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Abstract 

This project is a genealogical account of how nonstate actors have come to participate in 

international organizations as “stakeholders.” Across multiple issue areas, global 

governance is increasingly organized around the coordination of not only states but all 

relevant stakeholders including private corporations, experts from think tanks and 

academia, nongovernmental organizations, individual activists, and others. How have 

nonstate actors come to participate in global politics? What logic of governance makes 

their participation desired? I use Foucault’s concept of governmentality to analyze this 

changing relationship among states, international organizations, and nonstate actors. 

Pushing against a literature that emphasizes democratic norms or neoliberal logics, I 

argue that the origins of stakeholder governance were made possible by the rapid 

introduction of systems thinking in the management of complex problems. It was through 

systems thinking – rather than democratic or neoliberal reasoning – that several 

organizations initially came to govern by principles of stakeholder inclusion.  

Chapter two sets the orientation for the rest of the project. I begin by defending 

the politically-informed ontology and method that I use to track the emergence of 

stakeholder rationalities of governing, or “stakeholder governmentality.” I then shift to 

defining governmentality, culled from Foucault’s later articulations of the concept, and 

outline a heuristic that guides my genealogical account. Specifically, I wager that when 

certain issues areas, or objects of governance, are made so problematic that the question 

of government itself is posed, that the question of how to arrange people and things 

toward purposeful ends is raised, we can identify the emergence of governmentalities. 
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The remaining chapters outline the problematic conditions under which 

institutions came to reflect on questions of government, examining the practical discourse 

through which they then rationalized governing through stakeholders. Using archival 

documents, I show how corporate managerial practices developed in the United States 

circulated to US government agencies in the 1960s and 1970s. I then track how these 

same systems-oriented practices were taken up and mixed with other practices in 

institutions like the World Bank, ICANN, and the UN. Though the circulation of 

managerial practice from corporations to public institutions seems neoliberal, I find that 

the turn to stakeholders was initially rationalized in terms of systems management of 

complex problems. Though the subject of stakeholder becomes plugged into neoliberal 

rationalities, understanding its emergence cannot be reduced to them. In the conclusion, I 

sketch the consequences of this genealogy for the future of democratic global 

governance. 
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Chapter One 
 

Introductions: Our Multivalent World 

 

 

In June of 2015, thousands of people from around the world gathered at the Sheraton in 

Buenos Aires to attend the 53rd public meeting of the Internet Corporation for Assigned 

Names and Numbers (ICANN). ICANN is a nonprofit corporation headquartered in 

California, and since 1998, it has been tasked with maintaining the operation of the 

internet’s Domain Name System (DNS). A private organization, ICANN is responsible 

for not only developing technical standards but regulating the distribution of key 

resources that allow the internet to function. At this public meeting, an international set of 

participants gathered, representing government agencies, technical bodies, 

telecommunications corporations, law firms, NGOs, universities, international 

organizations, and others interested in the health and vibrancy of a global internet. 

Whether in person or connecting online, those in attendance were coming together to 

discuss, formulate, and decide upon regulations to maintain the stability and security of 

the global internet. 

 The opening events for the meeting resembled what one may find at any 

corporation’s shareholder meeting – promotional videos were shown and remarks from 

then president of ICANN, Fahdi Chehadé, were given. But the highlight of the opening 

presentation was a video announcement from the Indian Minister of Communication, 

Ravi Shankar Prasad. Addressing the private body, Prasad announced to much applause 

India’s newfound commitment to the “multistakeholder model” of internet governance. 

For years, India had joined other rising powers (Brazil, China, Russia) to push for the 
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centralization of internet governance in an intergovernmental body like the UN’s 

International Telecommunications Union (ITU). Such a desire no doubt made sense for 

many given that the ITU has typically been the body responsible for coordinating 

international communication, and its one state, one vote policy marks it as an electorally 

democratic international organization. Now, India was joining the US, Europe, and others 

in committing to private, “bottom-up” solutions for governing the internet. Though 

ultimately reaffirming the need for states to maintain a strong voice in this sphere, the 

Indian government shifted support to what are known as “multistakeholder models” of 

governance. 

 This scene tells us about the changing nature of global politics. India’s shift in 

foreign policy was not announced to an intergovernmental body or in public meetings 

with other world leaders. Rather, it was outlined to individuals associated with a private 

organization. To be sure, at the time, the US government still maintained a 

“Memorandum of Understanding” with ICANN which established ultimate authority 

over the body, but this governmental link was severed in October 2016, allowing it to 

become a fully autonomous and private regulatory body in the hands of the “global 

multistakeholder community.” A key organization in governing the internet is making 

regulatory policy on the basis of consensus derived not from states but global 

“stakeholders.” It is clear that in the twenty-first century, international cooperation 

extends beyond states making intergovernmental treaties or regimes. Instead, a range of 

private bodies are establishing regulatory rules and voluntary standards that shape politics 

across borders. In that nonstate actors under the label of “multistakeholder governance” 
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are involved in the process of global policymaking through “multistakeholder” 

mechanisms, we are not so much citizens of the world as we are global stakeholders. 

 

 

The Problem in its Generality 

Nonstate actors have long played a role in global politics, but in recent decades, there has 

been a qualitative shift that is not captured by statements about the rise of nonstate 

actors.1 International organizations and institutions govern through the inclusion of 

NGOs, technical agencies, multinational corporations, individual activists, and 

philanthropic foundations – as well as government representatives. Whereas previously 

international cooperation took the form of interstate dialogues and treaties, increasingly 

global governance is marked not just by the presence of nonstate actors but their 

institutional inclusion. In solving global problems, all affected parties or “stakeholders” 

are needed to participate in the formulation of policy, provision of services, monitoring of 

agreements, or evaluations of policy programs.  

 To be sure, since 1945, nonstate actors such as NGOs have had some form of 

“consultative arrangements” with international organizations like the Economic and 

Social Council (ESOC) of the UN.2 But since the 1990s, the proliferation of NGOs have 

permitted multiple governance “partnerships” to take hold, altering the relationship 

between governments, IOs, NGOs, and other actors.3 Indeed, private organizations 

increasingly mark the landscape of global politics, setting “a variety of more or less 

                                                      
1 Paul Wapner, Environmental Activism and World Civic Politics (SUNY Press, 1996). 
2 Peter Willetts, “From ‘Consultative Arrangements’ to ‘Partnership’: The Changing Status of NGOs in 

Diplomacy at the UN,” Global Governance 6, no. 2 (2000): 191. 
3 Willetts, 192. 
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voluntary standards that structure and give meaning” to different global actors.4 I take 

this shift in the subjects of international cooperation as indicative of a new mode of 

global governance, wagering that the inclusion of multiple kinds of actors in processes of 

international cooperation and problem-solving points to the “governmentalization” of 

global politics.5 By governmentalization, I mean: (1) political problems across borders 

are not reducible to relations of war among states but include other type of conflicts that 

do not involve violence among actors, and (2) there is reflection on the problem of 

government globally. That is, despite the absence of a world state, organizations that 

work across borders rationalize the practice of governing. They think on the problem of 

government across borders and reflect on how to arrange people and things toward 

purposeful ends.  

