school-aged child and a panel would 

not assist that in any way,’ said Mr Tubby MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2351).  In 

rejecting the Opposition’s amendment to section 9, the Government 

(Hansard, 1998: 2351) argued, ‘It’s not the job of a school advisory panel 

to enrol a student; it’s the parent’s responsibility.  If for some reason the 

parents do not or are not willing to enrol their children it must be dealt with 
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administratively.’  For the Government, Mr Tubby MLA (Hansard, 1998: 

2355) said: 

The school attendance panel cannot put students into schools 
if parents do not wish to enrol their children. That is not an 
option; therefore, the Government does not accept the 
amendment. 

 

Likewise, the Hon. Norman Moore MLC (Hansard, 1998: 3662-3663) took 

the same position when the amendment was put to the Upper House. 

 

In making parents responsible, the Government believed that non-

enrolment and non-attendance was a matter of choice not circumstances.  

In this sense, the practices of enrolment and attendance did not involve 

protecting children by overcoming disadvantaged circumstances but by 

making parents responsible.  Put simply, enrolment and attendance was a 

legal matter.  For example, during the second reading debate Mr Tubby 

MLA (Hansard, 1998: 533 — emphasis added) explained: 

The Minister is responsible for ensuring that compulsory 
education takes place in this State, so he must have the power 
and authority to satisfy himself that all the children are 
receiving an education. To do that, we need a process. The 
Minister needs the power to get children out of an 
unsatisfactory situation and into a situation in which the 
children's rights are protected. This involves spelling it out in 
black and white in legislation.  

   

Thus, the power to satisfy the minister that parents are making proper use 

of their freedom is spelt out in the compulsory enrolment and attendance 

provisions.  On this basis, the examination techniques of the Act aim to 

make the pathological parent visible to government rather than dependent 
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upon it.  The first of these examination techniques, the compulsory 

education period, removes any ambiguity in the policing process by 

specifying exactly when the parent is required to enrol the child and the 

period of the child’s attendance and participation in a school education 

program. 

The Compulsory Education Period 
To maintain surveillance over school enrolment and home registration, the 

Act normalises a relationship between a time in a child’s physical 

development and the need to be in a school education program.  That is to 

say, the Act normalises a time and a space in terms of ensuring the child is 

in a school education program by connecting enrolment to the beginning of 

a compulsory education period which section 6(b) (Western Australian 

Government, 1999: 7) defines as: 

From 1 January 2003 until 31 December 2011 — 
 (i) from the beginning of the year in which the child 
reaches the age of 6 years and 6 months; and  
 (ii) until the end of the year in which the child reaches 
the age of 15;  

 

Although the Act also provides entitlements for children to access pre-

compulsory and post-compulsory education, the primary focus of 

surveillance centres on the link between the compulsory education period 

and the activity of ensuring the enrolment and attendance of the child.  It is 

this temporal signal (school age) that not only codifies the basis for 

enrolment or registration and attendance but also sets it as the benchmark 

upon which parents, in relation to their moral duty to educate their 

children, can be held to account.  Thus, the connection of time and space 
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expressed in terms of the child’s age and the need to be in an education 

program, whether at school or at home, acts as a mechanism that allows the 

local community to watch and judge one another and, where necessary, to 

report any pathological signs of non-compliance.  As Mr Tubby MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 2350) pointed out: 

School attendance officers will try to ascertain whether 
students in the wider community should be at school but are 
not on a particular day.  It is also up to teachers and 
principals, and responsible citizens in the community.  It is 
the responsibility of neighbours to contact the local school 
about school age children who are living next door to them 
who are not at school and are hanging around the house all 
day.  That happens all the time.  

 

 

In addition to establishing the norm that allows principals, teachers and 

neighbours to distinguish between the responsible and the pathological 

parent, subdivision 2 in part 2 of the Act (Western Australian Government, 

1999: 11-12) allows the Minister to authorise persons employed by the 

Education Department to check on those whose level of activity in regard 

to enrolment and attendance of their children in a school education 

program comes under question.   

Authorised Persons 
To help explain how an authorised person would operate, Mr Tubby MLA 

recounted an incident that occurred in 1975 when he was working as the 

principal of a public school.  He (Hansard, 1998: 2352) said: 

…I received a message that a large family of part Aboriginal 
children were not attending school within my catchment area.  
I visited their home and knocked on the door, and a chap 
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spoke to me through the screen door.  I told him who I was 
and asked him whether he had any school-aged children in the 
house.  He said, “Yes I have five” and I said, “Why are they 
not enrolled in school?”  He said, “I am home-schooling 
them.”  I asked him, “Do they have the sanction of the 
department or the Minister to be home-schooled?”  He said, 
“No, I do not believe in that, but I am home-schooling them.”  
I said, “Personally I have a great deal of sympathy with your 
position, but as the principal of the local school I have a 
responsibility to ensure your children are in a proper 
educational program.”  I contacted the welfare officer for the 
Education Department.  He visited the family and received 
the same story.  We finished up in the magistrates court.  The 
magistrate gave the order that the children had to attend 
school on the following Monday.     

 

 

According to Mr Tubby MLA, the authorised person holds the parent 

accountable for enrolling the child in school education program.  If the 

parent should fail to comply the next step would be a legal one.  From the 

Opposition benches, Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2351) summarised 

how he believed this process would unfold:  

The department becomes aware that a child, or a significant 
proportion of children in a particular location, are not enrolled 
at school.  At that stage a school attendance officer would 
visit the family or families concerned and remind them of 
their legal obligations.  If enrolment still did not occur, the 
next step would be the threat of prosecution, and if enrolment 
still did not occur, prosecution would proceed and penalties 
would apply.  

 

In response to the powers of an authorised person to act in this way through 

the making of inquiries, the Opposition (Hansard, 1998: 2360) argued: 

The Minister will be able to appoint a teacher, principal, 
member of the wages staff or public servant in the Education 
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Department as an authorised person who can then exercise 
fairly extensive powers provided for in clause 13.  Both 
parents’ organisation and the teachers’ union do not think it 
appropriate for principals and teachers, in particular, to 
exercise these royal commission type of powers of 
investigation with regards to the enrolment of children of 
compulsory school age. 

 

So, further to the knowledge that we are under surveillance by education 

authorities, friends, family and neighbours, the authorised person is given 

the power to call at a house and compel residents to account.  As if to 

suggest that this power may be overstepping some fixed boundary, Dr 

Constable MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2360) said, ‘It appears almost to be 

setting up a force of enrolment police.’  Similarly, the Opposition 

(Hansard, 1998: 2361), when introducing an amendment to limit this 

authority, said: 

An authorised person under this clause has virtually the 
powers of a royal commission.  Normally a person has the 
right to remain silent when he is approached by a police 
office.  If a police officer wants to talk to a citizen about 
something, a citizen is required only to give his name and 
address.  However, if a citizen is approached by an authorised 
person under this legislation, he must answer the questions, 
perhaps in writing, and if the citizen fails to comply with that 
requirement or gives information which is false or 
misleading, he is subject to a penalty.  These are 
extraordinary powers.  

 

In rejecting the Opposition’s amendment designed to soften this power, the 

Government argued that imposing a requirement that may confuse the 

process of calling parents into question only complicated what it believed 

to be a straight forward policing matter.  For the Government, Mr Tubby 
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MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2362) argued: 

The problem with the amendment is that when an authorised 
officer knocks on the door, he does not know the people 
answering the door.  A person may be a parent, an elder 
brother or sister, or an aunt or uncle – anyone at all.  He may 
ask the person, “Do you have a child of compulsory school 
age on the premises?”, and the reply may be that no child 
fitting that category lives there.  Where does the questioner go 
then?  Obviously, for the inquiry to be made, the matter must 
be reported to the authorities.  Does he keep returning and 
knocking on the door until a parent of the child opens the 
door so he or she can answer the question?  These authorised 
persons will be working in the community, and they need no 
ambiguity.  This will ensure compliance with the legislation.  
We should not put barriers in their way.   

 

The Government’s resistance to the Opposition’s amendment appeared to 

be grounded in the knowledge that the home environment of those coming 

under question will, more than likely, deviate from the norm of the nuclear 

family.  These are home environments described as not conducive to a 

good education.  For example, Mr Ainsworth MLA (Hansard, 1998: 548) 

said:  

Another problem which can be very difficult and which has 
been raised in this debate is that the home environment of 
some of these students is not conducive to good education.  I 
frequently hear of students who come to school and have not 
had breakfast and who are half asleep because they have been 
awake half the night because of a party, or because relations 
are living in the house and three or four people are sleeping in 
the same bedroom.  Those students do not get adequate rest 
and nutrition to come to school in the proper physical state to 
be able to learn. 

 

Also, Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2348) explained: 

…much non-enrolment and truancy relates to patterns of 
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disadvantage in the community and family circumstances.  In 
some cases, families are very poor and risk factors are 
involved such as alcoholism and parents being involved in 
criminal behaviour and marriages of great conflict.  Through 
any number of circumstances, some parents are barely coping 
with the requirement to provide and shelter for their children, 
let alone dealing with the obligation to ensure regular 
attendance at school. 

 

Although it would appear self-evident that the economic and social 

background of some parents gives rise to the pathological possibility of 

non-enrolment or non-attendance, the Government maintained that such 

circumstances should not be seen as an excuse or means of ducking the 

responsibility for enrolling the child.  ‘The amendment of the member for 

Belmont provides that the matter shall be referred to a panel and then a 

decision shall be made about whether to prosecute the parents,’ said Mr 

Tubby MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2352).  ‘That will enable people to duck 

around the issue and prolong the time before their children are enrolled in a 

program.’   

 

From the Government’s perspective, any further involvement of 

bureaucracy only helps to shift responsibility away from the parent.  By 

leaving non-enrolment as a legal matter between the parent and the courts 

the Government aimed to distance itself from the responsibility for 

schooling the child.  This was a different approach to one found in the old 

Act in which children of parents who failed to enrol their child or could not 

ensure their regular attendance were made dependent on the State.  As Mr 

Tubby MLA (1998: 2349) explained: 
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The ultimate sanction under the 1928 Act was that children 
were taken away from their parents and wards of the State.  
We did not think we could support that in a piece of 
legislation leading into the new century.  If we did not support 
that, we must have some way of getting those parents into the 
court system so that they can be dealt with. 

 

In addition to knocking on doors in relation to enrolment, the Act (Western 

Australian Government, 1999: 28) also makes provision for school 

attendance officers with the powers to: 

(a) stop and detain a person whom he or she reasonably 
believes to be an absentee student; and 

(b) enter any premises to which the public has access, 
without paying the charge, if any, for access to the 
premises, for the purpose of checking whether any 
absentee student is on the premises.  

School Attendance Officers 
The role of the school attendance officer is to find children wandering the 

streets who should be in school.  These are children who have been 

enrolled by their parents but, for one reason or another, are failing to attend 

school on a regular basis.  To facilitate policing of the compulsory 

attendance provisions, the Act specifies a penalty of $500 at section 37 

(Western Australian Government, 1999: 29) for any person who resists, 

hinders or obstructs a school attendance officer from exercising or 

attempting to exercise his or her powers to inquire.  Again, the 

Opposition’s amendment to this clause during the committee debate 

reflected their overall philosophy when dealing with enrolment and 

attendance matters.  Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 3811) said: 

To some extent the argument is being repeated in a number of 
clauses and amendments.  I do not propose to engage in 
tedious repetition.  However, I move this amendment 
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consistent with our emphasis in dealing with truancy and 
attendance issues by social and educational intervention 
rather than by judicial intervention.    

 

Again, in rejecting the Opposition’s amendment, the Minister for 

Education (Hansard, 1998: 3812 — emphasis added) said, ‘Bluntly, we are 

all about getting children back to school – including Aboriginal children.  

We recognise that social and cultural factors will impact on that, 

particularly in remote areas.  We are serious about children attending 

school. When parents obstruct that process or hinder the work of school 

attendance officers, we will support those officers with the backing of the 

law.’  Mr Ainsworth MLA (Hansard, 1998: 3812) supported the 

Government’s position by stating: 

I have seen many cases where, because there has not been 
adequate legislation – or it has not been adequately enforced – 
a number of children, both non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal, 
have not been properly educated.  They have slipped through 
the system.  There needs to be certainty for truancy officers to 
have some legal backup so that, if all else fails, they know 
their parameters; they are not toothless tigers – as has been 
the case in the past.  More importantly, in the case of 
Aboriginal families, it is the responsibility of both the truancy 
officer and the judicial system, if it reaches that point, to deal 
with those families appropriately.  The biggest impact for 
Aboriginal families at the moment is that their children are 
not being properly educated, in some cases, and that lack of 
education and job opportunities will be perpetuated if this 
legislation is not passed in its current form. 

 

From a neo-liberal perspective, the Government saw non-attendance as a 

rational choice for which the parent had to be made accountable rather than 

a question of social disadvantage.  That is to say, all, including aboriginal 
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parents, were viewed as voluntary agents and should, therefore, be held 

responsible for their actions.  Here, the rationality of government is such 

that the Aboriginal parent in this context is pathological because he or she 

does not actively seek to make proper use of his or her freedom.  In 

policing this pathological possibility in relation to enrolment in and 

attendance at school, the Act also made provision for policing the home 

education community.   

Home Education Moderators 
In his second reading speech, the Minister for Education noted the 

Government’s support for home education, provided this freedom was not 

misused.  He (Hansard, 1997: 8667) said, ‘The Government recognises that 

they [home educators] should have the right to exercise that choice.  

Provided the appropriate approvals are obtained, the Bill provides for the 

compulsory education requirement to be met by home education.’  

Although the idea of overt resistance to schooling by parents in Western 

Australia is rare, it was acknowledged that fundamental beliefs and views 

do constitute the identity of different communities that make challenges to 

the shape of freedom a real possibility.  For example, Mr Ripper MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 155) said, ‘We also appreciate the huge diversity among 

home educators.  There are those who undertake home education on the 

basis of a religious philosophy, and a new breed of home educator is 

responding to developments like the internet.’    

 

While the support for home education was obvious, the Government 

acknowledged that because of alternative beliefs there were parents that 
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were resistant to the role of the State.  Mr Tubby MLA (Hansard, 1998: 

2355) said, ‘People have strong views about the role of the State in 

attempts to get students either into school or a registered home schooling 

situation.  They also have strong views about where they see the Minister’s 

powers ending.’  In resisting the shape of freedom contrived by the Act, Ms 

McHale MLA (Hansard, 1998: 3824) pointed out that home schoolers saw 

the registration and the on-going inspection process as an ‘…arbitrary and 

unwarranted invasion of privacy.’  It was along this line of thought that Dr 

Constable MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2350) asked, ‘Is there a problem with 

parents educating children at home but not enrolling them for home 

schooling?’  To which, Mr Tubby MLA replied, ‘There is a problem in that 

the Minister cannot be satisfied that those children are engaged in an 

education program.  If they are not enrolled at a government or non-

government school or registered as home scholars, they will slip through 

the net.’   

 

To make sure no child slipped the net, the Government used its sovereign 

power to regulate home educators who because of their more radical values 

and beliefs did not see themselves as part of the mainstream education 

community.  This point is evident in the following exchange (Hansard, 

1998: 3825-3826 — emphasis added) between the Hon Colin Barnett 

MLA, the Minister for Education, and Mr Ripper MLA, the Deputy Leader 

of the Opposition: 

Mr Ripper:  What type of people are likely to be appointed as 
home education moderators?  A number of home educators 
fear that they will be required to offer essentially the same 
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program as those in schools.  They do not want their children 
educated in that program otherwise they would send them to 
school.  They chose to home educate because they wanted to 
do something different from that which is done in schools.  
They are concerned that they will be put into an educational 
straightjacket.  Can the Minister offer some assurance about 
the way this process of moderation will be administered? 
 
Hon. Colin Barnett: The prime role of the home education 
moderator is to assess children undergoing home education.  
Implicit in that assessment is to judge whether the child is 
making progress.  That person will be an experienced 
educator.  He may be a retired principal or senior teacher.  
One may argue that that will bias him towards a school-based 
system.  That is true, but home educators will have access to 
the Home Education Advisory Board.  The assessment 
process will evolve over time; nevertheless, they must be 
experienced in education because their prime role will be to 
assess the progress of the child.  

 

To assert the State’s move not to outlaw but to police home education 

through a process of registration and inspection that holds the parent 

accountable for meeting minimum standards of education in relation to the 

child’s progress, the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8667) outlined, in the second 

reading speech: 

It has never been the intention of the Government to diminish 
access to this option, nor to change significantly the operation 
of home education in Western Australia.  This portion of the 
Bill has been significantly altered in light of feedback.  While 
the extent and nature of the changes might not please all those 
who made submissions, the Bill allows greater flexibility 
while holding to three essential requirements.  These are —          

that parents have a right to automatic recognition as home 
educators; 

that there is an obligation on home educators to provide 
evidence that their child’s educational program meets the 
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minimum standard in relation to other children of similar age 
and ability; and  

that, in extreme circumstances, the Minister has the capacity to 
cancel the registration of the home educator, in which case the 
child should be returned to a school enrolment. 