 This dissertation is about the emergence of rationalities of governing the globe 

that make contemporary global governance possible. I am interested in the ways in which 

nonstate actors have come to participate in international organizations through 

multistakeholder processes, but my interest is not restricted to explaining the behavior of 

specific entities – whether they be NGOs, international organizations, or states. That is, 

my primary task is not to explain why the World Bank or the UN institutionally included 

nonstate actors in their programming. Rather, I use these moments of change to identify 

what kind of governing rationality makes such inclusion possible. Under what conditions 

did the problem of “governing” emerge? What knowledges were used to rationalize the 

                                                      
4 Klaus Dingwerth and Philipp Pattberg, “World Politics and Organizational Fields: The Case of 

Transnational Sustainability Governance,” European Journal of International Relations 15, no. 4 

(December 1, 2009): 708; see also, Rodney Bruce Hall and Thomas J. Biersteker, The Emergence of 

Private Authority in Global Governance (Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
5 c.f. Iver B. Neumann and Ole Jacob Sending, “’The International’ as Governmentality,” Millennium: 

Journal of International Studies 35, no. 3 (September 2007): 677–701. 
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inclusion of nonstate actors? Put simply: in this dissertation, the opening of international 

organizations and institutions to nonstate actors is not so much a puzzle to be solved but a 

methodological injunction to study what rationalities of governing made their 

institutional inclusion desired, even necessary. 

 Approaching processes of global governance in this way works from an analytical 

perspective that is distinct from the typical way found in the IR literature on international 

cooperation and organization. It refuses an actor-centric approach to examine the 

practices that constitute new modes of governance, outlining the circuits or relays that 

allow governing objects, techniques, and strategies to shift spatially and temporally. In 

the last two decades of the twentieth century, neoliberal institutionalism conceptualized 

cooperation as the product of self-interested states finding mutually beneficial solutions 

to common problems through the creation of international regimes.6 From an economistic 

perspective, cooperation under anarchy is possible when self-interested states realize 

absolute gains.7 International institutions help to generate cooperative outcomes by 

reducing transaction costs, providing information, making credible commitments, and 

introducing the shadow of the future.8 In sum, neoliberal institutionalism approaches 

cooperation through a set of assumptions about the primacy of the state, its rational 

pursuit of self-interest, and the ability of regimes to reduce cheating through monitoring, 

transparency, information exchange, and other mechanisms.  

                                                      
6 Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy 

(Princeton University Press, 1984). 
7 Duncan Snidal, “International Cooperation among Relative Gains Maximizers,” International Studies 

Quarterly 35, no. 4 (1991): 387–402, https://doi.org/10.2307/2600947. 
8 Robert O. Keohane and Lisa L. Martin, “The Promise of Institutionalist Theory,” International Security 

20, no. 1 (1995): 42. 
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 The literature on global governance shifted the terms of international cooperation 

significantly, refusing to reduce the breadth and depth of organization beyond borders as 

merely the product of interstate interaction. Identifying the increasing presence, pressure, 

and networked organization of nonstate actors – whether multinational corporations,9 

NGOs,10 scientists and other experts11 – global governance perspectives notably opened 

up new ways of seeing global politics as a matter of “governance in the absence of 

government.”12 The international system may be anarchic in the sense of lacking a 

sovereign government that sits above states, but the presence of multiple kinds of actors 

working to solve problems that extend across borders means something akin to governing 

must be going on.13 Indeed, the 1995 Commission on Global Governance defined the 

term as “…the sum of the many ways in which individuals and institutions, public and 

private, manage their common affairs. It is a continuing process through which 

conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and co-operative action may be 

taken.”14 Thus, scholars of global governance refused to reduce the plurality of 

cooperative arrangements and practices to the calculation of self-interested states; rather, 

what was theoretically interesting about global politics in the post-Cold War period was 

how these different actors challenged the power of states and the state system itself.15  

                                                      
9 Korbin Chapter in Hall and Biersteker, The Emergence of Private Authority in Global Governance. 
10 Wapner, Environmental Activism and World Civic Politics. 
11 Peter M. Haas, “Banning Chlorofluorocarbons: Epistemic Community Efforts to Protect Stratospheric 

Ozone,” International Organization 46, no. 1 (1992): 187–224, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002081830000148X. 
12 James N. Rosenau and Ernst-Otto Czempiel, Governance Without Government: Order and Change in 

World Politics (Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
13 John Gerard Ruggie, “Reconstituting the Global Public Domain — Issues, Actors, and Practices,” 

European Journal of International Relations 10, no. 4 (December 1, 2004): 499–531, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066104047847. 
14 “Our Global Neighborhood,” accessed December 21, 2017, http://www.gdrc.org/u-gov/global-

neighbourhood/. 
15 Ruggie, “Reconstituting the Global Public Domain — Issues, Actors, and Practices,” 500. 
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 While early research on global governance focused on nonstate actors as carriers 

of power and authority in international politics, challenging the statist assumptions of 

dominant IR theories, later research questioned the claim that nonstate actors constitute 

an autonomous force moving against states and intergovernmental organizations. 

Nonstate actors, as discussed above, do not just put pressure on states and international 

organizations, nor are they occasionally assigned consultative status, but are increasingly 

included within the practical function of these organizations. Their institutional inclusion 

has prompted many to question whether NGOs have lost their “innocence” as they do not 

always challenge governmental or intergovernmental power but often help to enact it.16 

This literature specifically takes up a set of questions around why international 

organizations have “opened up” to nonstate actors, trying to understand the logic of social 

action that changes actor behavior. Put briefly: this literature advances either a logic of 

appropriateness or consequences to explain why IOs shift to new forms of cooperative 

governance.  