 

While home education acts as the ultimate strategy for distancing the 

Government by making the parent responsible for schooling the child, the 

pathological possibility that the parent may not use this freedom properly 

still remains.  Thus, the Act makes provision for the chief executive officer 

to appoint home education moderators to annually evaluate the educational 

program and progress of home educated children and for the Minister to 

cancel registration, if required. According to the Minister for Education 

(Hansard, 1997: 8667), ‘The responsibility to arrange such visits will be 

given to the home educator, with the requirement that an evaluation be 

carried out at least once each year.  Subject to satisfactory progress, judged 

in relation to the curriculum framework, the registration will be able to 

continue indefinitely.’  The Opposition supported the notion that parents 

who home educated their children had to be accountable to the State for the 

quality of the education they provided and the subsequent progress of their 

children.  Indeed, Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 155-156) said: 

We would not want to lose sight of the fact that some children 
fall through the gaps in the school system and fail to progress. 
We should not have a more intensive focus on what happens 
to individual children in home education than we have on 
individuals in our school system. In the final analysis, just as 
there are some parents who should not be allowed to retain 
day to day care of their children for welfare reasons - it is 
regrettable that should be the case but it is the case in some 
circumstances - some parents should not be able to continue 
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as home educators.  
 

According to the Government, the purpose of regularly checking the 

quality of the educational program provided and the progress of children 

was to make visible those who failed to use this freedom properly.  In other 

words, to identify: those who are too ignorant to educate their children to 

the required standard at home; or, those who use the guise of home 

education as a way of covering up child abuse.  In supporting the 

Government’s move to register home educators, Ms MacTiernan MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 465 — emphasis added) noted from the Opposition 

benches: 

We would be very concerned if parents home educating were 
unable to provide education.  Again it would go back to the 
issue of compounding disadvantages.  We would also be 
concerned if parents were using their children as labour rather 
than providing them with education.  That would be 
unacceptable.  Therefore we support the notion of a 
registration or approval procedure.  

 

‘Everyone agrees that in cases of neglect or abuse the State has a role,’ said 

the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 465).  ‘The difficulty will be when a parent 

believes he is educating his children well, but is not.’  At another stage of 

the debate, the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 3825) again explained: 

The most difficult situation arises, not so much in terms of 
policy or a position of neglect in which a child was receiving 
no education at all, but if a parent genuinely believes that he 
or she is providing an adequate education, but through 
ignorance, or lack in education, he or she is wrong.  That is 
difficult to handle.  

 

Similarly, Mr Riebeling MLA in the committee debate argued that home 
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education may be an option for parents of a white middle-class background 

but not Aboriginals.  He (Hansard, 1998: 2353) said, ‘The solutions are 

designed for children of parents of European decent who have self-

education skills.  The Aboriginal people do not have the scholastic 

achievements.  I have heard what has been said about home education.  It is 

fantastic for those who have the skills.’  Inspection offers the means of 

dividing parents with the skills to protect and develop their children 

through a home education from the pathological.   

 

According to the Government (Hansard, 1998: 538), home schooling was a 

real concern because children were not being educated ‘…and many of 

them may be subject to abuse.’  In response to this view, Mr Brown MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 3823) rose during the committee debate in the Legislative 

Assembly to draw the Minister’s attention to the concerns of one of his 

constituents about the Government’s attitude towards home educators.  For 

a clear picture of the Government’s suspicion of parents who home educate 

their children it is worth transcribing the Hon. Colin Barnett’s response in 

full: 

I am pleased this issue has been raised.  Particular people 
within the home education lobby have latched onto these 
remarks and it gives me an opportunity to make clear what I 
said or intended to say.  To our knowledge, the latest records 
suggest that 908 children in this State are home educated.  I 
cannot substantiate the number because we do not know; that 
is the whole point.  The best guess might be that perhaps 
another 1 000 students of that order are not being educated, 
not attending school and are not being educated at home.  
 
1996, 1 300 cases of child abuse - these are not the same 
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populations of children - have been reported in this State.  
Many children are being adequately home educated.  Another 
group of children are not attending school, not receiving 
adequate home education and perhaps a significant proportion 
of those children may be subject to abuse and neglect and are 
properly dealt with in the welfare system.  
 
My comments were not intended to be directed against home 
education.  One of the reasons that home education is brought 
within the net and recognised within this Bill is that we are 
happy to see children educated at home as long as they are 
receiving an appropriate and competent education.  I, as the 
Minister for Education, have a responsibility for the education 
of all children, no matter what their circumstances.  My 
colleague, the Minister for Family and Children's Services, 
also has a shared responsibility to ensure the wellbeing and 
welfare of children. 
 
We do not know how many, but inevitably a significant 
number of the students in this State who are not attending 
school are not being adequately educated by their parents and 
may be in a situation of abuse.  That is not a slight on home 
educators who are doing the right thing.  It is saying that I 
cannot ignore those children being denied an education.  Even 
if it makes the home educator happier for the Government to 
play no role in home education, it is not a significant reason 
for me to ignore the needs of neglected children.      

  

   

Through the use of examination techniques such as the home education 

moderator and others we considered how the pathology of dependency was 

policed.  Equally, we noted how political commentary directly transcribed 

into this machinery of political Government, revolved around ensuring that 

parents are held accountable for the enrolment and attendance of their 

children in a school education program.  This policing was pegged to the 

sovereign power of compulsion and knowledge of human conduct in 
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relation to an artificially contrived freedom that portrayed schooling as a 

type of free market in which power relations between parents and 

education authorities are regulated in terms of proper choices. 

 

The shape of freedom in the Act created an artificial market that placed 

choice as well as its proper use in the hands of the rational autonomous 

parent.  The Act laid a new active regime of the autonomous self over the 

old passive system of dependency that made policing the parent population 

possible through the auditing of certain choices by neighbours, citizens and 

education authorities which held parents accountable.  It is through 

examination techniques connected to this contrived freedom that the 

pathology of inactivity of the disadvantaged, was to be exposed.  The gaze 

in such cases is inevitably turned to those who have a personal history of 

being made helpless through dependency or welfare or the radical who is 

made resistant through his or her differing beliefs and values.   

 

The pathology of the parent as inactivity and misuse in relation to the shape 

of freedom sets, in contrast, the responsibility of the parent as an active 

self-governing agent who makes proper use of freedom.  Based on this 

understanding, therapy is not about addressing causes, symptoms or 

circumstances in order to make the pathological responsible.  As we noted 

earlier, such an approach from a neo-liberal perspective would only 

encourage dependency on government services and authorities.  While 

continuing to hold parents directly accountable through the sovereign 

power of compulsory, the therapeutic techniques are less overt.  Instead, 
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they provide a subtle covert disciplinary approach through the active 

manipulation of the educational environment.   

 

Therapeutic techniques in the Act acknowledge, accept and tolerate diverse 

circumstances as a matter of personal freedoms.  From a neo-liberal 

perspective, changing people’s freely chosen lifestyles, beliefs and values, 

in the absence of enormous psychological and financial resources, is almost 

impossible.  To this extent, the therapeutic techniques in the Act are not 

about changing this freedom but about making parents active in their own 

self-government as an act of choice.  To do this, the Act allows the 

education environment to be reconfigured.  Rather than forcing a fixed 

notion of schooling upon a passive parent population, therapeutic 

techniques look to changing power relations between parents and education 

authorities in a way that encourages parents to recognise the self as 

organising, negotiating, agreeing to, etc new arrangements that can be 

rationalised as the outcome of their own free choice.  According to Rose 

(1999), neo-liberalism manages this transformation through therapeutic 

techniques that makes parents responsible by using their freedom.  The 

next section analyses how this is done.   

The Use of Freedom 
The Act makes use of the freedom of parents to an identity that is based on 

their choice of community, lifestyle, beliefs and values, to overcome 

resistance to a schooling the child.  This is the problem of resistance based 

on the view of the pathological parent not as others who must be held to 

account for their inactivity in relation to meeting their legal obligations but 
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those who have made a calculated choice between schooling the child on 

the one hand and preserving their own interests on the other.  And so, 

making the pathological parent responsible, the therapeutic techniques of 

the Act seek to use this freedom of identity which gives rise to the 

pathology of the parent not as a matter of dependency but one of resistance. 

The Pathology of Resistance  
The therapeutic techniques of the Act aim to bind the pathological parent to 

schooling the child in a covert form of discipline that is far less visible than 

the examination techniques pegged to the sovereign power of compulsion.  

These are the therapeutic techniques that allow the education environment 

to be manipulated in such a way that makes schooling the child appear as a 

response to the demands of those who are resistant.  To do this, the Act 

applies two broad therapeutic techniques that focus on reshaping power 

relations between parents and education authorities.   

 

The first technique, flexibility, is most evident in the powers to exempt at 

section 222 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 154-155).  This 

provision allows education authorities to work with different community 

groups who believe mainstream schooling does not accommodate the 

beliefs and values that constitute their identity.  This is the mobilising of 

education authorities in a way that instrumentalises the force of community 

membership to make parents self-governable through strategies such as the 

‘charter’ school that binds them to the process of schooling the child 

through the moral force of community membership and the contract.   
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The second technique to be analysed is also about finding the room to 

accommodate differences that can create resistance to schooling the child.  

This is the technique of expertise evident in the advisory panel provisions 

that provide advice about how school and family practices, which present 

as obstacles to the child’s enrolment and regular attendance, may be 

changed.  In this way, the technique of expertise actively engages the 

pathological parent and education authorities in a problem solving exercise 

that presents schooling as adaptable to demands.  Thus, the interests of 

parents are instrumentalised to make them self-governable through expert 

advice that binds them to the process of schooling the child through the 

moral force of collaborative agreement.   

The Power to Exempt 
Section 222 of the Act (Western Australian Government, 1999: 154-155) 

allows schools or a class of schools to be exempted from the provisions of 

the Act.  The intent of this provision is to provide flexibility.  ‘The power 

to exempt clause 215 [now section 222 in the Act] of the revised Bill,’ Mr 

Booth (Standing Committee on Public Administration, 1998: 32) told the 

Standing Committee on Public Administration, ‘is included to allow for 

flexibility during the life of the legislation.’  Similarly, in the second 

reading speech, the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8672) explained it this way:          

In view of the flexibility needed to allow for changes in the 
way schools are managed and curriculum is delivered in the 
future, the Bill provides a power for the Minister to exempt a 
school or group of schools from certain provisions, subject to 
conditions and the publication of a notice in the Government 
Gazette.  
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With this flexibility, the Minister pointed out in the committee debate that 

the Act would allow schools to be reshaped in ways that might not match 

our conventional understanding of a government school.  He (Hansard, 

1998: 2011) said: 

If communities decide they want autonomy to run their 
schools – albeit publicly funded – what will happen to the 
definition of public education?  I suspect over future decades 
we will find those developments happening within education.  
Probably some schools are keen to do it today.  

 

From this perspective, the Minister described the possibility for the 

formation of what he called ‘charter’ schools.  Although section 222 makes 

no specific reference to the formation of ‘charter’ schools, the Minister 

(Hansard, 1998: 2011) acknowledged that the charter school was a concept 

that existed ‘…elsewhere in the world’ which he envisaged may come into 

operation at some time in the future. 

 

According to Mr Booth (Standing Committee on Public Administration, 

1998: 32), ‘The definition of the term “charter school” refers to schools 

which are fully funded by Government, but which are fully independent 

apart from the nature of the contractual arrangement between the minister 

and the schools’ governing bodies.’  From the Minister’s perspective, the 

notion of government funded schools in Western Australia that operated 

outside the education system offered a type of affirmative action in relation 

to the aspirations of different community groups.  To this end, the power to 
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exempt recognised the need for schools shaped according to the identity of 

client groups as opposed to being fixed entities aimed at shaping 

individuals to standards set by society.   

 

Along this line, the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 2011) said, ‘…a Government 

of the future – perhaps this Government – may embark on a process of 

charter schools.’  He explained that charter schools could actively 

discriminate to weaken resistance to schooling by positively nurturing and 

directing those who under normal circumstances see a school education as 

hostile to their interests.  They could be established to ‘…cater for children 

with social or family problems, and who are dysfunctional in the system, 

and perhaps there is a case for a government funded school that operates 

outside the system to cope with those children.’  He stressed, ‘There are 

elements, certainly in areas of special need.  This could perhaps be in areas 

of education for Aboriginal children, because such an environment might 

work better.  Immediately even the definition of public education can 

change.’   

 

In this sense, discrimination becomes extremely problematic.  While the 

Government, on the one hand, recognises discrimination against adults in 

relation to gender, race, religious affiliation and so on, particularly in 

matters of industrial relations, as a problem to be overcome, they 

apparently do not, on the other hand, see discrimination against the 

indigenous population, the poor, truanting children and so on in relation to 

education as something to change but something to use.  In fact, difference 
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in this later sense is useful rather than being a problem.    

 

By allowing governments to redefine the government school in this way, 

the Act generated political thoughts that portrayed discrimination as a 

positive value.  It appears that discrimination in education is a tactic that 

does not cause community tension but, rather, resolves it.  Like private 

schools that have exercised a capacity to include or exclude certain 

students (which could be viewed as discriminatory), thoughts on 

government schooling saw it as a means of providing education authorities 

with the flexibility to overcome the pathological possibility of resistance 

exhibited by certain groups within the community.  This was evident in the 

Government’s efforts to rebut the Opposition’s (Hansard, 1998: 2021) 

claim that: ‘Of course we should provide a high standard of education 

without discrimination.’  This comment came in support of an amendment 

to insert into the objects a clause that read: 

3. (4) Any person who has a function under this Act is 
to have regard (as far as is practicable or appropriate) to the 
following objects — 

(a) …; 

(b) to promote a high standard of education in 
government schools and to provide it without 
discrimination on the ground [sic] of sex, race or 
religion;… 

 

When this amendment reached the Upper House, it was presented and 

endorsed from the Opposition benches by the Hon. Ljiljanna Ravlich MLC 

(Hansard, 1998: 3652) with the words: ‘…too often people make the 

assumption that there is no discrimination on those grounds within the 
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education system.  I do not think that is necessarily the case, and it is 

beholden on us to legislate to ensure discrimination does not exist.’  On 

behalf of the Government, the Hon. Norman Moore MLC (Hansard, 1998: 

3653) replied: 

Many private schools are based on single gender enrolments.  
Therefore it is ridiculous to suggest that that is not 
appropriate.  Also, to suggest that private schools cannot 
discriminate on the basis of the religion of students ignores 
the fact that most private schools are based on the religious 
affiliations of the students who attend.  It is possible to 
construe this amendment to mean that all children, those at 
government and non-government schools, are to be educated 
without discrimination on those grounds.  It would be a 
ridiculous state of affairs. 
 

 

Based on this rationality, not to discriminate against a child because of its 

gender or religious affiliation ‘…at government and non-government 

schools…’ would be ‘…a ridiculous state of affairs.’  What appears as 

sensible and responsible in the debate is to allow education authorities the 

flexibility to reshape their practices along discriminatory lines in an effort 

to nurture and direct the aspiration of parents and their children in 

accordance with the Government’s objective to ensure all children receive 

a school education.  For example, the Hon. Norman Moore MLC went on 

to say: 

We have already heard some suggestion that the government 
should provide single gender classes — I do not know 
whether such schools have been contemplated, but that may 
occur in the future — and talk about an Aboriginal school has 
received enthusiastic support.     
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Thus, the capacity for schools to change in a way that makes them more 

attractive to groups resistant to participating in a conventional school was 

linked to the flexibility necessary for educational authorities to legitimately 

discriminate.  The drive behind this type of affirmative action that 

accommodated the characteristics of particular groups was reflected in the 

Legislative Assembly when the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 2013) explained 

that:  

The comment by the Deputy Leader of the Opposition that 
one group of people wants to enshrine certain things 
reinforces my point that we see this issue in different ways.  
This is exactly what we do not want to see, just as in 1928 a 
group of members of Parliament wanted to enshrine a limited 
opportunity for girls in education.  That is the reason that we 
do not want to enshrine a particular model. 

 

By not enforcing any particular model on the parent population, the Act 

provides a level of flexibility that makes it possible to not only recognise 

community differences but to also fix these differences within contractual 

arrangements.  That is to say, the shaping of the school in a way that 

formally recognises difference as the autonomy to determine one’s own 

way of life is completed according to a contract that links the freedom of 

the parent as a community member to the schooling of the child, albeit 

under new arrangements.  In this way, the technique of flexibility not only 

allows education authorities to work with difference but also provides the 

moral force of the contract which constitutes the responsible parents as 

autonomous educational ‘partners’.   

 

The technique of flexibility does not simply enable the space to work with 
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greater freedom from centralised bureaucratic constraint at the local level 

but provides for the conscious construction of environments that normalise 

the conduct of parents.  By working with community differences, the 

normalising effect of flexibility is much harder to see than that of 

compulsion.  In this way, the technique of flexibility uses the freedom of 

parents to incite them as members of a particular community to recognise 

the self as responsible for schooling the child through the moral obligations 

of the contract. 

 

In addition to the flexibility that the power to exempt a school or class of 

schools provides, the Act constituted the advisory panel as a means of 

providing educational authorities and parents with expert advice about how 

their practices may be adjusted in ways that would weaken resistance to 

schooling.   

The Advisory Panel 
One aim of the advisory panel process is to provide independent external 

expert advice to educational authorities, parents and students to ensure the 

child received a school education.  To this end, the Act makes a general 

provision at section 241 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 164-165) 

for advisory panels to be established by the Minister to address any matter 

that may arise from time to time.  In the second reading speech, it was 

explained that the Minister would have: 

…a capacity to establish an advisory panel for any matter 
relevant to the legislation.  The membership of these panels is 
to be determined by the Minister, taking into account the 
attributes, skills and other qualities needed to make decisions 



T h e  P a t h o l o g i c a l  P a r e n t  
 

·231· 

appropriate to each case.  In general, a parent or community 
member will be included in each panel, but the specific 
membership profile will be provided in the regulations 
(Hansard, 1997: 8673).    

 

More precisely, subsection 241(3) (Western Australian Government, 1999: 

164-165) of the Act states: 

The members of an advisory panel are to be persons who 
have such experience, skills, attributes or qualifications as the 
Minister considers appropriate to enable them to effectively 
perform their advisory function. 

 

The capacity to bring this expertise together on a needs basis was seen as a 

means of providing a level of administrative flexibility for coping with 

difficult educational issues.  In the committee debate, the Minister 

(Hansard, 1999: 4463) put it this way: 

This clause provides flexibility for the establishment of 
advisory panels in other areas.  Existing panels or councils 
will be constituted under this clause; for example, the 
Aboriginal Education and Training Council, the Early 
Childhood Education Council, the Rural and Remote 
Education Advisory Council or any other council or advisory 
panel will now be established under this provision.  There is a 
high degree of flexibility within this clause to allow us to 
cope with those circumstances.   

 

In addition to this level of flexibility, the Act makes provision for the 

establishment of six review mechanisms that deal with specific matters of 

resistance.  In the second reading speech, the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 

8672-8673) explained that:  

• school attendance panels may be established to 
consider matters related to absenteeism and to 
facilitate the return of the children to normal 
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attendance; 
• home education advisory panels may be established if 

a parents seeks a review of a home education 
evaluation report or a decision to cancel home 
education registration; 

• disabilities advisory panels may be established 
whenever a parent seeks a review of an enrolment 
decision concerning a child with a disability; 

• school disciplinary advisory panels will be required to 
consider the case of any child for whom exclusion is 
recommended;  

• non-government school registration advisory panels 
will be formed to review decisions by the Minister to 
refuse to register or re-register a non-government 
school; and 

• community kindergarten registration advisory panels 
will be formed to review a decision by the Minister to 
refuse to register a community kindergarten.  

 

As a therapeutic technique, expertise on each of these panels offers 

participants the opportunity to confess to a schooling or administrative 

experience in which a pain was suffered (Rose, 1999: 91).  For example, 

the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8667) said that should a home educator ‘…be 

dissatisfied with an evaluation report or any cancellation of registration 

following an evaluation, the Bill provides access to an independent review 

and advisory process.’  In other words, these are mechanisms in which an 

experience that give rise to feelings of resistance can be rendered into 

thoughts in such a way that allows advice to be formulated by experts for 

the purpose of realigning practices with the Government’s objective.  For 

example, the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8668) said: 

The establishment and operation of school attendance panels 
is a major intervention strategy which has been well received.  
As an independent body its task will be to examine the 
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reasons for a child’s absence and to provide appropriate 
advice to the child, the parents and the school, with the aim of 
securing the child’s regular attendance and participation in the 
educational program.  

 

To ensure voices belonging only to those who are resistant to schooling are 

heard, the Government amended sections relating to the establishment of 

school attendance panels, disability advisory panels and school discipline 

advisory panels.  The intention of the Government’s amendment was to 

provide consistency in how these panels dealt with the individual’s right to 

be heard.  In effect, the amendment limited the capacity for the child or the 

parent to have legal representation when appearing before one of these 

panels.  The wording of the Act8 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 

31) now includes: 

Subject to the Minister’s directions, the child and parents 
referred to in subsection (6) are not to be represented by 
another person before the Panel unless the panel otherwise 
determines on the grounds that the process will not work 
effectively without that representation but nothing in this 
subsection prevents the child and parents from being 
accompanied by another person when appearing before the 
panel.  

 

According to the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 3817) the inclusion of this 

subsection ‘…acknowledged that some people will need assistance or a 

friend to provide moral or other support in a panel case.  However, this 

amendment stops short of having that person speak on behalf of the other.’  

 
8 Here, I use the wording in relation to a school attendance panel (Western Australian 
Government, 1999: 31).  Despite some minor variations such as cross-referencing, the wording in 
section 87 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 67) for disability advisory panels and section 
93 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 72) for disciplinary advisory panels reflects that used 
for school attendance panels.  
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‘We do not want to make it a semi-judicial process,’ said the Minister 

(Hansard, 1998: 3821).  ‘These panels are meant to be positive and 

constructive.’ 

 

In being constructive, the aim of the panels is to ensure that experts only 

hear about the experience which will allow them to formulate advice on 

how things could be done differently to overcome resistance.  This was a 

role made clear in the Legislative Council as the Government rejected the 

Opposition’s amendment designed to enable panels to give ‘…advice and 

assistance, as deemed necessary to the school as well as the child and the 

parents in order to assist the school to develop an appropriate educational 

program for the child’ (Hansard, 1998: 3828).  In response, the 

Government Leader in the Upper House said: 

This is an unnecessary amendment.  The clause provides for 
the school attendance panel to give advice and assistance to a 
child and to his or her parents, which is appropriate.  
However, I am not sure how the panel can give assistance to 
the school.  Maybe it can give advice, but it cannot give 
assistance.  Under proposed clause 40(5) the panel is to 
prepare a written report that will be provided to the school’s 
principal and, if the child is in a government school, to the 
CEO [chief executive officer] of the government school 
system.  That report will set out the advice or assistance given 
by the panel and recommendations about the way in which 
the child might be dealt with.  I cannot think of a way in 
which such a panel could provide assistance to a school.  The 
amendment does not make any administrative sense.  The 
advice will be provided to the school in the report.  

 

Although it was unclear as to the extent to which a panel might provide 

assistance, there was no doubt that it played an important role in providing 
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advice as to how practices could or should be reshaped to ensure that a 

child’s attendance patterns conformed to the norm.  As a way of summing 

up the therapeutic role of expert advice to reshape practice it is interesting 

to note the response of the Hon Christine Sharp MLC to the rejection of the 

Opposition’s amendment to the provision for the establishment of school 

attendance panels.  She (Hansard, 1998: 3829) said: 

I agree with the minister that normally one would not expect 
panels to provide assistance to schools.  However, in normal 
circumstances one would also not expect attendance panels to 
provide assistance, as opposed to advice, to parents and 
children.  Normally, the function of the panel would be to 
provide advice; assistance is an adjunct and it would not be 
very common.  Nevertheless, if it is appropriate to provide 
assistance to children and parents, it is also appropriate to 
provide it to schools.  However, the most important issue is 
that we ensure we look in both directions in the provision of 
advice.  Not only might there be different practices that the 
child and the parents need to consider, but also the school 
might need to look at its practices, educational program and 
also receive advice.  That is why the words are very 
important.   

 

The words as well as the techniques of both flexibility and advice are 

important in that they present an obvious concern for governing the 

conduct of others in the name of freedom.   

 

For this inquiry, the governing of others only makes sense in terms of 

freedom.  If parents were unable to act outside the shape of freedom then 

there would be no need for techniques of government.  That is to say, the 

Act not only shapes freedom but, in doing so, presumes the capacity of 

parents to ignore or resist the limits it imposes on their conduct through the 
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invention of techniques of government that respond to this freedom.  Based 

on this close relationship, it makes more sense when concluding this 

chapter to abandon calculations that set power against freedom in favour of 

asking what the Act costs as a matter of freedom in the political present.  

What does it entail or exact from ‘others’ against whose dependency and 

resistance the responsible parent is defined?  What is the cost to others for 

this shape of freedom that makes the responsible parent today? 

The Cost of Freedom/Childhood  
This chapter considered the question:  

How does the shape of freedom/childhood constitute the 
identity of ‘others’ as subject positions that must be governed 
in a certain way by techniques of power within the Act? 
 

To answer this question we need to look at the cost that others incur for the 

way the Act, first, shapes freedom and then proceeds to use their freedom.   

 

In the first instance, we saw how the Act shaped freedom in a way that 

constituted the legal subject of rule as an active autonomous parent who 

ensures his or her child’s right to a school education through his or her own 

acts of choice.  In regard to this subjectivity, we noted the Government’s 

resistance to amendments that suggested any softening of punitive 

measures for those who failed to act in this way.  The Government refused 

to accept any changes to penalties for non-compliance with the compulsory 

education provisions that might allow the parent to point to circumstances 

as a way of ducking choices that ensure the child receives a school 

education.  The cost to others for this hard line around the shape of 
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freedom was the extent to which they continue to be demonised as 

neglecters and abusers of children.  That is to say, the Act fashions the 

identity of ‘others’ as a threat, as those who place children and the 

community in general at-risk. 

 

The shape of freedom established others as pathological in nature.  As the 

activity of choosing, the shape of freedom not only reinforced existing 

knowledge of others as historically inactive in terms of educating the child 

but also justified the provision of examination techniques whereby 

neighbours and education authorities could reproduce this truth.  Thus, 

knowing the self as responsible meant yielding to a political truth that the 

identity of others makes them a risk to children and the community.  To 

make this cost to others more self explanatory we need to briefly 

reconsider the political debate. 

 

The political debate on the examination techniques illustrated that 

knowledge already existed on others who exhibited the pathological signs 

of dependency.  Both the Government and the Opposition clearly identified 

with the stereotypical images of the poor and the Aboriginal when it came 

to educating the child.  This stereotype was characterised by a lack of 

concern, care, interest and effort.  Similarly they were cognisant of the 

possible abuse of children by others with more radical beliefs and values.  

Without assuming too much, it is fair to say from reading the debate that 

the examination techniques in the Act were not only designed for keeping 

an eye on others but also with a mind to ensuring they were made to 
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account for their deviant ways.  In short, the political debate connected the 

power of the examination techniques to the identity of the poor, the 

Aboriginal and the radical parent as the others whose dependency on 

government services places children and the community at-risk.  Thus, 

others are always trapped in a mode of subjection that casts them as a 

threat that not only endangers children but also makes them dangerous.  

The demonising of others by fashioning their identity as that which places 

children and the community at-risk is the price paid for the responsible 

parent whose identity sits in contradistinction as those who care about 

children and the community by protecting and developing the child through 

actively choosing within the limits of freedom.      

 

When we turned to the therapeutic techniques of the Act the identity of 

others is transformed from a negative to a positive value.  While the 

examination techniques demonised the identity of others as a weakness for 

dependency to be discouraged by punishment, the therapeutic techniques 

recognised the identity of others as differences that needed to be tolerated 

for the purpose of overcoming resistance.  Here, the Act sought to provide 

the flexibility and the advice that would allow eduction authorities to use 

the freedom of political identity to encourage the pathological parent of 

resistance to be self-governing within the shape of freedom.   

 

In terms of ‘governmentality’, this was the flexibility and expert advice 

designed to govern others in relation to their freedom of identity.  Rather 

than recognising the identity of others as inactivity to be discouraged, 
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therapeutic techniques fashion the identity of others as potentially active.  

This view sees the truth of human nature as rational and autonomous and, 

if provided with the right environment, seeks independence over 

dependency.  By manipulating legal conditions, the Act allows education 

authorities to use the freedom of others as a strategy in their normalisation.   

 

By working with difference, the normalising effect of techniques related to 

treating the pathological parent is much harder to detect than the effect of 

‘compulsion.’  Nevertheless, the therapeutic techniques of flexibility and 

expert advice that utilise freedom, continue to bind the pathological parent 

of resistance to the identity of risk in the same way as the techniques of 

examination connected to compulsion deal with the pathology of 

dependence.  As McNay (1994: 97) explains: 

Control in modern societies is achieved, therefore, not 
through direct repression but through more invisible strategies 
of normalization.  Individuals regulate themselves through a 
constant introspective search for their hidden ‘truth’, held to 
lie in their innermost identity.  

 

‘The rational individual,’ says O’Malley (1996: 199-200), ‘will wish to 

become responsible for the self (albeit via some neo-liberal manipulation 

of the environment) this will produce the most palatable, pleasurable and 

effective mode of provision for security against risk.’   

 

The political debate on the examination techniques illustrated the desire to 

legally and psychologically use difference to make parents self-governing 

around the norm of a State controlled school education program.  The 
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political debate connected the power of the therapeutic techniques to the 

identity of the poor, the Aboriginal and the radical parent as the others 

whose desire for independence (not dependence) evident in their resistance 

to the way the conventional school dismissed their choice of lifestyle, 

placing children and the community at risk.   

 

By shaping and using freedom, the Act fashions the identity of the others.  

To this extent, the poor, the Aboriginal and the radical are trapped in a 

mode of subjection that punishes and treats them because they are 

dangerous.  However, this is not a mode of subjection directed solely at the 

governing of others in the interest of securing freedom.  It is also 

something we do to the self.  The next chapter analyses how the power to 

dominate the pathological parent intersects with techniques within the Act 

connected to the ethical work of self-government. 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE RESPONSIBLE PARENT 
 

 

In the previous chapter we saw how the shape and use of freedom by the 

Act generated a social cost.  The cost of freedom for others was calculated 

in terms of its repressive and productive power of examination and 

therapeutic techniques that aim to regulate the population around the norm 

of schooling the child.  Repressive because the Act recognises at the outset 

the identity of others as dependent and resistant and sets in place 

examination and therapeutic techniques to deal with this through 

domination.  Productive in the way the Act uses this domination to produce 

the identity of others as those who sit in contradistinction to the responsible 

parent as the neo-liberal construction of the rational autonomous agent of 

choice.  Yet, as Simons (1995: 33) asserts, ‘It is, then, not only the 

excluded and abnormal who pay the cost of the humanist regime, but all 

the rest of us who must suppress that part of ourselves that identifies with 

these excluded others in order to remain normal.’  It was along these lines I 

concluded by noting how the subjectivity of the Act was not just something 

forced on others but also an ascetic outcome of ethical practices of the self.   

 

Drawing from this conclusion I now turn to the ethical techniques of the 

self within the Act.  These are the techniques that allow the parent to 

recognise the self as responsible.  Here, I listen to and watch out for what is 



T h e  R e s p o n s i b l e  P a r e n t  
 

·242· 

said and done that points to how parents are supposed to act out their lives 

as responsible for educating the child, as a ‘…the kind of relationship you 

ought to have with yourself, rapport à soi…which determines how the 

individual is supposed to constitute himself as a moral subject of his own 

actions’ (Foucault, 1984c: 352).  Thus, the question that this chapter 

pursues is: 

How does the shape of freedom/childhood within the Act 
come together to determine how the parent constitutes the self 
as a responsible subject of his or her actions in relation to 
schooling of the child? 
 

 

To answer this question, I read the Act and related documentation ranging 

from the second reading speech to the parliamentary committee debate in 

terms of Foucault’s later thoughts on ethics.  These constitute the 

techniques of the self within the Act as the means by which parents are 

able to conduct the self so as to secure a happy, secure, prosperous and 

healthy future for their children and community, a future that is free of 

drugs, crime and depression.  This is a focus on ethics in relation to a 

problem of conduct that is then pegged to a market solution contrived by 

the Act.   