 In this dissertation, I take a different approach on the changing quality of 

international cooperation. I use Foucault’s concept of governmentality to work across the 

empirical question of how nonstate actors have come to participate in multistakeholder 

organizations. As I define it from Foucault, governmentality refers to any practical 

rationalization of how to govern best. It is practical reflection on the problem of 

government. This project is a genealogy of (multi)stakeholder modes of governing. I 

provide an account of the problematic conditions under which institutions came to reflect 

on questions of government, examining the practical discourse through which they then 

                                                      
16 Thomas Risse, “Transnational Actors and World Politics,” in Corporate Ethics and Corporate 

Governance (Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg, 2007), 275, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-540-70818-6_19. 
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rationalized governing through stakeholders. Rather than focusing on explaining changes 

in IO behavior, per se, I use organizations and institutions as sites to investigate the 

emergence of stakeholder political rationalities of governance or what I term stakeholder 

governmentality. This means, as Foucault puts it, refusing an institution-centric 

analysis.17 It means refusing to specify the behavior of individual actors or precisely 

determining whether they hold power or challenge the power of others. It means 

displacing the question of who has power – states, IOs, NGOs, multinational 

corporations, experts, etc. Instead, to begin with the concept of governmentality is to 

focus on the set of practices that exercise governmental power, that work to conduct the 

actions of others in specific ways, according to specific problems. The analytic of 

governmentality allows us to focus on how some come to practically rationalize the 

organization of people and things.  

 In tracking the emergence of stakeholder rationalities of governance, I find the 

typical interpretations of the inclusion of nonstate actors within international 

organizations and institutions insufficient. Neither democratic norms nor neoliberal logics 

fully get at the way in which different organizations at different times have sought to 

include nonstate actors in governance. Pushing against both perspectives, I find that the 

origins of stakeholder governmentality were made possible by the rapid introduction of 

systems thinking in the management of complex problems. Systems thinking is a process 

of understanding the world as a set of interlinked parts, wholes, and environments. 

Systems thinking is opposed to analyticism which reduces complex relationships to 

simple and indivisible parts. It was through systems thinking – rather than democratic or 

                                                      
17 M. Foucault, Psychiatric Power: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1973-1974 (Springer, 2006), 31–33. 
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neoliberal reasoning – that several organizations initially came to govern by principles of 

stakeholder inclusion. Systems thinking, I argue, was the grid of intelligibility, the matrix 

through which governance practices were rationalized and new objects constituted. To 

develop this argument, the dissertation is organized around scenes of its emergence – 

scenes in which configurations of processes posed problems for the regulation of objects 

and new practical rationalities of governing “stakeholders” emerged. I then plot the 

emergence of this rationality, from its origins in US corporate and public management in 

the 1960s to its appearance at the World Bank in the early 1990s and the ecology of 

institutions constituting internet governance in the late 1990s and 2000s. 

 In the following, I begin by discussing how scholars within the field of global 

governance study the institutional inclusion of nonstate actors in multistakeholder 

governance. I then define and make my case for the purchase of a governmentality 

approach. 

 

 

Constructivism, Rationalism, and the Logics of IO Behavior 

The empirical question of why and how international organizations have shifted towards 

including nonstate actors is often explained through constructivist approaches. Within an 

ideological context of liberal democracy and neoliberal economics, derivative 

participatory or pro-NGO norms are posited as pushing states and international 

organizations to open access for nonstate actors. A logic of appropriateness, then, 

explains IO behavior because the strength of either liberal democratic or neoliberal norms 

push actors to change how governance happens. Kim Reimann, for instance, traces the 
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emergence of a pro-NGO norm in the 1980s that put “‘top-down’ pressure on states to 

support and include NGOs in both international and national politics.”18 According to 

Reimann, the pro-NGO norm came about in bilateral development agencies, slowly being 

institutionalized within the UN system of conferences throughout the 1990s.19 Pushing 

against those who analyze NGOs as norm entrepreneurs or actors that socialize states, 

and against those who see NGOs as simply carriers of norms, Reimann argues that NGOs 

have benefited from liberal democratic and neoliberal economic ideologies that support 

the inclusion of NGOs and other civil society actors in public service delivery.20 “Thus,” 

she argues, “by the mid-1990s, both the international donor community and IGOs 

[intergovernmental organizations] came to embrace a new pro-NGO norm and began 

actively promoting the use, participation, and growth of NGOs worldwide.”21 

 Similarly, Sabine Saurugger provides an account of how a participatory norm 

emerged within the EU during the 1990s.22 Like Reimann, she is able to trace the 

emergence of a participatory norm by examining EU discourse. While using Finnemore 

and Sikkink’s work on norm entrepreneurs to analyze how a norm emerges,23 she 

contests the linearity of evolutionary accounts by focusing on the power struggles to 

define what normative framework wins out in the process of elite competition.24 In 

                                                      
18 Kim D. Reimann, “A View from the Top: International Politics, Norms and the Worldwide Growth of 

NGOs,” International Studies Quarterly 50, no. 1 (March 1, 2006): 46, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-

2478.2006.00392.x. 
19 Reimann, 59. 
20 Reimann, 59. 
21 Reimann, 60. 
22 Sabine Saurugger, “The Social Construction of the Participatory Turn: The Emergence of a Norm in the 

European Union,” European Journal of Political Research 49, no. 4 (June 1, 2010): 471–95, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2009.01905.x. 
23 Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, “International Norm Dynamics and Political Change,” 

International Organization 52, no. 4 (September 1998): 887–917, 

https://doi.org/10.1162/002081898550789. 
24 Saurugger, “The Social Construction of the Participatory Turn,” 472; see also Ann Florini, “The 

Evolution of International Norms,” International Studies Quarterly 40, no. 3 (September 1996): 363. 
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Saurugger’s estimation, the adoption of the participatory norm (rather than, for instance, 

a representative one) in the production of transnational democratic governance is not the 

outcome of clean socialization but strategic social construction of ideas.25 In providing a 

power- and competition-sensitive account, she gives greater historical texture to how 

general ideological contexts (e.g. liberal democracy) may produce competing norms and 

lead to competing struggles to define who and what should be included in governance.  

 Another track is taken by Klaus Dingwerth and Phillip Pattberg.26 Dingwerth and 

Pattberg also reject the easy connection between a broad ideological context, the 

emergence of specific norms, and shift in IO behavior. Ideological shifts, “such as the 

rise of democratic norms or of market liberalism,” they argue, cannot explain why similar 

organizations “do not adopt the same features to the same degree even though they are 

subjected to the same ideological pressure.”27 Drawing from DiMaggio and Powell’s 

concept of organizational fields, they theorize that the conjunction of external pressure, 

social fitness, and professional norms explain the convergence to cooperative 

governance.28 Norms exert pressure on different organizations, but these do not emerge 

from above but rather in the interaction of actors within a field.29 In the end, it is the 

combination of different isomorphic pressures that help us understand the emergence of 

global governance and its dispersion: 

Beyond these private organizations, public intergovernmental 

organizations experience a similar pressure induced by the (perceived) 

                                                      
25 Saurugger, “The Social Construction of the Participatory Turn,” 472; see also Finnemore and Sikkink, 

“International Norm Dynamics and Political Change,” 910; Nicolas Jabko, Playing the Market: A Political 

Strategy for Uniting Europe, 1985–2005, Cornell Studies in Political Economy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 2006). 
26 Dingwerth and Pattberg, “World Politics and Organizational Fields.” 
27 Dingwerth and Pattberg, 719. 
28 Dingwerth and Pattberg, 720–21. 
29 Dingwerth and Pattberg, 731; see also Deborah D. Avant, “Pragmatic Networks and Transnational 

Governance of Private Military and Security Services,” International Studies Quarterly 0 (2016): 1–13. 
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success of the ‘multi-stakeholder’ model of transnational rule-making. As 

a result intergovernmental organizations increasingly open up their 

decision-making processes to non-state actors. It is difficult to understand 

this development from a purely functional perspective and to overlook the 

normative appeal of a ‘multi-stakeholder model’ of governance beyond 

the state. ‘To engage stakeholders’ in one’s own decision-making 

processes, it seems, has become a norm that intergovernmental 

organizations can nowadays disregard only at their own peril.30 

 

 Finally, pushing against the constructivist focus on norms are rational-functional 

theories of IO behavior. Like Dingwerth and Pattberg, Tallberg et. al. are dissatisfied 

with prevailing constructivist approaches because they lend little explanatory value for 

variation in IO openness.31 Why, they ask, do some IOs enact more inclusionary or 

participatory mechanisms than others? While accounts of the EU and the UN demonstrate 

the strength of participatory norms and their socializing pressures, they contend that a 

focus on these cases may have led to an overestimation of the power of norms.32 Across 

the universe of cases, Tallberg et. al. only find qualified support for the explanatory 

power of participatory norms, arguing that much of the variation in access can be 

explained by functional demands for resources, constraints generated from sovereignty 

concerns, and the democratic quality of member states.33 Against a logic of 

appropriateness, Tallberg et. al. refocus the literature on more instrumental and functional 

reasons for changes in IO behavior. 

 The literature on nonstate actors in global governance has made strong inroads 

into the complexity and density of multistakeholder governance, providing strong 

                                                      
30 Dingwerth and Pattberg, “World Politics and Organizational Fields,” 730. 
31 Jonas Tallberg et al., “Explaining the Transnational Design of International Organizations,” International 

Organization 68, no. 4 (September 2014): 743, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818314000149. 
32 Tallberg et al., 743. 
33 Jonas Tallberg, Thomas Sommerer, and Theresa Squatrito, The Opening Up of International 

Organizations (Cambridge University Press, 2013), 5. 
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explanatory accounts of how and why certain actors have altered their behavior. In 

pursuing a governmentality approach, however, I want to focus instead on the articulation 

of stakeholder rationalities of governing which generates questions that are not reducible 

to explaining actors’ behaviors. Instead, I ask: how does “government” become 

constituted as a problem for international organizations and institutions? What practical 

rationalities organize the governmental processes? What knowledges underpin their 

emergence? How do the objects, techniques, and practices circulate across different sites? 

 

 

The Problem of Government across Borders 

At least since publication of his lectures at the Collège de France,34 several in IR have 

taken Foucault’s concept of “governmentality” to the international, using it as a 

productive tool in rethinking the literature on global governance and critiquing liberal 

international order. In doing so, the global governmentality literature has outlined how 

shifting process of governing are not indicative of a transfer of power from states to 

nonstate actors but rather represent a new mode of liberal or neoliberal governmental 

power – hereafter, (neo)liberal. That is, the emergence of civil society and other nonstate 

actors as subjects of governance is not an autonomous historical development challenging 

state power but derivative of (neo)liberal governmentality. The rationality of 

(neo)liberalism, they argue, produces nonstate actors as a particular kind of governance 

subject. My project works within this literature on governmentality, or rationalities of 

                                                      
34 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France 1977--1978 

(Macmillan, 2007); Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978--

1979 (Picador, 2010). 
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how to govern, but I do so by pushing it in new directions. Rather than tie the concept to 

the articulation of liberal and neoliberal programs, I define governmentality as any mode 

or rationality of how to govern best where such rationalizations do not necessarily 

depend upon the principles or logics of (neo)liberalism and where “governing best” 

simply means taking up “government” as a problematic object. Governmentality emerges 

when there is any practical rationalization of “government” as an object to be organized.  

 In brief, governmentality emerges when there is practical reflection upon the 

problem of government. Government, here, does not refer to a set of laws, rules, 

practices, and programs tied to the state but a general mode of conducting the actions of 

others. As an analytic, it specifies the act of thinking from a problematic context about 

the arrangement of people and things toward certain ends; it specifies who and what the 

subjects and objects of governance should be and how they should be arranged. It allows 

for the exercise of governmental power, or a form of power that works on the actions of 

agentical subjects.  

As I argue in detail in chapter two, governmentality is not about how any object is 

constituted and regulated, how for example the object of “development” is defined, 

measured, and reproduced. Governmentality is not about various governance problems, 

per se, but the specific problem of “government,” itself. There is, however, a relationship 

between objects of governance, like “development,” and reflection on the problem of 

government generally. Practical thinking on government emerges when other objects are 

produced as crises, are made so problematic that the general question of governing comes 

about. That is, when different processes problematize an object in such a way that there is 

not just reflection on different techniques through which to define, measure, and regulate 
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this object but general reflection on how to govern, there emerges a rationality of 

governing or a governmentality. That is, when government itself becomes a problematic 

object, when there are questions of who and what to govern, how to include or exclude 

parties, the procedures by which to make decisions, we can locate the emergence of 

governmentality.  

 Though this way of defining and working with governmentality may appear 

abstract, an everyday illustration may help clarify. Consider, for instance, a 

manufacturing process of producing adhesives. The object of “adhesives” may be defined 

in terms of certain chemical and mechanical specifications or standards. The practice of 

manufacturing a product that meets such standards will necessarily vary within some 

margin due to the frictions and gaps that develop as practices unfold in a complex and 

uncontrollable world: employees take vacation leaving a line understaffed, the rotor of an 

older machine malfunctions, too much solution is added, a label is forgotten, data is 

entered incorrectly. With these issues, the manufacturing process continues with minor 

adjustments in techniques and tactics – perhaps, a maintenance schedule is revised or a 

refresher course on data entry is offered to employees. However, consider a situation in 

which new environmental regulations emerge, and new research determines that 

secondary exposure to key materials in the manufacturing process are hazardous to 

human health. Perhaps technological innovations in an industry using the adhesive 

demand new specifications, requiring a different set of expert knowledges. At the same 

time, several female employees on the manufacturing line file sexual harassment suits at 

senior management, and failure to dispose of hazardous materials in the safe manner has 

led to outcry from the local community. In this situation, a set of processes have 
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converged to problematize the making of adhesives such that actors may no longer focus 

on adjusting production practices, may not merely focus on the problem of making 

adhesives, but consider broader questions of management or government itself: how has 

the plant been managed, who has been authorized to make decisions, what are the 

mechanisms for employees to report problems about their supervisors, how do safety 

violations get recorded and fixed? Practical plans are developed to reorganize workers, 

machines, processes, and things. The general problem of “government” – in the broad 

sense of the term – emerges, and there is practical reflection on what constitutes the 

problem to be solved and how to solve it.  