 

Based on the structure of problem/solution, the chapter proceeds to answer 

the question in two parts.  Part one looks at the problem of conduct as non-

enrolment and non-attendance or non-participation of children in a school 

education program.  While schooling the child, from an ethical perspective 

is considered the right thing to do, this part of the inquiry listens to the 
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other side of the story.  To do this, I read the parliamentary debate for the 

horror stories that supposedly threaten the security of the child and the 

community.  These are the stories of the ‘others’ as mode of subjection that 

constitute the ‘responsible parent’ as subjects of risk.  Part two then turns 

to techniques within the Act to explore how parents are supposed to 

conduct the self both morally and rationally in an effort to insure against 

this risk.  This is the ethical work in terms of the techniques instrumental in 

forming the self as a responsible parent that aims to achieve the moral goal 

of freeing the child and the community from risk.  To begin, I look to the 

scenarios that incite parents to invest in a school education as the right 

thing to do — as the moral thing to do in the interest of securing a better 

life.   

Subjects of Risk  
During the parliamentary debate on the Act there were a number of stories 

told about what will happen if children do not go to school.  By hearing the 

‘truth’ about endangered and dangerous children in this way parents and 

their families are made subjects of risk.  As Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 

1998: 152) explained:  

I detect among parents considerable insecurity and anxiety 
about their children's future.  If the world is to divide into the 
haves and the have-nots, parents want their children to be 
among the haves in the community.  When I consider the 
prospects for their children, I recognise there is considerable 
reason for their concern.  

 

These are the stories of childhood as simultaneously dangerous and 
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endangered.9

Dangerous Children  
In the parliamentary debate we can read about the crime that happens when 

a parent fails to ensure the child’s regular attendance at school.  ‘In 

Geraldton there would be a dozen children who never go to school,’ said 

Mr Bloffwitch MLA (Hansard, 1998: 413).  ‘Every day those children are 

involved in burglaries and bag snatching and causing probably 80 per cent 

of that community’s problems.’  Moreover, the Parliamentary Secretary to 

the Minister for Justice (Hansard, 1998: 396-397) explained: 

It is generally understood that many young people commit 
offences such as breaking and entering and graffiti between 
the hours of 3.00 pm and 6.00 pm.  It is stated repeatedly by 
criminologists in articles that come across my desk that one of 
the reasons that young people commit these offences is that 
both of their parents are working and they have nothing to do 
and are bored.  It is now a fact of life in our society that both 
parents work and their children need some care at that time.  
Why not use our school facilities to provide that care for 
children?  In areas such as the hills that are not close to large 
shopping centres, the children often get together, roam the 
streets and commit childish pranks which lead to activities 
such as breaking windows, breaking into cars and drawing 
graffiti.  As one child told me, they played the old fashioned 
prank of knocking on doors and annoying people.  Those 
young people eventually turn to more serious crime or drugs 
to get their kicks. 

 

In this way, it was suggested that children who are unsupervised or 

neglected by their parents either deliberately or due to economic necessity 

fall into natural patterns of misbehaviour that, if left unchecked, will 

 
9 In his book The Policing of Families (1979: 82), Jacques Donzelot introduces the terms 
‘dangerous children’ and ‘children in danger’.   
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escalate into a life of drugs and crime.  Schools are presented as the 

obvious solution for the busy parent anxious about this pathological 

possibility.   

 

As the politicians reflected on their own constituencies, they reinforced the 

risk that dangerous children pose to the family and the community.  It 

would seem that if parents do not attend to the child through schooling it 

can only lead to a more costly situation in both financial and human terms.  

‘…[D]ollars spent early in the education process can be far more 

productive than those spent later,’ said Mrs Roberts MLA (Hansard, 1998: 

560), ‘after the children fall through the gaps and potentially get involved 

with the criminal justice system or other areas in which they will cost the 

community much more money.’  ‘It is a matter not only of having more 

police and locking people up when they do wrong,’ Mrs Roberts MLA 

went on to explain, ‘but also nurturing our children and young people 

through their formative years so we can prepare them to take their place in 

an inclusive society.’   

 

Thoughts of a school education aim to address fears of a divided society 

built on hatred and mistrust with a large criminal class on one side and 

their potential victims on the other.  These thoughts of the dangerous child 

were echoed by Ms Anwyl MLA (Hansard, 1998: 409) who said:  

As part of my shadow portfolios, the more I delve into this 
area, the more I am convinced that resources at that level of 
early childhood development and the school system must be 
improved. If we do not, the community will have very large 
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bills for young people who end up incarcerated in juvenile 
detention, and for the social and economic cost for victims of 
crime and so forth.  

 
 

In short, politicians painted a terrifying picture of the dangerous child as 

someone whose schooling is neglected.  Without a school education, the 

child remains trapped in its anti-social ways that place him or her at risk of 

becoming a risk to the community.   

 

In addition to the risk of crime, the unschooled child is also presented as a 

danger to the health and well-being of society in general.  First of all: 

When we look at societies, particularly in developing 
countries, in which we educate the women, immediately 
conception rates drop, health promoting behaviour improves 
and there tends to be less illness in people in the group of 
higher education attainment. They also tend to live longer.  
There are many practical reasons to have some sort of 
education (Hansard, 1998: 422). 

 

Obviously, an important reason for a school education is to overcome the 

risk that childhood poses to the physical health of the community as well as 

its economic well-being.  These were ideas that revolved around the need 

for a school education to make the child a productive and useful member of 

society.  For example, in the Legislative Council the Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich 

MLC (Hansard, 1998: 3163) said: 

People are this country’s greatest resource, and they should be 
developed to their greatest potential.  Children represent the 
future of this country.  Therefore, it is absolutely critical that 
we get this piece of legislation right.  An investment in our 
children is an investment in the future.  There are many 
examples in the world where the investment in developing the 
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full human potential has not been made, with the result that 
the potential of those countries is limited.  One thing we can 
be assured of is that when that investment is made in those 
developing countries, they will become formidable economic 
forces. 

 

 
Within this economically competitive framework, ‘…schools have a 

crucial role in helping students to be successful learners and good citizens 

equipped with the necessary skills to succeed in a rapidly changing world,’ 

said the Hon. Ljiljanna Ravlich MLC (Hansard, 1998: 3163).  Thoughts of 

a rapidly changing world underlined the risk childhood ignorance presented 

to the community’s ongoing economic insecurity.  For example, in the 

Legislative Assembly Mr Ripper MLA explained that to grow as a 

community and to gain a sense of individual security under the pressures of 

rapid globalisation we must ensure children achieve their potential through 

a school education.  He (Hansard, 1998: 151) said: 

Education is one of the keys to community growth and 
individual security…The best way to help individuals face 
technological change, restructuring, competition, and the 
demand to share work among more people, is to invest in the 
education system and to give them more opportunities with 
that system.  For individuals, nations and communities the 
key to prosperity and security is investment in education. 
Many parents recognise this.      

 

So far, the dangerous child threatens our security in terms of crime, health 

and well-being and financial prosperity.  To address this risk, it was 

pointed out from the Opposition benches during the second reading debate 

in the Legislative Assembly that:     

Australia needs a well educated population and it needs 
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young people who are responsible, concerned about their 
fellow human beings and enthusiastic about work and their 
future and who have good moral values. People must have the 
expectation that their children will gain from school those 
strong moral values about which I have spoken, the best 
education available and a sense of responsibility to the 
community.  The best public schools in our community can 
and must provide that as well as the private and religious 
schools do (Hansard, 1998: 176). 

 

Here, the school is seen as dealing with the flaws that make the child 

dangerous by developing the knowledge and moral values that will make 

them docile and useful adults.  According to Ms Warnock MLA (Hansard, 

1998: 176): 

I have been incredibly impressed in the past nearly six years 
with the old inner city public schools in my electorate.  I visit 
them regularly.  Some are very under-resourced compared 
with neighbouring private schools.  Nevertheless, they have 
turned out many enthusiastic, well qualified students with 
very good moral and civic values.  

 

Likewise, the Minister for Education (Hansard, 1997: 8665) said: 

…I would argue that education is the biggest responsibility 
that we have towards the development of our children.  
Schools are the institutions by which societies have engaged 
special people to carry out the transmission of our knowledge 
and culture.  The task of schools is to provide the most up-to-
date curriculum in an environment in which children can 
develop intellectually, socially and physically, preparing them 
to exercise a productive and fulfilling role in society as adults. 

 

These comments reflect a view of the responsible parent as one who 

connects schooling to the truth of the dangerous child, that is, he or she 

accepts the school as an important strategy in minimising the risk that 
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stems from the dangerous child.  Thoughts about risk, however, were not 

limited to moral concerns for the community but also the rational self-

interest of protecting one’s own child.  These are not the thoughts of 

schooling the child for the purpose of correction and development but, 

rather, the need to protect the endangered child.     

Endangered Children 
Based on a romantic view of the endangered child, stories reflected the 

need for schools as protective places.  For example, when Dr Constable 

MLA (Hansard, 1998: 4475) argued the case for amending the Act to make 

provision for the registration of teachers she said, ‘Children are one of the 

most vulnerable groups in the community…’.  Her comments on teacher 

registration emphasised the need to reinforce the image of the school as a 

place that protects children from both physical and psychological risks.   

 

Although the Government rejected Dr Constable’s amendment, the Act 

maintained provisions aimed at ensuring the safety and welfare of children.  

A primary function of the government school principal (Western Australian 

Government, 1999: 51) was articulated as: 

63. (1) The functions of the principal of a government 
school are — 

(a) …; 
(b) …; 
(c) to ensure the safety and welfare of students — 

(i) on the school premises; and 
(ii) away from school premises but on school 

activities, 
   
so far as that can reasonably be done. 
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To keep children safe, the Act makes further provisions to ensure that 

undesirable adults can be removed from school premises.  For example, 

section 240 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 163-164) allows the 

director general of education to order a person ‘…employed at the premises 

of a government school…’ ‘…to leave the school premises and remain 

away…’ until relevant procedures have been completed or until the order is 

revoked if he or she suspects ‘…that the continued presence of the person 

on the school premises constitutes a risk to the safety or welfare of 

students…’.  Moreover, section 120 (Western Australian Government, 

1999: 90-92) allows the principal or another authorised person employed at 

a government school to require a person to identify themselves and to 

‘…leave the school premises, and remain away from those premises for the 

following 24 hours…’ if he or she ‘…reasonably suspects that the person 

who is not a student at a government school — 

(a) has substantially disrupted, or is likely to substantially 
disrupt, the discipline of students or the good order of the 
school; or 

(b) has used threatening, abusive or insulting language 
towards a teacher acting in an official capacity…’. 

  

Although the capacity to order disruptive persons from school premises is 

not new, the Act has increased the power of education authorities in 

relation to their capacity to take action.  That is to say, if a person refuses 

to leave the school premises immediately, the Act enables an authorised 

person (principal, teacher or another person employed at a government 

school) to physically detain the culprit until he or she can be handed over 
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to the police.  In other words, to make sure schools are safe places 

educators are now given the power to arrest persons disrupting school 

premises if necessary.    

 

If, however, the access of children to a school education program is 

through premises other than that of the school, the Act sets alternative 

mechanisms in place for his or her protection.  At clause 24 the Act allows 

the principal to enter into a written agreement with parents to enable the 

child ‘…to attend at places other than the school for part of their 

educational program’ (Hansard, 1998: 2371).  In the second reading speech 

the Minister explained that the intent of this attendance provision was, in 

the first instance, to provide for increased flexibility.  During the 

parliamentary debate, however, this provision was also infused with stories 

of the endangered child. 

 

For a start, the Opposition sought to insert an amendment aimed at 

ensuring that the principal acted swiftly to cancel any arrangements should 

the child be at risk.  Although the Government argued against the 

amendment on the grounds that it was irrelevant because the clause already 

allowed the principal to cancel arrangements if a student is exposed to risk, 

we still hear about the possibility of corrupting the child through contact 

with the adult world.  For example, during the committee debate the 

following exchange (Hansard, 1998: 2371) was recorded: 

Mr Ripper:  …It is important when students are not in 
traditional places of educational instruction – they might be at 
workplaces or with community groups – to be aware that they 
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might be in circumstances where there are risks which would 
not be apparent in the normal school environment. 
 
Mr Johnson:  It might be Parliament House. 
 
Mr Ripper:  That is right.  They might be subjected to 
corruption of their innocent minds in observing question time 
at Parliament.  They might be subjected to the corruption of 
the growing rigour of their young minds by too much 
exposure to parliamentary debate.  There might be all sorts of 
moral risks.  However, in those circumstances the principal 
should have authority to cancel the arrangements immediately 
without any possibility of it being questioned.  The safety of 
students who might be involved in unusual arrangements in 
workplaces or in community groups should be a priority. 

   

 

In addition to this type of psychological danger, politicians warned of 

physical dangers.  Stories outlined how schools were necessary for 

protecting children from physical abuse.  For example, in the second 

reading debate, Mr Carpenter MLA (Hansard, 1998: 403 — emphasis 

added) said: 

There is a provision at the moment for children to leave 
school before the age of 15 years if they have employment.  I 
understand they can be allowed to leave at the age of 14 
years.  These days, as opposed to 50 years ago, it is akin to 
child abuse to let a 14 year old child onto the streets to take 
any sort of employment.  Who knows what will happen after 
the child has been at that job for a month or two or even a 
year.  

 

According to Mr Carpenter, a child on the streets or in ‘any sort of 

employment’ rather than in a school was a form of child abuse.  Indeed, Mr 

Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2373) said, ‘The Labor Party believes that 
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employers who engage in the employment of child labour during school 

hours should be subject to significant penalties.’  Even the idea of keeping 

the child at home was linked to child abuse.  For example, the Minister for 

Education (Hansard, 1998: 3824) asserted that: 

…a significant number of the students in this State who are 
not attending school are not being adequately educated by 
their parents and may be in a situation of abuse.  That is not a 
slight on home educators who are doing the right thing.  It is 
saying that I cannot ignore those children being denied an 
education.  Even if it makes the home educator happier for the 
Government to play no role in home education, it is not a 
significant reason for me to ignore the needs of neglected 
children. 

 

 

Furthermore, we heard how physical abuse may have negative effects that 

go far beyond the problem of truancy.  For example, Mrs Roberts MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 560 — emphasis added) drew on statistical information to 

make the point that:   

…numerous studies indicate that juvenile offenders have 
much lower literacy and numeracy standards than their peers.  
One hears of figures in various studies of up to 40 or 50 per 
cent of repeat juvenile offenders not having basic literacy 
skills.  Those problems are not brought about solely because 
that child cannot read.  There may well be factors in their 
home lives such as child abuse which may have come into 
play which have affected their attitude to society, schooling 
and the laws of the land. 

 

That is to say, endangered children can become dangerous.  This is an 

image that sends a strong message about how one’s own children, not just 

those of others, are at risk of becoming dangerous. 
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From this perspective, the idea of schooling assumes a protective role 

against the risk of physical abuse whether economic or sexual in nature.  In 

addition to physical abuse, we heard earlier that there is also the need to 

protect the child from psychological abuse.  First, a school was depicted as 

a place that strives to protect the child’s mind from the risk of inappropriate 

influences.  This was the need to protect the child from religious (although 

this does not prevent general religion education in schools), party political, 

commercial and industrial matters.  In this way, schools are seen as 

important for keeping out unwanted influences thereby providing a 

protected environment in which children can freely develop.  As the 

Minister (Hansard, 1998: 8669) explained in the second reading speech: 

The community wants schools to be places at which children 
are excited and stimulated by what they learn.  By the same 
token, parents trust that their children will not be exposed to 
inappropriate influences.  The Bill makes clear that the undue 
promotion of political, religious, industrial or advertising 
information is not allowed in government schools beyond 
what is a reasonable balance in the curriculum.  Principals 
will be required to intervene if any person or organisation 
uses the school as a forum to disseminate inappropriate 
promotional information.   

 

Likewise, Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 3853) said, ‘I do not believe 

our schools should be vehicles for the dissemination of any form of 

propaganda.’  And, when debating section 121 (then clause 116 of the Bill) 

of the Act that makes provision for the dissemination of certain information 

on school premises the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 4303) stated, ‘The 

preamble of this clause refers to material that will impress a viewpoint or 
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message on the children’s minds.  It is the students having the material or 

being influenced by it that is of concern.’  Furthermore, in the Legislative 

Council the Hon. Norman Moore MLC (Hansard, 1998: 4160) said: 

Schools are not places in which to recruit political party 
membership.  It also applies to a person who advertises any 
commercial goods, products or services, except as allowed for 
under another clause.  A person cannot promote a 
denomination or sect, except as allowed under clause 69; that 
is, a person cannot try to talk students in to becoming a 
Christian, a Muslim, a Hindu or whatever, I agree with that.         