In sum, governmentality always emerges in relation to a governable domain or 

object, but governmentality is not directly concerned with how to govern such a domain 

but how to govern the practice of governing itself. Governmentality is reflection upon the 

problem of government. Thus, in determining how the international has become 

governmentalized, I develop a heuristic to organize my genealogical account: when 

domains or objects are made problematic by new conjunctions of historical processes 

such that the practices and techniques of governing these objects, themselves, become 

problematic, there is practical reflection upon how to govern best, how to arrange 

subjects and objects of governance toward purposeful ends.  

 

The Promise of Governmentality  

I wager that a broad conception of governmentality helps us understand the changing 

nature of contemporary global governance, allowing a different sense of the political 
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reason that positions different nonstate actors as “stakeholders.” Working with 

governmentality in this way permits several contributions to existing research.  

First, severing the concept of governmentality from the histories of liberalism and 

neoliberalism allows for studies of global governance to begin with genealogy, to make 

the question of how governance is organized an open question. While the analytics of 

neoliberalism have been important for interpreting and shifting the debate on what makes 

processes of governing across borders function, by beginning with the practical discourse 

in which governing through stakeholders is rationalized, we can locate precisely what 

problematic conditions and forms of knowledge make its emergence possible. Though I 

do not dismiss forms of neoliberal rationalities at certain moments (indeed, they are key 

to my story), my genealogical account brings to the fore systems thinking and corporate 

managerial practices. It was through systems thinking as an approach to dealing with 

complex problems that several organizations initially turned to “stakeholders” as a 

subject of governance.  

Second, and relatedly, there are strong implications for the future of democratic 

global governance. As it stands, multistakeholder governance promises the most practical 

form of “global democracy” given the absence of world government and a clearly defined 

global citizenry.35 However, oriented not to democratic equality but the management of 

complexity, stakeholder rationalities of governing provide political parity to qualitatively 

different kinds of actors. Profit-seeking corporations, for instance, have the same political 

status as public-oriented community groups. Global democracy, then, skirts the political 

question of who should be the subject of democratic governance in favor of assigning it 

                                                      
35 Terry Macdonald, Global Stakeholder Democracy:Power and Representation Beyond Liberal States: 

Power and Representation Beyond Liberal States (OUP Oxford, 2008). 
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to any affected party or constituency. If organizations involved in global policymaking 

are serious about democratization, there needs to be serious consideration of who should 

be involved in governing global problems.  

 Third, by focusing on rationalities of governing, this dissertation brings a practice 

approach to how governance happens beyond borders. The examination of text should 

not be mistaken for an idealistic explanation for how nonstate actors have been included 

in multistakeholder processes. The consequence of my argument is not that new 

knowledges changed the behavior of individual actors. Rather, practical rationalizations 

draw attention to how reflection on the problem of government emerges from 

problematic contexts. Knowledge is a matrix through which problematic situations 

become legible and actionable, a tool that is always developed and used in practice. 

 

 

Plan of the Dissertation 

This dissertation provides a genealogical account of the problematic conditions under 

which organizations come to reflect on the question of government and, in doing so, turn 

toward institutionally including stakeholders. In chapter two, I advance two positons that 

ground the overall project. First, I develop a politically-informed social ontology. I argue 

that political commitments always inform our social ontologies and methods, always 

inflect how we order the world and how we study it. From what I call a politics-in-excess, 

I outline a set of concepts that build my account of the emergence of stakeholder 

governmentality. Drawing from processual ontologies and practice theories, these 

concepts include processes, practices, and objects, and the way in which these categories 
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interact. I then defend genealogy as the appropriate method to investigate the question of 

how nonstate actors have become institutionally included in international organizations. 

 Second, I theoretically ground my historical analysis in the literature on “global 

governmentality,” but I do so by pushing the concept in new directions. As I discuss in 

the next chapter, the question of nonstate actors in global politics has been taken up by 

several scholars working within the framework of governmentality. Contra the intuitive 

claim that these actors represent a challenge to the state system, that there is something 

like a “global civil society” emerging,36 governmentality scholars interpret the situation 

differently. Using analytics developed by Foucault in his genealogies of liberalism and 

neoliberalism, they argue that the inclusion of nonstate actors in governance is merely the 

instantiation of (neo)liberal governmentality. The logic of (neo)liberalism, they argue, is 

that it produces global civil society as a subject of their own governance. The rise of 

public-private partnerships, contracting-out services, stakeholder consultations, and 

market-based solutions are evidence of (neo)liberalism at work. 

Rather than define it in terms of (neo)liberalism, I argue that governmentality 

denotes any practical rationalization of how to govern – or any practical reflection on 

who should be included in governance and in what ways. Working with Foucault’s 

mobile definitions in Security, Territory, and Population and The Birth of Biopolitics, I 

defend my definition against prevailing views found in the global governmentality 

literature. I argue that defining governmentality in this way pushes current approaches to 

examine political rationalities of rule outside of neoliberalism. Rather than start with the 

                                                      
36 See Paul Wapner and Anne J. Kantel, “Global Civil Society,” in Robert F. Durant, Daniel J. Fiorino, and 

Rosemary O’Leary, eds., in Environmental Governance Reconsidered: Challenges, Choices, and 

Opportunities (MIT Press, 2017). 
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analytics of (neo)liberalism and interpreting politics through them, my definition of 

governmentality demands an examination of the practical discourse through which 

governance is rationalized.  

Indeed, from this capacious definition of governmentality, a different set of 

questions emerge: under what terms or logics do actors organize the problem of 

governing transnationally? What forms of practical knowledge are implicated in the 

organization of global governance? In working with these questions, I develop a heuristic 

that organizes my historical case studies. When policy issues are made deeply 

problematic by the convergence of processes (e.g. technological transformation, 

environmental mobilization), then the question of “government” arises. I then examine 

the practical discourse through which new modes of governing are rationalized. 

By examining the practical discourse in which stakeholder rationalities of 

governance are specified, I locate the importance of systems thinking. In chapter three, I 

document the emergence of stakeholder as a new category or target of governance in 

corporate managerial practice showing how it developed due to the influence of systems 

thinking. I then track the emergence of these managerial practices to areas of the US 

government – namely, the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare and the Office 

of Technology Assessment. Reviewing archival documents, what made these managerial 

practices legible in public institutions was systems thinking as an approach to deal with 

complex problems. Thus, rather than neoliberal discourse on competition and 

entrepreneurship in the provision of public services, I find the practical discourse to be 

rationalized in terms of systems management. 