 

The image of the school as a social institution dedicated to protecting the 

mind of children from inappropriate influences was clearly evident in the 

way the Government rejected the Opposition’s amendment that sought to 

delete a paragraph from clause 116.  The Government (Hansard, 1998: 

4323) argued: 

That is totally unacceptable.  As a parent of children in school 
I would be absolutely ropeable, as would most parents, if a 
union executive or an employee organisation executive 
officer turned up at my children’s school and started telling 
my children the merits or demerits of a particular industrial 
dispute, seeking to impress his particular viewpoint or 
message on the minds of children.    

 

It was during this debate that the Opposition raised a particular flaw in 

relation to the specific nature of clause 116 that may inadvertently expose 

the child’s mind to other inappropriate influences.  Here, the Hon Kim 

Chance MLC (Hansard, 1998: 4325) quoted from the clause notes as 

saying: 

“This section applies to information that is intended to 
generate support for a political party”.  When one thinks 
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again about who that excludes, and by its specification who it 
includes, it raises serious issues; for example, a political 
movement or organisation which is not a party is not 
prevented from influencing the minds of children.  That 
means a Trotskyite organisation, some of which have shown 
an inclination to take an interest in influencing children, 
would not be prevented by clause 116 from seeking to 
influence the minds of children.  Members should think about 
that.   

 

Members on both sides of the house were particularly concerned about 

protecting the minds of children from what they considered inappropriate 

influences.  It was evident that any flaw in the Bill that might limit the 

capacity of a school from protecting the minds of children was a problem.  

In response to examining any possible flaw, ‘I will certainly do that,’ 

replied the Hon Norman Moore MLC (Hansard, 1998: 4325).  ‘I do not 

have a problem with people thinking about what other things should be 

excluded from school grounds, whether it is pornographic material, flashers 

or whatever else.  It may be that we need to have legislative protection for 

children in schools to prevent people with certain points of view imposing 

them on children.’   

 

There were also stories of not just preventing the infiltration of 

inappropriate influences but protecting children from the risk of 

psychological problems.  We are told that children who do not go to school 

end up despairing, drug taking and suicidal.  There was a definite 

connection between these risks and a lack of a school education.  For 

example, in the Legislative Assembly (Hansard, 1998: 557-558 — 

emphasis added) it was pointed out that there were:  
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Clear links between social issues that cause distress, harm and 
trauma in the community and a lack of education are well 
documented, and I do not believe there is any doubt the link 
exists. The challenge is to find ways to break down the 
obstacles preventing children from participating in the 
education system. Education is not a luxury, it is a necessity 
for every child irrespective of where they live or what family 
arrangement they are in or what disabilities they have. As a 
Government, as community leaders, as parents, as simply 
participants in communities in Western Australia, we have a 
responsibility to support changes that will lead to better 
education and therefore better quality of life for these 
individuals and hopefully for our whole community. 

 

The absence of schooling appeared to mean that the child will have no 

role to play in society, leaving him or her feeling unwanted and 

despairing.  ‘Young people in particular who feel they have no place in 

society and have no respect and perhaps no job, can rebel…,’ explained 

Mrs Roberts MLA (Hansard, 1998: 560).  Although images of rebellion 

appear to indicate that children are ‘dangerous’ as opposed to ‘in danger’, 

Mrs Roberts MLA went on to say, ‘Also, as part of this despair these 

same children often turn to drugs and other escape mechanisms because 

they are unhappy with their lives.  If we come through school not being 

able to read and write, and having a very negative attitude of ourselves, 

we might also despair.’   

 

Overall, these stories appeal to the truth of childhood as endangered and 

dangerous.  It is these stories that constitute the parent as a subject of risk.  

In a negative sense, they point to the risks of crime, drugs and physical and 

psychological abuse that may occur if parents fail to govern the self within 
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the shape of freedom.  But what about the positives; what can parents 

ethically do to satisfy their moral and rational goal of securing the future of 

both the community and the child?  The next section looks at this question 

in terms of the ethical work of the Act.  This is how the consumption 

techniques of the Act provide choices to enable the parent to form the self.  

These are the moral and rational choices that can be taken as autonomous 

calculated steps by parents in the active enterprise of securing the freedom 

of the community and the child from risk.  

A Matter of Choice 
The horror stories told during the parliamentary debate were paralleled by a 

range of consumption techniques in the Act that allow the parent to insure 

themselves against these risks.  In this part, I consider these techniques in 

the Act as self-forming practices in which the parent as an active at-risk 

subject is able to manage his or her own security through private calculated 

choices in relation to schooling provided he or she has the resources in 

terms of time, money and intellect to do so.  To do this, the Act converts 

schooling from a fixed entity to a range of different products or insurance 

packages.  As we have seen already, the Act contrives the shape of freedom 

as a market place by presenting the three traditional modes of schooling as 

three basic products which educational consumers can choose.  ‘They 

[parents] may choose,’ said the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8665), ‘to enrol at 

a government or non-government school, or provide an alternative program 

through home based education.’   

 

In accordance with the shape of freedom in the Act these alternatives as 
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separate goods must exist.  The notion of no choice, of course, suggests an 

inactive and dependent subject as opposed to the active autonomous 

subject of neo-liberalism.  To make this point, the Opposition claimed that 

some parents lack the expertise to educate their children at home or 

because of their location or limited financial resources are unable to access 

non-government schools.  For these parents, the Opposition argued there 

was no choice.  Consequently, they believed that in the interest of social 

justice the Act needed to place a far greater emphasis on the role of 

providing opportunities for these families and their children through the 

public school system.  They argued that the object of the Act, ‘…to provide 

for government schools that meet the educational needs of all children…,’ 

underplayed the importance of the public school system in providing 

children of parents unable to choose with educational opportunities equal 

to those whose could choose.  In the committee debate, for example, the 

Opposition (Hansard, 1998: 2011) said: 

The government school system has a unique role in education.  
It is to make sure that people, no matter their income, social 
status or location, can access a high quality education.  No 
other part of the education system has the same responsibility 
as the government school system.  While the Government has 
a responsibility to assist the education of children in non-
government schools, its first responsibility is to support the 
government school system, because the government school 
system is the only one open to all people, regardless of their 
social, geographical or economic circumstances.  Therefore, 
in this education Bill we should emphasise the importance of 
the government school system.  In doing so, we will bolster 
the value of equity. 

 

In response, the Government argued that all parents do have a choice.  
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However, they believed there were others who failed to act responsibly 

towards their obligation to choose in the interest of their child’s education.  

For example, Mr Baker MLA (Hansard, 1998: 467) argued: 

Parents decide to send their children to public schools for a 
variety of reasons.  One of the most compelling is that some 
parents perceive that they cannot afford a private school 
education for their children.  It may well be that that 
perception is influenced by the priorities they assign to the 
way they spend their discretionary or after-tax income within 
the family unit.  It is perhaps appropriate that some parents 
who have that perception re-assess it and sit back and assess 
the true priorities in the family unit.  Besides the obligation 
and the duty of putting a roof over children’s heads and 
feeding them, there is also the duty to educate them.  In many 
cases, some parents who send their children to public schools 
will be very surprised to learn that they can afford to send 
their children to a private school, if they so desire.  It is a 
matter of choice.  

 

As a matter of choice, Mr Baker’s point accented the Government’s efforts 

to dispel the belief that for some there was no choice.  From the 

Government benches, the Act was seen as providing choice to all parents 

and if this was not acted upon then the fault was clearly with the parents — 

they were acting irresponsibly.  In addition, the Government argued that for 

those who because of their circumstances, be they social, economic or 

intellectual, felt they were wedded to the public school system the Act 

transformed the government school from a fixed entity into a number of 

choices.  To this end, the consumption techniques of the Act can be 

identified as: one, the local-intake school to allow parents to choose a 

government school which reflected their desire to improve their social 

status; two, the extra cost optional component to allow parents to choose 
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curriculum subjects which reflected their aspirations to enhance their 

child’s potential; and, three, the incorporated council to allow parents to 

choose a level of participation in the education of their children that best 

reflects their circumstances.  I consider each of these choices as the 

calculated steps that can be taken by the parent to actively self-manage the 

risk of childhood.  

The Local-intake School 
The Act extended the possibility of choice within the public school system 

along entrepreneurial lines through the technique of the local-intake school.  

In relation to this concept, the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8668) noted in the 

second reading speech that: 

Many parents have made it clear in recent years that they 
want to exercise choice of schools within the government 
sector.  Although this choice may be limited by the physical 
capacity of schools to provide accommodation and the 
availability of appropriate educational programs, the Bill 
allows for flexibility in setting intake boundaries for 
government schools.  The chief executive officer will decide 
whether to establish a boundary around a school.  Parents will 
have a greater choice of schools where there are no 
boundaries.  This approach has been adopted in recognition of 
the desire for many parents to choose between government 
schools according to the programs they offer and the 
increased mobility of the population. 

 

According to the Government, this approach of the legislation was in 

recognition of the fact ‘…that children will travel to schools of their 

choice’ (Hansard, 1998: 2019).   

 

The technique of the local-intake school turned a particular administrative 
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practice in relation to enrolments at a government school on its head.  

Traditionally, schools in urban locations and larger rural towns in which 

the capacity of students to enrol beyond their local (nearest) school was not 

restricted by distance, had a boundary set in place to control the movement 

of children from one school to another.  In this sense, parents wishing to 

enrol their children in a school other than their local school were required 

to seek approval through what was called ‘a cross-boundary application’.  

The conventional notion of a school boundary commonly referred to as a 

‘catchment area’ was designed to keep children in a particular local 

government school’s net.   

 

Unlike this traditional approach, the local-intake school is a consumption 

technique that has a boundary applied for the purpose of keeping children 

‘out’ not ‘in’.  In this sense, the local-intake school is defined as one that 

has had a boundary applied as a means of regulating over heated demand 

for enrolment places.  As a simple supply and demand concept, this is a 

strategy best summed up by the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 3838) during the 

committee debate when he said: 

Under this proposal, all children will be entitled to attend 
their closest school – their local school.  However, parents 
will have the choice of sending their children to another 
school.  No restrictions, per se, would exist.  If the population 
of children around a particular school reached capacity or was 
about to reach capacity then the director general could put a 
local intake boundary around it to preserve the entitlement of 
the local children to attend the local school.  The use of the 
intake boundary is to react to only those situations where 
there is population pressure on a school.  It will protect the 
position of the children who live close to the school.   
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Along these lines, Mr Tubby MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2019) explained that, 

‘We are trying to open up the boundaries as much as possible so people 

have the right to attend other schools.’  In the interest of maximising 

flexibility, the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 3841) also pointed out, ‘It is our 

intention generally not to have local intake area boundaries.’  

 

In response, the Opposition argued that this proposal would see the end of 

the link between the local community and the local government school and 

in some instances leave schools to cope with a residual population made up 

of those unable to choose to flee to a better school in a better location.  Mr 

Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 3839) said: 

With regard to parental choice, the Opposition want to take 
action to ensure that schools which might, by virtue of their 
socio-economic circumstances, be disadvantaged in an 
environment of parental choice.  They should be supported so 
that they do well in the community competition.  That will 
maintain their link with the local community so they continue 
to educate an appropriate cross-section of children, rather 
than simply the children who are not able to flee them if the 
schools have unfortunately developed a negative reputation. 

 

 

While the Government maintained that the local-intake school protected 

enrolment places for local children in the event that there was more 

demand for places than their local school could accommodate, it was also 

aimed at ‘…maximising choice for parents’ and allowing ‘…schools to do 

different things’ (Hansard, 1998: 3839).  In this sense, Mr Brown MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 3840) said: 
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I understand that some schools, both high schools and 
primary schools, can provide specialist programs.  Parents 
may be keen for their children to participate in one of those 
programs, and children who want to be involved in a 
particular educational activity may be keen to go to a school 
that offers that opportunity, even though it means travelling 
out of their local area.  That is fair enough, because not every 
school can offer the same range and the same specialisation. 

 

Moreover, Mr Ripper MLA (Hansard, 1998: 156-157) said in the second 

reading debate: 

We are not opposed to schools developing a specialist focus.  
We do not want the link between schools and communities to 
be undermined.  Local enrolment must take priority in 
balancing those two competing requirements…Clause 60 of 
the Bill does not require the Government to declare any 
school to be a local intake school.  I can understand the 
administrative flexibility which has led the Government to 
insert that clause into the Bill.  However, it opens up a 
potential situation where we have very few local schools in 
this State and where the majority of our schools have some 
sort of specialist focus.  If that occurred, the very important 
connection between schools and communities would be 
undermined.  It would raise the possibility of inequities 
developing.  I do not want to see a ghetto effect where in a 
suburb with a mixed socio-economic composition all the 
middle class students disappeared to selective schools in 
other, more favourable suburbs leaving the local community 
school with a concentration of children from families with 
lower incomes and perhaps more significant problems. 

 

While the Opposition busily pathologised families with low incomes 

‘…and perhaps more significant problems,’ it did not oppose schools 

developing a specialist focus.  However, they argued that the combination 

of specialist schools and the flexibility of local-intake boundaries 

weakened the link between local communities and local schools by inciting 
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parents ‘…from a wide geographical area…’ to choose thus ‘…taking the 

best students out of local community schools and leave some schools with 

a residualised population’ (Hansard, 1998: 2018).   

 

To the Government, however, providing an environment in which schools 

could compete for student enrolments to ensure their ongoing viability was 

of importance.  In support of this entrepreneurial approach to education, Mr 

Tubby MLA (Hansard, 1998: 2019) said: 

I was at Kent Street Senior High School a month or two ago 
performing a task on behalf of the Minister, and I was 
surprised to find that 35 per cent or 40 per cent of the students 
attend that school from areas outside its catchment, including 
some students from my electorate – they spend hours in 
travel.  That school took on the aeronautics program in the 
late 1970s, and has had a number of specialist programs.  The 
school remained viable by attracting students from other 
areas.  We will encourage parents and students to take 
opportunities offered by specialisation.   

 

In terms of opportunities offered by specialisation and the removal of 

school boundaries, the Act also provided choice to the parent who was not 

only seeking to purchase specialist programs in another school but also 

trying to enhance his or her child’s potential by consuming specialised 

curriculum offerings in their current school.  This is the consumption of the 

extra cost optional component.   

The Extra Cost Optional Component 
In section 4 (Western Australian Government, 1999: 4) of the Act a 

standard educational program is defined as: 

…an organized set of learning activities designed to enable a 
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student to develop knowledge, understanding, skills and 
attitudes relevant to the student’s individual needs. 

 

From this basic definition, the Act builds an understanding of the 

educational program for a government school in division 6 of part 3 

(Western Australian Government, 1999: 75-84) to include non-optional, 

optional and extra cost optional components.  The construction of these 

components extends the definition of an education program from a fixed 

set of learning activities to a smorgasbord of possibilities linked to what the 

parent is prepared to pay for the various options on offer.   

 

For the Government, the purpose in extending the understanding of an 

educational program in this way was three fold.  One, it enabled a no fee 

arrangement for the provision of a standard educational program in a 

government school; two, it allowed for a minimal charge to be imposed 

and collected for materials and services used by students in non-optional 

(standard educational program) and any optional components added to the 

standard educational program; and, three, it permitted full cost recovery 

when extra high cost options that went beyond the requirements of the 

standard educational program were selected.  In this sense, parents not only 

paid for consumables but were also able to purchase additional educational 

opportunities for their children. 

 

Essentially, the Act prohibited recovering costs for the provision of the 

standard educational program in government schools.  ‘Apart from some 

specific circumstances, no fee or charge may be imposed or collected for 
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the cost of providing an educational program in a government school,’ said 

the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8670).  In relation to this idea, the Act draws 

a distinction between the notions of providing the standard educational 

program, that is, tuition which imposes no fee on parents and supplying 

materials and services to be used by students in an educational program for 

which parents may be charged.  ‘The Bill distinguishes between fees and 

charges,’ said the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 4168 — emphasis added).  

‘There are no fees for education programs but there can be charges, albeit 

compulsory charges, for materials.  It is not a fee for education; it is a 

charge for materials used.’  From this angle, the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 

4170) later explained that this understanding of the educational program 

meant that education for the first time was, in fact, truly free because 

parents were required only to pay a charge for materials and services.  ‘The 

concern for many parents,’ said Ms McHale MLA (Hansard, 1998: 4168), 

‘is that language such as “materials provided” opens up a new ball game 

and also that they already contribute significantly to the educational costs 

involved in sending their children to school.’  In support of this claim, Mr 

Kobelke MLA (Hansard, 1998: 4168) agreed, ‘We are changing the whole 

approach to fees in schools.’   

 

Concerns about changes to the understanding of the education program, 

however, were not about the fact that parents were being asked to pay.  