 21 

In chapter four, I examine the World Bank and its turn toward stakeholder 

inclusion in development programming. I begin by outlining the processes that converged 

to problematize the issue of development in the 1980s – including failure of neoliberal 

reforms, mobilization of participatory NGOs, debt crises in Latin America, and 

environmental lobbying. At this moment, the Bank began to reflect not only on 

development but the broader question of government. By examining Bank documents, I 

not only show how the turn to stakeholder governance was rationalized in terms of 

systems approaches to managing complexity but trace this practical discourse to the same 

corporate managerial practices discussed in chapter two. Though I do not deny the 

neoliberal and democratic constituencies involved in pushing the Bank’s development 

agenda, I argue that the systems approaches adopted cannot be reduced to either. 

In chapter five, a different story emerges. In the case of internet governance, I 

focus on the set of processes that led to the creation of the Internet Corporation for 

Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), a nonprofit that was organized around 

stakeholder inclusion. Here neoliberal rationalities specified stakeholder inclusion to 

promote privatization, market-based solutions, and competition in service provision. 

From the creation of ICANN, I track how this language of stakeholder emerged at the UN 

through a series of summits on the information society and the creation of the Internet 

Governance Forum (IGF). At these sites, corporatist rationalities predominated the 

practical organization of the internet as a means to the production of an equitable and 

democratic information society. This chapter gets at the push and pull of multiple 

governmentalities, and the way in which the subject of stakeholder becomes part of the 

framework of contemporary neoliberalism and corporatism.  
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In the conclusion, I summarize the main arguments of the project, highlight the 

political consequences of stakeholder governmentality, and draw out areas for future 

research. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Governmentality as Theoretical Framework 

 

 

The role of “nonstate” actors in global politics has a long history, but this lineage should 

not obscure the novel practices and processes that have reconfigured how and why 

nonstate actors participate in the post-Cold War globe. The current moment is one of 

institutional inclusion of various nonstate actors – NGOs, activists, lawyers, corporations, 

technical experts – in the making of “global governance,” in the process of regulating 

people and things across borders. The question, then, is not how the presence of nonstate 

actors have challenged the authority of states in the last twenty-five years; rather, the 

question is how the participation of multiple actors has taken a specific institutional form 

of (multi)stakeholder dialogues, organizations, deliberative fora, and initiatives. How has 

the mode of governing beyond borders taken the form of stakeholder engagement and 

inclusion? 

 Such a question is premised on an initial problematic: (multi)stakeholder 

institutions are proliferating within and across borders, upsetting the priority of state 

authority and intergovernmental organizations and introducing problems over democratic 

accountability and transparency. Several political domains are now organized around the 

logic of stakeholder governance or are actively developing stakeholder institutions, 

including climate change and environmental governance, international development, 

regulation of private military and security companies, and water management. The 

growth of these institutions of course intensifies old debates concerning the relative 

importance of states and nonstate actors, whether the Westphalian order has been 
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supplanted by a plural or liberal one, but it also introduces a new set of questions 

concerning the possibilities of accountability and transparency internationally – even the 

possibilities of approaching something like global democracy. Taken together, global 

politics is becoming “governmentalized.” By the governmentalization of global politics, I 

mean: (1) political problems across borders are not reducible to relations of war among 

states but include other types of conflicts that involve multiple actors in creating 

regulatory solutions, and (2) there are emergent rationalities that take up how to do this 

governing across borders, how to arrange governance practices in specific ways. There is 

organized and practical reflection on how to govern global processes, actors, and things. 

 The global governmentality literature seeks to understand both aspects of 

governmentalization.37 While the global governance literature has long been integral to 

                                                      
37 Hans-Martin Jaeger, “‘Global Civil Society’ and the Political Depoliticization of Global Governance,” 

International Political Sociology 1, no. 3 (September 1, 2007): 257–77, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-

5687.2007.00017.x; Hans-Martin Jaeger, “`World Opinion’ and the Founding of the UN: 

Governmentalizing International Politics,” European Journal of International Relations 14, no. 4 

(December 1, 2008): 589–618, https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066108097554; Wendy Larner and William 

Walters, eds., Global Governmentality: Governing International Spaces (Routledge, 2004); Roxana Radu, 

“Power Technology and Powerful Technologies: Global Governmentality and Security in the Cyberspace,” 

in Cyberspace and International Relations, ed. Jan-Frederik Kremer and Benedikt Müller (Springer Berlin 

Heidelberg, 2014), 3–20, http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-642-37481-4_1; Dorte Salskov-

Iversen, Hans Krause Hansen, and Sven Bislev, “Governmentality, Globalization, and Local Practice: 

Transformations of a Hegemonic Discourse,” Alternatives: Global, Local, Political 25, no. 2 (2000): 183–

222; Hiroyuki Tosa, “Anarchical Governance: Neoliberal Governmentality in Resonance with the State of 

Exception,” International Political Sociology 3, no. 4 (December 1, 2009): 414–30, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-5687.2009.00084.x; David Chandler and Oliver Richmond, “Contesting 

Postliberalism: Governmentality or Emancipation?,” Journal of International Relations and Development 

18, no. 1 (January 2015): 1–24, https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.proxy1.library.jhu.edu/10.1057/jird.2014.5; 

Olaf 1971- Corry, Constructing a Global Polity: Theory, Discourse and Governance (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2013), https://catalyst.library.jhu.edu/catalog/bib_4662645; Jonathan Joseph, “What Can 

Governmentality Do for IR?,” International Political Sociology 4, no. 2 (June 1, 2010): 202–5, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-5687.2010.00100_4.x; Jonathan Joseph, “The Limits of Governmentality: 

Social Theory and the International,” European Journal of International Relations 16, no. 2 (June 1, 2010): 

223–46, https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066109346886; Jonathan Joseph, The Social in the Global: Social 

Theory, Governmentality and Global Politics (Cambridge University Press, 2012); Michael Merlingen, 

“Governmentality Towards a Foucauldian Framework for the Study of IGOs,” Cooperation and Conflict 

38, no. 4 (December 1, 2003): 361–84, https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836703384002; Neumann and Sending, 

“’The International’ as Governmentality”; Iver B. Neumann and Ole Jacob Sending, Governing the Global 

Polity: Practice, Mentality, Rationality (Ann Arbor, Michigan, USA: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 

http://www.press.umich.edu/; Ole Jacob Sending and Iver B. Neumann, “Governance to Governmentality: 
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grasping the first aspect of global “governmentalization,” studying the ways in 

governance happens at a global scale without government,38 it has had less to say about 

the broader logics or rationalities that make this possible outside of gesturing to the 

dominance of liberal order. Governmentality frameworks, on the other hand, not only 

accept the plurality of actors involved in governing beyond borders but attend to the 

rationalities that organize and make possible nonstate actor participation. This literature 

draws upon the analytics of Foucault’s work on (neo)liberalism to make sense of the 

apparent influence and inclusion of nonstate actors in processes of governance. While 

recognizing the presence of nonstate actors in global politics, the governmentality 

literatures advances the key argument that their existence does not challenge state power; 

rather, their institutional inclusion is interior to a new (neo)liberal mode of state power, a 

rationality of governing globally that produces civil society organizations as both the 

object and subject of governance.39 In other words, the rise of nonstate actors in 

governance is interior to (neo)liberal governmentality and, as such, does not so much 

diminish state power but rearticulate it along a different register. The institutional form of 

multistakeholder initiatives, then, are merely the instantiation of (neo)liberalism. 