There was no disagreement from the Opposition benches that educating 

children has always resulted in a financial burden upon parents.  ‘We are 

all aware that so-called free education has incurred a fee,’ said Mr Kobelke 
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MLA (Hansard, 1998: 4168).  What did concern the Opposition, however, 

was not the idea that parents would be asked to pay but the amount they 

might be charged.  To flag the Government’s desire to keep charges at a 

minimum, the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8670) used the distinction between 

the standard educational program and “materials provided” to point out 

that: 

There is no intention by the Government that school charges 
are to provide any more than a relatively minor contribution 
towards the cost of those materials and services that are of 
direct benefit to the students.  In the same way that 
calculators, rulers, textbooks, pens and the like belong to the 
student, there are consumable materials and services that it 
makes sense for the school to supply on behalf of all students 
and for some of these charges to be recovered.  Examples 
include art and craft materials, photocopied material for 
learning activities, cooking ingredients, book hire schemes, 
and library resources. 

 

Based on this understanding, the educational program is not just ‘…an 

organized set of learning activities designed to enable a student to develop 

knowledge, understanding, skills and attitudes relevant to the student’s 

individual needs’ but activities comprising more and more expensive 

materials and services.  As the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 4171-4172) 

explained, ‘…[S]chools will always be innovative.  They will always think 

of new activities, new materials and new exciting programs.  Why not let 

them do that, and why not let them ask parents to contribute towards those 

things?’  When questioned by the Opposition as to what types of 

educational programs might require full cost recovery, the Minister 

(Hansard, 1998: 4172) informed the house that: 
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They might cover, for example, a ballet class that is provided 
privately that the school decides to take on.  An extreme may 
be flying courses, such as those offered at Kent Street Senior 
High School, which are very expensive options. 

 

According to the Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8670), these are costs that are 

‘…voluntary in nature and may apply to high cost optional courses or 

activities beyond the standard educational program of the school.  

Participation in these activities will be dependent upon the payment of the 

relevant costs.’  In this sense, choice of program and related costs are a 

matter of rational calculation that parents make in suppressing that part of 

the self that identifies with ‘others’ as unable or resistant to paying such 

charges.   

 

Whether expensive optional courses or educational materials, parents are 

expected to make a contribution.  Ethically, parents shape their conduct 

around paying for their child to receive a school education that best suits 

his or her needs.  ‘I do not believe that the general public,’ said the 

Minister (Hansard, 1997: 8670), ‘consider that there should be no 

contribution at all by parents towards these consumable costs.’  In this 

sense, parents are morally obliged to choose not only the right school for 

their child but also the right educational program, one that they can afford.   

 

Parents who are in a position to pay for their child’s education are expected 

to do so.  In other words, it appears immoral for those parents who can 

afford to pay to rely on public funds.  As the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 
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4168) explained: 

When parents are well able to pay, equity demands that all of 
those parents should pay.  One of the things in which 
principals in schools agree is that some parents do pay, and 
other parents who are quite capable of paying do not pay and 
simply take a free ride.  That is unfair.  I think it is un-
Australian. 

 

Morally, it was suggested, parents who fail to pay charges when they are 

able to do so not only cheat on their fellow Australians but also fail to 

accept their share of responsibility for the education of their children.  For 

example, the Government (Hansard, 1998: 4168) argued that: 

If we do what the Opposition is suggesting [limiting the 
amount schools are able to charge], we would deny schools a 
significant amount of funding for those extra materials and 
resources that students might consume... 
 
I think the great majority of parents are happy to contribute 
that much for physical materials, services and perhaps 
excursions – whatever it is that schools participate in.  It gives 
schools a level of parental support which allows schools to 
have access to things which are available… 

 

And: 

Why deny schools and parents the opportunity of directly 
contributing and supporting their own children’s education?  I 
want all schools to be good and if parents are happy to 
contribute, why not? 

 

The Minister described those who could afford to pay charges but reneged 

on their moral responsibility to do so as ‘bludgers’.  He (Hansard, 1998: 

4170-4171) said, ‘Australians do not like bludgers, and we will not have 

them in the school system.  Those parents, who can pay, must pay a modest 
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amount along with everybody else.’   

 

The idea of parents making a financial contribution towards their child’s 

education was linked to the fourth object of the Act that aims ‘…to 

acknowledge the importance of the involvement and participation of a 

child’s parents in the child’s education’ (Western Australian Government, 

1999: 3).  In line with this objective, the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 4168) 

said, ‘…[A]s is implicit in the philosophy of this Bill, government school 

education is free but there is a shared responsibility of parents to assist in 

the education of their children.’  This is the belief ‘…that parents have a 

responsibility to work together in partnership with schools for children's 

schooling to be successful’ (Hansard, 1997: 8665).   

 

Thoughts on shared responsibilities, however, went beyond the moral 

obligation to pay for what one uses.  For example, the Minister (Hansard, 

1997: 8665) said: 

The third principle reinforces that for a child to succeed at 
school, the cooperation and support of the child's parents is 
essential.  In Western Australia, we have an outstanding 
record of this cooperation and support.  Most parents 
demonstrate active encouragement and support for their 
children and their children's school.  It is clear that the 
support of parents and citizens' associations and school 
decision making groups in government schools, and parents 
and friends' groups and school councils in non-government 
schools is invaluable.  They provide our schools with forums 
for discussion of educational matters and contribute to 
tangible improvements to school facilities.  

 

Here, the Act constitutes a moral obligation for parents to participate in 
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their child’s education involving choices that range from demonstrating 

‘active encouragement and support’ to contributing to discussion about 

‘educational matters’ to providing ‘tangible improvements to school 

facilities.’  In addition to recognising parents as simply interested in their 

own child and as school fund raisers, the Act also allows for government 

schools to take on different management functions based on the interests 

and the capacity of the parents concerned as another way to allow them to 

distinguish the self from ‘others’ who make up a local school’s residual 

population and a government school’s debtors.   

The Incorporated School Council 
According to Mr Booth’s (Standing Committee on Public Administration, 

1998: 7) evidence given to the Standing Committee on Public 

Administration when it inquired into the Bill on 7 September 1998, parents 

have had a role in the management of schools since 1928.  In the 

government schooling sector this has traditionally been limited to the fund 

rasing activities of Parents and Citizens’ associations.   

Once upon a time, schools only had parents and citizens 
associations, which had very limited roles.  Under the 
provisions of this Bill, they will have quite an expansive role, 
particularly under clause 125, which prescribes incorporated 
councils with additional functions if approved by the minister.  
We have already seen a shift to school councils’ having a role 
to play in setting the cost of fees and charges, and there is talk 
about giving school councils a role to play in staff selection in 
due course.  In view of shifting the responsibilities for school 
councils presented by this Bill, my view is that not too many 
checks and balances appear to be in place.  The point I made 
earlier still stands; that is, given the enormous power being 
given to school councils under this Bill, we are likely to see 
some schools being much worse off while others become 
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much better off. 
 

 

Nevertheless, the Hon Norman Moore MLC (Hansard, 1998: 4330) said, 

‘…I do know that many parents believe that they should have a more 

significant role in the management of a school than simply raising money 

at the cake stall for the P&C.’   

 

The establishment of school councils in the Bill was a continuation of an 

amendment in 1990 to the Education Act 1928 that gave effect to the policy 

position outlined in the Better Schools Report (1987) which aimed to 

provide parents with a more direct say in school planning decisions.  For 

example, Mr Booth (Standing Committee on Public Administration, 1998: 

20) said: 

The Bill provides for three models: Clause 123 provides for 
school councils which with some minor changes, essentially 
continues the functions of current school decision-making 
groups.  Under clause 125 a school council can become 
incorporated and undertake a range of functions from a list to 
be included in the regulations. 

 

In addition, clause 124 allows a school council to take on additional 

functions which do not require it to become incorporated.  In the Act, these 

functions were specified as taking part in the selection of the school 

principal and other members of the teaching staff and ‘…any other 

functions prescribed by the regulations…’ (Western Australian 

Government, 1999: 98).  In this sense, each clause from 123 to 125 

represents progressive steps for devolving responsibility to the local level 
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or as the Government preferred to described it as stages ‘…in the process 

of giving schools autonomy’ (Hansard, 1998: 4336).   

 

This ‘choose to change’ model meant that no government school was being 

forced to undertake any option but it was quite clear how parents could 

augment their autonomy.  As the Hon. Norman Moore MLC (Hansard, 

1998: 4336) explained: 

No council will be required by clause 125 to be an 
incorporated council, or by clause 123 to be an ordinary 
council.  That will be for schools to choose, and they will 
choose whatever suits their circumstances best.  I worry about 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich’s attitude to the capacity of people at 
the school level to carry out the sorts of activities that a 
school council will be asked to undertake.    

 

By providing choice, however, the Government set out a progressive 

pathway along which the less interested and the less competent are 

encouraged to move, albeit at their own pace, toward a new level of 

autonomy.  ‘This Bill will allow increasing devolvement of responsibility,’ 

said the Minister (Hansard, 1998: 534).  In this way, the direction for 

responsible parenthood is clearly marked as a pathway to more and more 

freedom.  ‘Including a role for parents in the Bill will not mean that it will 

happen either,’ said Mr Marlborough MLA (Hansard, 1998: 535), ‘but it 

will give an indication to parents that the Minister will head in that 

direction.  It will encourage those parents with ability and foresight to do it 

earlier rather than later.’  Those with more intellectual ability are incited to 

greater levels of local autonomy through the progressive scale of 

complexities associated with each level of choice in school management.  
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Although the Government acknowledged that many parents due to different 

circumstances ‘…right across the system’ (Hansard, 1998: 4331) did not 

have the ability, they expressed a keenness to channel the notion of 

parental responsibility towards the incorporated council.  ‘I believe that 

many parents,’ said the Hon. Norman Moore MLC (Hansard, 1998: 4331), 

‘if they were given a choice, and if the councils were allowed to evolve and 

to gain experience, knowledge and understanding about the process, would 

be very interested in what clauses 124 and 125 will provide for our 

education system.’  For those with the skills there appeared to be a moral 

responsibility to become more and more actively involved in school 

management.  As the Hon. Barbara Scott MLC (Hansard, 1998: 4332 — 

emphasis added) explained: 

A number of members have spoken about parents being 
partners in the school scenario.  This clause gets to the basic 
point of whether parents really want to be partners in the 
triangle of educating their children.  I have a lot of 
experience on school councils at all levels, from early 
childhood sector through to schools and colleges.  If parents 
want to grow as partners in the school scenario, they cannot 
pull in the reins.  The clause says, “with the approval of the 
minister, a council for a school may take part”.  It does not 
say it “must” take part.  If the council decides it wants to have 
a say in the selection of the principal, it may take part in the 
selection, with the approval of the minister. 

 

And: 

Parents now want to make choices for their children.  They 
want to say, “We want that principal, or that mission 
statement.”  Schools are now writing mission statements 
about what their school is all about, so that the principals and 



T h e  R e s p o n s i b l e  P a r e n t  
 

·276· 

the teachers of that school will reflect what the community 
and the children want and need.  It is very clear in small and 
large rural communities, and in the city, that parents want to 
be involved in the development of the school; and the 
leadership must come from the person at the top.  I support 
the statements made by the Leader of the House, and I will do 
everything in my power to persuade members opposite that if 
they really want parents to be partners in the school system, 
and if they really want to achieve the best outcomes for our 
children, they should not close this small gate, which is only a 
“may”, not a “must”. 

 

Through the approval of the Minister school councils are able to undertake 

greater responsibility for school management.  To this end, the Act was 

designed to allow the Minister to judge for him or herself the capacity of 

parents prior to approving any additional functions.  For example, Mr 

Booth (Standing Committee on Public Administration, 1998: 21 — 

emphasis added) told members of the Standing Committee on Public 

Administration that: 

There is a move among Education Department schools for 
members of the local community to participate in the 
selection of other staff.  We have left that to administrative 
decision.  That may come and go depending on the extent of 
local needs.  However, we said that, again based on the “it 
takes two to tango” approach, if the school wants to take part 
in the selection of the principal, the Minister is agreeable, and 
the skills exist there is no reason that should not happen. 

 

From this perspective, the question as to whether a school has a council 

involved in management decisions and the extent to which it undertakes 

additional functions is dependent on the skills that exist.  The Government 

was of the belief that despite their enthusiasm for parents and local 

communities to participate in the management of schools the reality was 



T h e  R e s p o n s i b l e  P a r e n t  
 

·277· 

that due to certain pressures caused by factors such as poverty and 

Aboriginality many parents in the public school sector did not have the 

skills to contribute to school management.  This was a point that was 

evident in the following exchange between the Hon Colin Barnett MLA, 

the Minister for Education, and Mr Ripper MLA, opposition spokesperson 

for education, in the Legislative Assembly during the committee debate: 

Mr Barnett:  The establishment of school councils is 
encouraged in this legislation and, again, it is somewhat of a 
paradox. For example, in some school communities - often 
those in the higher socioeconomic areas - there is a high level 
of parent involvement. Parents who are well educated 
themselves are able to contribute in a meaningful way to the 
schools. Sadly, in many schools - often in less advantaged 
areas - parental involvement may be almost zero.  
 
That will not be easily solved. It is a challenge for local 
communities. I do not mean that parents do not value the 
education of their children or that they are neglectful or 
anything else - it is the reality.  I have been to schools where 
three or four people are virtually trying to hold the P & C 
association together. It is almost impossible to get parental 
support. They are often in areas with a high proportion of 
single parent families, which means that the person does not 
have the option.  A mother may have babies at home and so 
can hardly become involved in the school.  There are many 
other sorts of pressures. 
 
Mr Ripper: I am glad you mentioned that it is a matter of 
pressure.  It is a matter of people’s lives and skills and the 
instability caused by people moving in and out of 
communities. 
 
Mr Barnett:  Transition is a big issue. At some of the schools I 
recently visited in the Peel region they had those sorts of 
problems. School councils and greater parental roles in 
decision making are fantastic. It works wonderfully well in 
the St Hildas and Scotch Colleges of this world and in some 
of the better developed, long established schools in strong 
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communities.  But there are a whole range of options. I want 
to see if school councils develop. The idealism reflected in 
this Bill is appropriate, but there must be a lot of realism.  In 
some school communities it will take a long time to develop.  
We should not make schools feel lesser in any sense if they 
are slow or take many years to develop school councils.  The 
opportunity is there but it is up to schools to run with it.  

 

While providing parents with greater choice in relation to participation in 

the management of schools, the Minister explained that the extent to which 

parents participate, that is, the level of school council functions undertaken, 

will ‘…reflect local community needs and circumstances.’  In this way, 

parents are able to recognise themselves as responsible through their level 

of active participation in the management of their local school.   

 

In short, the consumption techniques of the Act comprising mechanisms 

that allow the choice of schools, subjects and levels of participation 

provide the means by which the parent can recognise the self as morally 

responsible for managing the risks that threaten freedom.  Parents act 

morally when they actively choose a school and an appropriate educational 

program that best suits their children’s needs as well as participate in the 

management of their child’s education.  The pathological parent stands in 

stark contrast and includes the poor and the Aboriginal as the ones who do 

not enrol their child in a school, who refuse or are unable to make a 

financial contribution towards better and better educational opportunities 

for his or her child and who do not have the ability to take an active part in 

local school management.   

 



T h e  R e s p o n s i b l e  P a r e n t  
 

·279· 

So far, we have seen how the examination and therapeutic techniques that 

respond to the possibilities of dependency and resistance are inscribed with 

horror stories about the risk this pathology poses to freedom of children 

and the community.  As a mode of subjection, these stories incite parents to 

do the right thing, that is, to actively choose within the shape of freedom.  

Although, in itself, choosing within these limits is the moral thing to do, 

there is more to ethics as a practice of being responsible for the education 

of the child then simply making certain choices.  For example, Foucault 

(1985: 28) explained: 

A moral action tends towards its own accomplishment; but it 
also aims beyond the latter, to establishing a moral conduct 
that commits an individual, not only to other actions always 
in conformity with values and rules, but to a certain mode of 
being, a mode of being characteristic of the ethical subject.    

 

While the truth of childhood provided the mode of subjection, that is, 

parents, their children and the community in which they live as a subject of 

risk, the consumption techniques provided a certain mode of being that 

characterised the ethical subject.  The consumption techniques that defined 

a responsible mode of being reflect the neo-liberal subject of rule as an 

active rational autonomous agent who sees his or her security in relation to 

aspiring to more and more freedom made possible by choice.  As Rose 

(1999: 87 — emphasis in original) points out, ‘…modern individuals are 

not merely ‘free to choose’, but obliged to be free, to understand and enact 

their lives in terms of choice.’  In this sense, the parent is not one who 

simply obeys the law but, instead, demands choices linked to actualising 

their dreams.     Thus, the Act: 
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…embodies a shift away from an emphasis upon morality — 
obedience to an externally imposed code of conduct and 
values in the name of the collective good — and towards 
ethics — the active and practical shaping by individuals of the 
daily practices of their own lives in the name of their own 
pleasures, contentments or fulfilments (Rose, 1999: 178-179). 

 

In the case of this study, the active shaping of the self according to one’s 

own aspirations is pegged to schooling the child.  As Mr Kobelke MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 178) explained: 

Schools play a most important role in our education as 
individuals, giving us the opportunities to develop our full 
human spirit, to be inspired to do our best, to understand the 
achievements of the human spirit and mind and to seek to 
make a contribution to our community.  If education lacks 
that sense of excellence and inspiration, it is not education.  It 
might be training, but it is not education. 

 

Through the experiences offered by a school education, the full human 

spirit, capacity or potential can be developed through exposure to 

opportunities that go beyond our immediate existence.  This is an idea that 

links schooling to aspirations.  ‘According to the conventional wisdom 

about education today,’ said Dr Constable MLA (Hansard, 1998: 399), ‘the 

importance of education and many years of schooling in shaping an 

individual's future are central to the system of education.’  The aspiration 

of shaping one’s life was expressed in terms of upward social mobility.  ‘It 

is well recorded in the history of this country,’ explained Mr Baker MLA 

(Hansard, 1998: 467), ‘that one of the key tools for upward social mobility 

is education.’  In the end, ‘…the value of education [is] in changing one's 

life path and opening all of us up to opportunities which may not at first be 
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obvious from our family backgrounds,’ said Ms Warnock MLA (Hansard, 

1998: 176).  And so, the consumption of schooling as different places, 

courses and levels of participation to minimise risk in a way that enhances 

freedom as a matter of choice fashions the identity of the ‘self’ in terms of 

the responsibility for educating the child in relation to freedom as the self-

governing education consumer. 

The Education Consumer 
This chapter considered the question:  

How does the shape of freedom/childhood within the Act 
come together to determine how the parent constitutes the self 
as a responsible subject of his or her actions in relation to 
schooling of the child? 

 

In answering this question, the conclusion that can be drawn from the 

analysis is that in contrast to the previous legislation, the Education Act 

1928, the new Act presents as a different way of managing the risks facing 

the population.  It provides a way for the parent to insure him or herself 

against the risk of the dangerous and endangered child as matter of private 

calculated choice.  Throughout the debate, minimising risk struggled 

against the old arguments aimed at breathing life back into a collective 

approach pegged to a centrally provided public school system.  Rather than 

return to the public insurance of welfarism, the new Act downplays the 

contribution of a centralised bureaucracy in favour of promoting the 

efficiencies of private risk management via a neo-liberal construction of 

freedom along market lines that leaves such matters up to the calculated 

choices of the ration autonomous agent.  In arriving at this answer it is 
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helpful to revisit in summary some of the key issues that the analysis in this 

chapter raised.   

 

The fear campaign that accompanied the Act through the parliament was 

quite pronounced.  The horror stories of crime, drugs, suicide and physical 

and psychological abuse painted a grim picture of a society comprising of a 

number of formidable risks that confront the community at large and the 

individual child.  This was interpreted as a mode of subjection in the sense 

that parents in general were constituted as subjects of these risks to their 

children and the community in which they live.  In other words, the stories 

were not presented as a public plea for a cure but as rational outlines of a 

risky reality we all have to traverse if we wish to reach our goals.  It was 

these stories of the dangerous and endangered child that incite parents to 

recognise the self as responsible for minimising risk in an effort to 

maximise the quality of their lives.  In response to this knowledge of the 

self as at-risk, the second part of the analysis turned to the ethical work of 

the Act.  That is to say, to be responsible, parents must minimise these 

social risks by suppressing that part of the self that leans towards 

dependency and resistance by self-governing through the exercise of moral 

and rational choices. 

 

To do this, the Act made provision for the parent to choose between 

different modes of being.  They could be parents who educated the child 

via the home or school, different schools such as public or private and, for 

that matter, between different government schools such as the local or the 
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specialised school.  Moreover, they could buy more and more educational 

experiences for their children and, in relation to guaranteeing the child’s 

educational success, they could choose higher and higher levels of 

participation in decision making related to their child’s education.  As we 

saw, the making of these choices was not simply obedience to the Act.  

Rather, they were self-forming practices that not only generated but obeyed 

the truth of a risky reality that raised an awareness of the self as a potential 

object of punishment and therapy.  It is this self-knowledge that incites the 

desire to self-govern around what is recognised as the moral experiences 

that sit in opposition of the dependency and resistance of others.  In this 

way, the Act limits the identity in which the parent recognises the self as 

responsible for educating the child in relation to freedom to an education 

consumer.  
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CHAPTER 9 

THINKING ABOUT THE RESPONSIBLE PARENT  
 

I began this study by contextualising it within an understanding of freedom 

as ‘shapes’ consciously contrived by different political rationalities in 

relation to the activity of governing.  This involved tracking freedom and 

how it constituted the human subject as possessing an essential character 

that must be governed in certain ways.  First, classical liberalism shaped 

freedom as a natural state of being which constituted the human subject as 

a rational self-regulating moral agent who required very little to no 

governing.  Inscribed within this logic of government was not anarchy but 

a laissez-faire approach that relied on a personal exercise of discipline in 

the form of a highly responsibilised freedom (Burchell, 1996).  

Nevertheless, this rationality of government which dealt with the problem 

of subjects and their freedom was to prove inadequate when confronted 

with governing the complexities of society.   

 

The emergence of society as a problem of government in the nineteenth 

century engendered political thoughts that were far more concerned with 

governing the details of day-to-day existence than were proponents of 

classical liberalism.  It was this rationality that responded to the welfare of 

society that saw freedom in the nineteenth century reconstructed as a 

constitutional form in the shape of social security made possible through 

intervention.  This was a fashioning of freedom that linked the essence of 
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the human subject to self-realisation, a moral agent who adapted the self to 

society and ‘…whose pleasures and aspirations were to be realised in 

society’ (Rose, 1999: 79 — emphasis in original).  On this basis, 

government intervened to constitute the social conditions in which citizens 

could realise freedom in the form of their own potential.  By governing in 

this way, neo-liberalism in the second half of the twentieth century argued 

that welfarism which set out to create freedom, in fact generated the 

opposite.  Rather than constituting freedom, neo-liberalism believed 

welfarism produced a culture of dependency that left citizens despondent 

and inactive.  In response, neo-liberals reshaped freedom as autonomy in 

an endeavour to re-energise the competitive spirit of the rational 

entrepreneur of choice.  Despite appearances, this was not a return to 

freedom as a natural state of being evident in classical liberalism but a 

‘…consciously contrived style of conduct’ (Burchell, 1996: 24).   

 

It was against this view of freedom as a historical, mobile construction 

within which subjects are assembled that I introduced the Act.  It was 

argued that freedom, as contrived by the Act that constitutes the subject of 

rule as a rational autonomous agent of choice, reflects part of a historical 

framework within which the responsible parent is constructed.  This latest 

offering of freedom as a matter of choice was understood as one half of the 

freedom/childhood double that constructs the truth of the responsible 

parent.  That is to say, making proper choices sets the discursive limits that 

constrain the self and others, yet when it comes to a field of inquiry like 

educating the child, freedom joins with knowledge of childhood.   
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Part two of the thesis applied these theoretical understandings to analyse 

the Act in an attempt to answer the question: 

How does the Act constitute the ‘parent’ as a subject position 
responsible for schooling the child?   

 

Answering this question meant collecting and working with a wide variety 

of publicly available material ranging from books as both primary and 

secondary sources, the Act, the Bill, parliamentary reports, clause notes 

and, in particular, Hansard recordings.  According to Wetherell and Potter 

(1988): 

This latter source of data not only has the advantage of 
recording MPs and ministers constructing their own versions 
of the social world and undermining opponents, but is an 
ideologically powerful form of spoken material which comes 
ready transcribed... 

 

Overall, these records and official State documents provided an 

unobtrusive method of observation that helped to overcome any technical 

or ethical problems that can arise when attempting to collect data from 

those in positions of public authority as well as through tape recording or 

the gathering of private documents.   

 

The framework used to organise and analyse the data was derived from 

Foucault’s understanding of governmentality as the interplay between 

truth, power and ethics.  As an organisational structure, this framework of 
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self-knowledge or truth of the self, power as the government of others and 

ethics as the practice of self-government allowed the data to be sorted into 

three separate domains as if to suggest that in some way they were 

mutually exclusive.  While this division offered a form of analytical 

convenience, it should be recognised that knowledge, power and ethics are 

tightly intertwined by governmentality that looks to freedom as a formula 

for power which was: 

…conceived as the limits on ourselves in two ways.  Firstly, 
power is what subjects us.  It ties us to our identities, which 
are defined according to the truths of the human sciences.  
Secondly, in his analyses of how power operates and its 
rationalities, Foucault examines the ways in which subjects 
are governed, or how some subjects act on others by 
governing their conduct.  These two levels of power can be 
distinguished analytically, though not in practice, firstly as the 
constitution of subjects and secondly as their regulation 
(Simons, 1995: 41). 

 

Thus, the intention of this final chapter is to answer the major research 

question by drawing together the findings to the subsidiary questions 

outlined in chapter three.  I conclude by pointing to possible areas for 

further research opened up as a result of the work undertaken.  I then take 

the opportunity that this research project has afforded me to stress the 

significance of the study.   

The Findings 
Chapter six began with the deployment of childhood as the other half of the 

freedom/childhood double that constitutes the truth of the responsible 

parent in terms of educating the child.  This was a look to the past for 

knowledge of childhood in relation to the truth of freedom that produced a 
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subject who, on the one hand, had to be subject to control by government 

regulation; while, on the other, was tied to an identity of the responsible 

parent by a self-knowledge or conscience that made the self subject to 

one’s own self-government.  This was the truth of the responsible parent 

that responded to the question:  

How has the truth of childhood has been deployed in relation 
to the shape of freedom to inform government as to the 
identity of those in need of regulation and those capable of 
self-governing? 

The Truth of the Responsible Parent 
It was the articulation of numerous techniques for governing the self at the 

micro-level of the individual parent or family throughout the eighteenth 

century that saw freedom/childhood emerge as a macro-governmental 

rationality for compulsory education in the nineteenth century.  During the 

eighteenth century several techniques of the self, grounded on different 

understandings of freedom/childhood, provided the rationality for this or 

that form of self-government.  Religious discourse shaped freedom as 

eternal salvation and gave rise to repressive disciplinary techniques that 

responded to knowledge of the defective character of childhood which in 

turn constituted the ethical problem of the parent as the desire to 

mollycoddle the child.  In this sense, the harsh and, at times, brutal 

techniques for disciplining of the child were the limits that identified the 

responsible parent as one who obeyed this self-knowledge.  This was the 

kind of ethical relationship that the parent ought to have with the self in 

order to recognise the self as responsible for educating the child in the 

shape of freedom/childhood as eternal salvation/depraved child.   



T h i n k i n g  A b o u t  t h e  R e s p o n s i b l e  P a r e n t  
 

·289· 

 

The repressive approach evident in religious discourse shaped 

freedom/childhood in very negative terms.  Not only was the child seen as 

defective but the ethical response for parents was a form of self-

government around the theme of repressing childhood rather than looking 

towards its development.  In contrast to religious discourse, the 

philosophical thoughts of John Locke deployed childhood as ignorance that 

gave educating the child a positive spin for the secular community.  

Although the character of the child was still considered defective, Locke 

gave middle class parents a positive means of self-affirmation in the form 

of child development as a response to the same ethical problem — the 

desire to mollycoddle the child.  Through the provision of experiences, 

repetitive practice and reasoning, parents could develop the ignorant child 

into a self-regulating moral agent, a condition that would allow the child to 

enjoy his or her natural freedom.  This was the deployment of childhood as 

ignorance in relation to freedom as a natural state of being that gave rise to 

a new kind of ethical relationship that the parent ought to have with the 

self.  This was a form of self-government that had to reconcile self-

knowledge of one’s desire to spoil and pamper the child with knowledge of 

freedom/childhood as a natural rational state of being/ignorant child. 

 

In the middle of the eighteenth century Rousseau deployed the notion of 

childhood as innocence.  The tale of Èmile replaced the positivistic rational 

face of educating the child with a sensitive and caring complexion.  To do 

this, Rousseau dismissed the child’s defective character in favour of 
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innocence as a redeeming quality.  By deploying childhood in this way 

Rousseau appealed to the desire of middle class parents to protect their 

children not in the sense of spoiling, overindulging or pampering them but 

in constituting conditions that best suited their development.  In this way, 

caring for and protecting the child was no longer seen as an ethical 

problem.  For followers of Rousseau, this construction of childhood 

affirmed that caring for the child was indeed the right thing to do because 

the child’s proper development depended on it.  The ethical problem of the 

parent was no longer the desire to indulge but to neglect the child.  And so, 

providing a protective space in which the child could freely choose 

experiences and watching over his or her development from a distance 

were techniques that recognised the responsible parent as one who cared 

for the child’s development in the same way as nature cared for its young.  

Caring for the child’s educational development provided a new type of 

ethical relationship that the parent ought to have with the self, one that 

would nurture the innocent child so that he or she could realise freedom.  

This was a form of self-government that had to reconcile self-knowledge as 

a social desire to neglect the child with knowledge of freedom/childhood as 

awareness or a realised state of being/innocent child. 

 

Throughout the eighteenth century it was clear that although educating the 

child was not compulsory it still presented as an activity the middle class 

parent performed on the self.  Religious and philosophical knowledge of 

childhood and freedom tied the identity of the middle class parent to a self-

knowledge that pointed to certain techniques as an ethical means of 
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governing the self in relation to this knowledge when it came to educating 

the child.  In the nineteenth century, however, the attention of the middle 

class moved from the self to the human sciences that shaped the truth of 

others.  Following the lead of Rousseau, childhood, at this time, was 

contrasted to freedom as a constituted form in the sense of a realised rather 

than natural state of being.  The difference in this romantic deployment of 

childhood in the nineteenth century was the move of its counterpart,  

freedom as a realised condition from the self to the social.   

 

The transformation of freedom from the self to the social coincided with a 

new truth of childhood.  Philanthropists and the medical profession pointed 

to statistics that made it clear that within the lower class family the child 

was no longer innocent but endangered; whereas, scientific discourse 

confirmed that childhood ignorance was, in fact, dangerous in the 

neglectful lower class family.  This was a new freedom/childhood double 

comprising social security and the endangered and dangerous child.  In 

other words, the lower classes made no effort to address the ethical 

problem of abuse and neglect.  Without this ethical work, the development 

and protection of the innocent and ignorant child was lost to the 

endangered and dangerous childhood of the lower class family which gave 

rise to a bourgeois at risk of social disruption and degeneration.  This was a 

different view of childhood foisted upon the lower classes so they were 

identified as those in need of regulation.  In this way, schooling that 

provided the ethics for the middle classes to recognise the self as 

responsible for protecting and developing the child was extended through 
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government regulation to reach the lower classes.  The truth of childhood 

deployed in relation to the shape of freedom as the freedom/childhood 

double informed government from the nineteenth century onwards as to the 

identity of those in need of regulation (the lower classes) and those capable 

of self-governing (middle classes).   

 

The remainder of the study considers what this governmentality for 

educating the child entails in our present for others and the self.  In the first 

instance, this was a search for the cost of the Act to others by looking for 

an answer to the question: 

How does the shape of freedom/childhood constitute the 
identity of ‘others’ as subject positions that must be governed 
in certain ways by the techniques of power within the Act? 

The Cost of Freedom/Childhood 
The Act shaped freedom in a way that constituted the legal subject of rule 

as an active autonomous parent who ensures his or her child’s right to a 

school education through his or her own acts of choice.  In regard to this 

subjectivity, the Government was resistant to any amendments to the Act 

that would soften punitive measures targeted at those who failed to act in 

this way.  The cost to others for this hard line around the shape of freedom 

was the extent to which they were identified as neglecters and abusers of 

children.  That is to say, the Act fashioned the identity of ‘others’ as a 

threat, as those who place children and the community in general at risk. 

 

The shape of freedom/childhood constituted others as pathological in 

nature.  In this sense, the Act was connected to political knowledge of 
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others as inactive in terms of educating the child, which in turn justified 

provisions for examination techniques.  Thus, recognising the self as a 

responsible parent meant yielding to political knowledge that identified 

others as exhibiting pathological signs of dependency which presented as a 

risk to both children and the community.  During the debate on the Act, 

both the Government and the Opposition spoke of the inactivity of groups 

such as the poor and the Aboriginal who were considered dependent on 

support when it came to educating the child.  They were not only aware of 

this neglect but also the possible abuse of children by those who held 

radical beliefs and values that did not make them inactive but, instead, 

resistant to schooling.  In short, the political debate connected the power of 

the examination techniques to the identity of the poor, the Aboriginal and 

the radical as the others whose dependency on government services or 

beliefs and values, placed children and the community at risk.   