In this chapter, I work within the theoretical parameters of the governmentality 

literature but aim to push it in new directions. Generally, governmentality, as a rationality 

of governing people and things, is worked with in two ways: as theoretically tied to 

(neo)liberalism or indicative of how specific domains or objects (e.g. human rights, the 

                                                      
Analyzing NGOs, States, and Power,” International Studies Quarterly 50, no. 3 (September 1, 2006): 651–

72, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2006.00418.x; William Walters, Governmentality: Critical 

Encounters (Routledge, 2012). 
38 Rosenau and Czempiel, Governance Without Government, 1. 
39 Neumann and Sending, Governing the Global Polity, 5. 
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climate) are practically governed. Drawing support from Foucault, I advance an 

alternative definition of governmentality, one that is severed from (neo)liberalism, per se, 

and only indirectly tied to objects or domains of governance. Insofar as governmentality 

is a rationality of governing – practical reflection on how to govern best – I contend that 

it emerges when “government” itself becomes a problematic object. That is, 

governmentality refers to any practical rationalization of governance as a problematic 

issue. Governmentality is not concerned with the regulation of political problems – 

whether such regulation takes a (neo)liberal form or not; rather, it is concerned with the 

specific problem of government, or how to govern best.  

To develop this claim, I begin by defending a politically-informed social ontology 

and theoretical vocabulary around the categories of processes, practices, and objects. 

These categories form the building blocks of the overall project, which is a genealogical 

account of the emergence of stakeholder governmentality. With my ontological and 

methodological commitments outlined, I turn to the concept of governmentality. 

Outlining the limits of the existing governmentality literature, I then (1) develop and 

defend my own version of governmentality and (2) sketch a heuristic for organizing my 

genealogical account. Finally, I briefly conclude with a discussion of how a specific 

rationality, stakeholder governmentality, emerged. Whereas the impulse is to see the 

governmentalization of international politics as analytically derivative of (neo)liberalism, 

whereas practices focused on “stakeholder” inclusion strike a neoliberal note of the 

marketization of public life,40 I wager that such links between practices and governing 

rationality are unclear without a genealogical approach to how transnational institutions 

                                                      
40 Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution (MIT Press, 2015), 129. 
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came to govern through stakeholders. That is, without a genealogy of the 

governmentalization of the global, without tracking the ways in which nonstate actors are 

institutionally included in policymaking, connecting (multi)stakeholder institutions and 

practices to (neo)liberal rationalities is insufficient. Instead, I find that a genealogical 

account of “stakeholders,” its constitution as not only and object and subject but its role 

in the formation of a mode of governance, tells a different story about the 

governmentalization of global politics.  

 

 

Building an Account of Emergence I: the Politics of Ontology and Method 

The theoretical and historical account developed in this project is an account of 

emergence – namely, how stakeholder governmentality emerged. It is certainly not 

intended to outline efficient and transhistorical causal relationships between something 

called “governmentality” and political behavior, but neither is it intended to be a 

historical-sociological theory of international change. The vocabulary of continuity and 

change implies at the least an analytical or methodological wager that political theories 

should hold things fixed or static to chart how they reproduce or transform or, at most, a 

deep susbtantialist ontology that locates persistent essences to things underneath veneers 

of ephemeral shifts. A theory or account of emergence, however, is to specify how things 

temporally come into being through complex conjunctions of heterogeneous processes 

that always exceed our ability to theoretically grasp them. The term emergence comes 

from studies of complexity and generally refers to the properties produced in a system or 
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assemblage that are irreducible to its component parts.41 Such emergent properties or 

effects, or what gives the assemblage a sense of orderliness, is the result of “chaotic” and 

heterogeneous combinations. Thus, what we tend to think of as structure or order is the 

result of “ad hoc groupings of diverse elements,” of “living and throbbing 

confederations” of human and nonhuman elements that “function despite the persistent 

presence of energies that confound them from within.”42 The concept of emergence, then, 

directs us to how assemblages are created through contingent connections among diverse 

– even divergent – elements. As such, to provide an account of emergence is not to 

specify a theory of change, how one order moves toward another, but how from chaotic 

and open origins does the present emerge and unravel. To document emergence is a 

matter of locating specific constitutive and nonefficient causal processes in making some 

thing. To be sure, in a world of becoming,43 accounting for the emergence of a present is 

not to deny temporal stability, to only see the world in terms of interminable “flux,” but 

to alter our typical approaches of dealing with an uneven reality that is simultaneously 

ordering and disordering. An account of emergence involves a sight and an approach; that 

is, it involves ontological and methodological commitments. 

 To clarify how I build an account of emergence, I begin by making explicit my 

ontological positions and method of inquiry. Ontologically, I situate my approach broadly 

within processual/relational ontologies and narrowly within the “practice” turn in IR; 44 

                                                      
41 Roger Lewin, Complexity: Life at the Edge of Chaos (Phoenix, 2001), 12–13. 
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44 For a selection, see Kavi Joseph Abraham and Yehonatan Abramson, “A Pragmatist Vocation for 
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methodologically, I depend on Foucauldian genealogy and its clarifying resonances with 

the concept of emergence found in studies of complexity. Both ontological and 

methodological commitments, however, are never really foundational in the sense of 

being detached claims about reality or how to study it; they are, instead, already marked 

by political attachments.45 As Kenneth Waltz notes, what we understand to be “reality” is 

always “an elaborate conception constructed and reconstructed throughout the ages,” the 

implication of which, for Waltz, is to judge our theories of social reality by the usefulness 

they bring us.46 The criterion of usefulness, as Renee Marlin-Bennett argues, is 

pragmatic; it stipulates the value of a theory or set of claims by virtue of its utility for 

making sense of and doing things in the world.47 I would take this logic to its political 

conclusion: if what we see and our understanding of how things work are a matter of use, 

then the ways we understand “the political,” or rather the categories that constitute 

political problems, inform the practice of theorization. The same injunction applies for 

how we investigate the social world. Whether we seek to fix it out of analytical 
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convenience or bring the mobile, fragmented, and complex quality of the world into our 

methods of investigation is also a politically-informed choice.  