 

At this point, the shape of freedom/childhood constituted the identity of 

‘others’ as subject positions that must be governed.  This was exposure to 

the examination techniques of the Act as a mode of subjection that 

demonises others by fashioning their identity.  This is the price that others 

must pay for the responsible parent whose identity sits in contradistinction 

as those who care about children and the community by protecting and 

developing the child through actively choosing within the limits of 

freedom.  In contrast, when the chapter turned its attention to the 

therapeutic techniques of the Act the identity of others was transformed 

from a negative to a positive value. 
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While the examination techniques demonised the identity of others as an 

ethical weakness for abusing and neglecting children whose dependency 

and radical beliefs needed to be discouraged by punishment, the therapeutic 

techniques recognised the identity of others as difference that needed to be 

tolerated for the purpose of overcoming resistance.  Here, the Act provided 

flexibility and advice that would allow education authorities to use the 

freedom of political identity to make the pathological parent of resistance, 

self-governing within the shape of freedom.  Rather than recognising the 

identity of others as inactivity due to dependency or radicalism that must 

be discouraged, therapeutic techniques fashion the identity of others as 

potentially active, a latent autonomy simply in need of the right conditions.  

This is the neo-liberal view that sees the truth of human nature as rational 

and autonomous and as such, if provided with the right environment, will 

seek independence over dependency.  By manipulating legal conditions, 

the Act allows education authorities to use the freedom of others as a 

strategy in their normalisation.   

 

By working with difference, the normalising effect of techniques related to 

treating the pathological parent was much harder to see than were the 

examination techniques pegged to compulsion.  In effect, the domination of 

others is much harder to trace.  Nevertheless, the therapeutic techniques of 

flexibility and expert advice that utilised freedom continued to bind the 

pathological parent of resistance to the identity of risk in the same way as 

the techniques of examination dealt with the pathology of dependence and 
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radicalism.  While examination identified others and made them 

governable through punishment, the therapeutic techniques offered a more 

palatable normalising mode of subjection through the manipulation of the 

educational environment.  This was the recognition of difference or use of 

freedom through flexibility that linked schooling the child to the legal force 

of the contract and the expert advice that applied psychological force in 

terms of collaborative agreement to ensure the child received a school 

education.  Like the examination techniques, the therapeutic practices of 

the Act identified the poor, the Aboriginal and the radical parent as the 

others who abuse and neglect children not because of their dependence or 

radicalism but because of their autonomy or independence evident in their 

resistance to the way the conventional school dismisses their choice of 

lifestyle.   

 

By shaping and using freedom, the Act fashioned the identity of the others 

as those who must be regulated because they are either not active agents of 

choice, or because they are active irrational autonomous agents of choice.  

It is the irrationality of non-choice in the form of dependency and choice in 

the form of resistance that places children and the community at risk, 

which the punitive and disciplinary techniques of examination and therapy 

aim to address.  To this extent, the poor, the Aboriginal and the radical are 

trapped in a mode of subjection that punishes and treats them because they 

not only endanger children through abuse but also make them dangerous 

through neglect.  However, this is not a mode of subjection directed solely 

at the governing of others in the interest of securing freedom.  It is also 
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something we do to the self.  Hence the final question the study addressed 

was: 

How does the shape of freedom/childhood within the Act 
come together to determine how the parent constitutes the self 
as a responsible subject of his or her actions in relation to 
schooling of the child? 

The Education Consumer 
The final part of the analysis concluded that in contrast to its predecessor, 

the new Act presented as a different way of managing risk.  That is to say, 

it went beyond compulsion as a reliance on government services as a way 

of managing the risks evident in the dangerous and endangered child.  

Rather than just a publicly provided means of insurance, the Act added 

another means of dealing with risk as a private calculation based on choice.  

Throughout the debate, this was the struggle against old arguments that 

wanted to breathe life back into a collective approach, pegged to a centrally 

provided public school system.  Rather than return to the public insurance 

of welfarism, the new Act downplayed the contribution of a centralised 

bureaucracy in favour of promoting the efficiencies of private risk 

management via a neo-liberal construction of freedom along market lines 

that left such matters up to a form of self-government based on the 

calculated choices of the rational autonomous agent.   

 

To incite this form of self-government, the Act was accompanied 

throughout the political debate by a pronounced fear campaign.  The horror 

stories of crime, drugs, suicide and physical and psychological abuse 

derived from the ethical problem of abuse and neglect painted a grim 
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picture of a society comprising of a number of formidable risks that 

confront the individual child and community at large.  This was a mode of 

subjection in the sense that parents in general were constituted as subjects 

of these risks to their children and themselves as community members.  In 

this way, the stories of the dangerous and endangered child tied parents to a 

self-knowledge that constituted their identity as ‘at risk’.  This mode of 

subjection was subsequently linked to a legal framework of choices that 

designated a code of behaviour resistant to the inactivity or irrationality 

that gave rise to the ethical problem of abuse and neglect when it came to 

the matter of exercising that choice.   

 

As a self-governing practice, the Act made provision for the parent to 

choose between different modes of being.  They could be parents who 

educated the child via the home or school, different schools such as public 

or private and, for that matter, between different government schools such 

as the local or the specialised school.  Moreover, they could buy more and 

more educational experiences for their children and, in relation to 

guaranteeing the child’s educational success, they could choose higher and 

higher levels of participation in decision making related to their child’s 

education.  For the parent, making these choices was not simply a matter of 

obedience.  Rather, they were self-forming activities that not only 

generated but obeyed the knowledge of the self as a subject of risk.  It was 

this self-knowledge that incited the desire to self-govern around what is 

recognised as the moral experiences that sit in opposition of the 

dependency and resistance of others.  In this way, the shape of 
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freedom/childhood within the Act constitutes the identity of the parent to 

that of an education consumer who is responsible for his or her own 

choices in relation to schooling of the child by tying this identity to a self-

knowledge of ‘at risk’.   

 

So, how does the Act constitute the ‘parent’ as a subject position 

responsible for schooling the child?  The governmentality of the Act as the 

interplay between the truth of freedom/childhood, the identity and 

regulation of others and the identity and self-regulation of the self forms 

the responsible parent.  This is the truth of freedom as choice by the 

rational autonomous agent connected to childhood as both endangered and 

dangerous that constitutes the responsible parent, in opposition to the 

inactivity and resistance of others that sees him or her as an active 

education consumer obliged to choose properly to minimise the social risks 

confronting the self and his or her children in an effort to maximise the 

quality of his or her own life.  The cost of this governmentality is an 

identity linked to consumption in the sense that the more the parent can 

exercise choice the more responsible he or she becomes in relation to 

educating the child. 

Further Research 
The historical timeframe for this study that looked to the truth of 

freedom/childhood commenced from the beginning of the eighteenth 

century.  While the study used this timeframe to question the Act about 

how the rationality of freedom acts as a formula for power to limit what is 

said and done in terms of the responsible parent, it leaves the way open for 
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further research to dig into this historical period to question the Act about 

how the rationality of freedom constitutes the limits of other subjectivities 

such as the student or the teacher.    

 

In addition to the Act, further research studies are needed on what other 

educational policies entail for others and the self.  A current example in 

Western Australia that offers an avenue for research is the Curriculum 

Council Act 1997 (Western Australian Government, 1997) which says: 

4. The main objects of this Act are to —  
(a) establish the Curriculum Council; 
(b) provide for the development and implementation 

of a curriculum framework for schooling which, 
taking account of the needs of students, sets out 
the knowledge, understanding, skills, values and 
attitudes that students are expected to acquire; 

(c) provide for the development and accreditation of 
courses of study for post-compulsory schooling; 
and 

(d) provide for the assessment and certification of 
student achievement. 

 

Here, the Curriculum Council Act 1997 coupled with the curriculum 

framework could be studied in terms of the governmentality of parents, 

students or teachers.  A particularly interesting aspect in this area would be 

the professional freedom and the subjectivity of teachers in relation to 

meeting the educational needs of students.  Historically, there have been a 

number of significant techniques aimed at controlling the conduct of 

teachers such as ‘payment by results’, ‘progressive learning’, ‘school-based 

evaluation’, ‘professional development’, ‘performance management’ and 

so on.  Efforts could be made to diagnose how the curriculum framework 
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and other educational policies act not as enablers of professional freedom 

but as constraints on the profession of teaching.   

 

Another area that lends itself to further research in this context is aboriginal 

education.  In 2003, the Western Australian government released a report 

of an ‘Inquiry into the Response by Government Agencies to Complaints 

of Family Violence and Child Abuse in Aboriginal Communities’ (the 

‘Gordon Report’).  The Gordon Report made recommendations about 

protection of aboriginal children from violence and abuse.  A key policy 

direction set by this report was captured in the phase ‘closing the gap’ 

which echoes a welfarism associated with a culture of dependency.  Further 

research on this government policy initiative is required to understand how 

‘gaps’ or notions of inequality work as a formula for power to constitute 

the aboriginal parent as a moral problem in need of more and more 

government intervention.     

 

Moreover, certain techniques in the Act could be analysed in relation to the 

part they play in selling schooling to different cultural groups.  For 

example, how do the power to exempt and provisions that prescribe times 

that recognise events of special religious and cultural significance use the 

politics of identity to reshape the image of schooling in different ways to 

make it an attractive citizen forming strategy which would appeal to 

different community groups?  Such studies could investigate the Act or 

other policy documents within a state, national or international context to 

consider how government governs conduct in the face of diversity or 
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specific groups that are defined around identities based on culture, family 

background, ethnicity, disability, religion, political views or whatever. 

 

Essentially, our political present is governed on the basis of a number of 

foundational concepts such as freedom, equality, professionalism, fairness, 

nationalism and so on that provide the rationality for power to act.  It is 

interesting to analyse how these foundational values have been shaped and 

used historically and how they continue to provide the power for governing 

conduct.  With this said, the final section allows me the opportunity to 

point to the implications drawn from the findings in order to stress the 

significance of this particular study. 

The Rationality of Freedom 
An example of the increasingly despotic nature of liberalism is how the 

present Western Australian Government instituted a curfew for children 

under a certain age from being in a particular public place after a 

designated time.  The rationality behind this decision was, from the 

Government’s perspective, the protection of vulnerable children who are at 

risk of corruption and, from the perspective of local retail proprietors, the 

protection of their freedom to conduct their businesses minus the threat of 

dangerous children.  Most people seemed to agree that those who break the 

law should be regulated but, in this instance, freedom for a certain group of 

the population was denied not because of what they did but because of who 

they were (children).  Based on the logic of who we are rather than what 

we do it is easy to extend the notion of imposing harsh measures like 

curfews on other groups such as the aged, bikies, women, the disabled and 
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so on.  In this sense, this study provides a method that offers a credible 

means of calculating the cost of being who we are such as subjects at risk. 

 

Moreover, in early 2004 the Western Australian Government released for 

public comment a discussion paper on parental responsibility.  The 

discussion paper foreshadowed the development of legislation aimed at 

ordering parents whose children truant and display anti-social behaviour to 

participate in special parental guidance courses.  Under the proposed 

legislation bureaucrats working in areas such as child protection, education 

and juvenile justice would be able to apply to the courts for an order 

requiring parents who fail to control their children’s behaviour to attend 

such courses.  Parents who failed to attend when required would be in 

breach of a court order and subject to a financial penalty of up to $3 000.  

This change in the power relations may not be characteristic of a 

government prepared to steal another generation but it definitely highlights 

an administration prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to make 

dependency or resistance unappealing.  In response, I believe this study 

offers a credible method for calculating what we have become that suggests 

a need to detach the ways we organise our concern for others and our 

freedom from notions of risk.                  

 

From a global perspective, the governing of conduct in relation to risk has 

been clearly evident in Australia, the United Kingdom and the United 

States of America since the war on terror began.  One obvious example is 

the increased security that hinders the movement of people from one 
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country to another.  Also, the slogan ‘be alert, not alarmed’ reinforces the 

need for surveillance, for autonomous citizens to watch their neighbours 

and report anything suspicious, namely, olive skinned men with 

moustaches or beards speaking with middle-eastern accents.  In the recent 

publication Dude, Where’s My Country, the popular American 

commentator Michael Moore (2003: 99 — emphasis in original) provided 

the following as one of several examples ridiculing the Bush administration 

for its relentless scaremongering during the height of its campaign on 

terror: 

Look for suspicious people lingering near gas stations!  Now 
there’s something we never see.  But an alert Oklahoma pump 
attendant called authorities when a group pulled in with two 
vans and an equipment truck.  Within minutes, police and FBI 
had surrounded, with guns drawn, the rock band Godspeed 
You! Black Emperor.  Released after hours of questioning, 
singer Efrim Menuck told Seattle Weekly, “We’re just lucky 
we’re nice white kids from Canada.”   

 

Moore is keen to demonstrate to his readership that such scare campaigns 

are designed in the interest of governing the population.  He (2003: 101) 

says: 

Why has our government gone to such absurd lengths to 
convince us our lives are in danger?  The answer is nothing 
short of their feverish desire to rule the world, first by 
controlling us, and then, in turn, getting us to support their 
efforts to dominate the rest of the planet. 

 

In this sense, terrorism must win as our fears of losing freedom justify 

more and more limitations on our freedom by governments determined to 

protect us against even the smallest of risks.   
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The use of risk, however, is not limited to one side of politics.  In 

endeavouring to win appeal as the saviours of the world, oppositions play 

the same game.  During the debate on the Act both sides of parliament had 

their horror stories to tell.  Even Moore, in his opposition to Bush’s 

Republican administration, was not shy in using the political tactic which 

he described as the ‘phoney game of BOO!’  For example, he (2003: 203) 

said, ‘There is probably no greater imperative facing the nation than the 

defeat of George W. Bush in the 2004 election.  All roads to ruin lead 

through him and his administration.’  The value of this study is how to step 

back from such political campaigns that are so entrenched in setting us free 

from risk in a way that, at least, creates some room for exploring other 

ways of being.  

 

A closer example to the focus of this study, however, is a policy being 

strongly advocated by the current Minister for Education, the Hon. Alan 

Carpenter MLA, to extend the compulsory schooling age from 15 to 17 

years of age.  When the Minister was in opposition he (Hansard, 1998: 

403) said during the second reading debate in the Legislative Assembly: 

The Bill provides for compulsory attendance only to the age 
of 15 years, which is the current standard.  I feel the time has 
come — perhaps it has passed — when the age should be 
increased.  I appreciate it is not a simple matter to make this 
change but I feel children should be required to attend school 
in Western Australia until the age of 17 years.  My preference 
is for compulsory schooling until the age of 18 years but that 
would be very difficult to implement at this stage. 
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As the study demonstrates, this strategy will only reinforce the current 

marginalisation of certain groups around circumstances that define who 

they are as opposed to what they actually do.  From the Minister’s 

perspective the increase in the age of compulsory schooling will allow 

government to extend its regulation of the indigenous population.  He 

(Hansard, 1998: 404) said: 

Principals of schools in my electorate are fighting an 
incredible difficult battle to keep Aboriginal children at 
school.  They are having to venture into a whole range of 
social issues which are beyond the school.  They are having to 
go to the family home and look at the employment and 
income position of the parents and so on.  This is beyond the 
education system and it is beyond the principal.  It needs an 
integrated approach from all government departments that 
deal with Aboriginal affairs including community services 
and Family and Children’s Services, which, at the moment, 
seems to be capable of anything and nothing.  Something 
needs to be done in this area.           

 

Here, the Minister appears determined to concentrate all the Government 

resources at his disposal on regulating some parents because, in this case, 

they are Aboriginal.  Sadly, this desperate campaign to set children free 

only reinforces the identity of Aboriginal parents as a risk.  I am sure that 

as the Hon Minister takes up this political struggle to increase the 

compulsory age of schooling sometime in the future he will not fail to 

construct the Aboriginal parent as a significant risk to both children and the 

community in general.  

 

This study has by way of governmentality has separated out the 

contingencies that continue to make us what we are — responsible.  The 
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confusing humanist thought of dangerous children and children in danger 

constitutes the parent as morally obligated to choose which neo-liberal 

government then uses to set the limits of freedom that define us as 

responsible.  Thinking beyond schooling as a necessity of freedom is a far 

more difficult proposition when responsibility is tightly bound to limits 

outside our general consciousness.  By mapping the limits of freedom as 

responsibility and the social cost it entails, this study exposes what makes 

us what we are and its contingent nature thus encouraging all of us to think 

about how things could be different.   
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