 In the next two sections, I develop the ontological and methodological 

commitments that inform my account of how rationalities of governing have emerged 

globally, foregrounding what I provisionally call a politics-in-excess. Such a politics 

recognizes the insufficiency of acting in a world that is always exceeding our control. To 

start not from the elevation of an individual subject but its integration in an excessive 

world results in cautious and modest practices, including theoretical production. Rather 

than seeking certainty or control of an environment, a context, a relation, a puzzle, a 

politics-in-excess seeks merely to cut a different understanding of how got where we are. 

In doing so, it proliferates ways of understanding the world rather than reducing its 

complexity to simplified unity. To be sure, a politics-in-excess steers away from 

fetishizing disruption or flux, but it is equally suspicious of certainty and closure. Instead, 

such a politics begins with tempered and careful engagement, with clear but provisional 

stances that leave open future possibilities and revisions.48   

 A politics-in-excess informs the ontological and methodological choices of this 

project. In fact, it informs the theorization of the ontological categories (processes, 
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practices, objects) that build an account of emergence. As I detail below, the relationship 

between these key categories is one of excess and disruption, with the mobility and 

fluidity of processes positioned as that which always upsets practices and objects.  

 

Rethinking practice theory within process ontologies 

My project can be situated within practice theories and process ontologies. The turn to 

“practices” in IR has been energized in the last decade by resonances established among 

multiple social theoretic traditions (e.g. pragmatism, critical theory, new materialism, 

science and technology studies).49 Though the focus on practices alone is not enough to 

cohere these diverse approaches, Bueger and Gadinger argue that most practice theories 

emphasize process over substance, locate the importance of knowing and doing in social 

action, emphasize the materiality of things and relations, and consider “order” as 

something to be explained.50 Generally, then, practice theories tend to share 

processual/relational ontologies rather than substantialist ones. As opposed to 

substantialist ontologies, which locate simple and static things or pre-constituted entities, 

process ontologies see the world in motion, as constantly becoming and shifting over 

time in complex sets of transactional relations. Whereas substantialism fixes the world 

into essences that interact with regularity, process ontologies attune social research to the 

persistence of “change.”51 Taking the processual quality of the world seriously is not to 

eschew any analytical sense of stability or deny that at some level processes come 
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together in configurations and assemblages that produce causal effects;52 rather, it is to 

develop alternative terminology that pushes against or complicates inherent tendencies 

toward reifications.53 Process-oriented accounts, for instance, rely on “verbing” nouns54 – 

e.g. ordering, structuring, knowing, etc. – to get around linguistic biases toward reified or 

essentialist categories.55  

 Process ontology has a long history in philosophy,56 but twentieth century 

developments in complexity sciences and quantum mechanics have amplified its 

authority. In fact, there is a growing literature in the social sciences that takes its 

inspiration from the complexity sciences, finding the logic of non-Newtonian mechanics 

more suited to deal with the complexities of social reality.57 Starting from a world that is 

always in process, this literature on complexity accounts for the emergence of effects that 
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are irreducible to the component parts of a specific system, locates feedback loops in 

political processes that indicate forms of circular causality, traces the evolution of a 

system over time, and diversifies its ontological sight to include a range of human and 

nonhuman elements. This orientation toward complexity has spread to IR, contributing to 

a growing literature that seeks to “wake” the discipline from its “deep Newtonian 

slumber.”58  

 While sharing processual and relational understandings of the world, however, 

practice theories develop specific social theories that diverge in important ways. 

Foucault, Bourdieu, and Dewey, for instance, all emphasize the importance of practices 

in their work, but they arrive at different forms of social explanation, informed by 

differing politics.59 Indeed, if ontological and theoretical commitments are always already 

political, then it is worth situating social theories not as foundational building blocks but 

as the mobilization of prior political commitments. How theorists navigate the 

commitment to process and relational ontologies with the construction of social theoretic 

concepts and categories – i.e. what they understand to exist in reality and how these 

things hang together – is itself a politically inscribed process. My account is situated 

within practice social theories and process ontologies, but starting from a politics-in-

excess, it reconfigures concepts with an eye towards how the world is always exceeding 

our routines and ordering strategies. In this way, I invert the general trend of practice 
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theorists to use the category as an explanation of continuity and stability. The basic 

categories used to build an account of emergence are (1) processes, (2) practices, and (3) 

objects.  

 Processes refer to a series of occurrences which temporally unfold in a way that is 

always repositioning and making problematic the relations of practices and objects found 

within them. Processes refer to the flow of reality, an interminable duration, that only has 

the appearance of being segmented into a sequence of events after theoretical practice has 

cut it so.60 Thus, processes are real temporal movements that are incompletely captured 

by theoretical representation. Processes, as such, can only be indicated in a very general 

or abstract way, though they can be given analytical attention when multiple processes 

converge to form a configurational context.61 As Buzan and Lawson note, such 

contingent configurations emerge when “a set of interlinked events and 

processes…concatenate in historically specific form.”62 To use the category of process in 

a social account, however, is to not begin with a temporally stable context from which 

social action emerges but to first sketch how the dominant processes move and come 

together or congeal in a determinant moment. For example, in Buzan and Lawson’s work 

on 19th century global transformations, they identify three sets of processes that form a 

configurational context: industrialization, state-building, and ideologies of progress.63 

Any one of these categories is but the abstract name for a multitude of processes, 
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practices, and events, but focusing on their instantiation in an historical period allows 

them to (incompletely) outline each. 

 Practices are set within multiple processes that exceed their smooth exercise. 

Practices are not defined by patterns of actions but the gaps or failures that emerge in the 

repetition of action. What is important for this definition of practices, then, is not the 

pattern but the gap or deformation in the pattern that never makes a set of actions 

complete or “homologous” in relation to a processual environment.64 For Adler and 

Pouliot, as for others, practices tend to be a set of patterned actions within organized 

contexts; they work because they are meaningful and rely on background or tacit 

knowledge.65 Though few, I would wager, imagine that practices are ever perfectly 

performed, those frictions or gaps in action are analytically insignificant in most practice-

oriented accounts. They are merely remainders in the otherwise routine reproduction of 

action and, by extension, social order. To develop a notion of practices in terms of a 

politics-in-excess, however, is to draw attention to the insufficiency and failure implied in 

the concept of practice. To practice something is of course to repeat a set of actions, 

routinizing them in some way, but it can only be a practice if there is imperfection of 

individual performances. Practices are practiced precisely because there are gaps and 
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problems in the repetition of action within a processual world that is always exceeding 

us. Moreover, it is precisely these gaps, problems, or crisis in practices that generate new 

actions or strategies in dealing with the world. In my account, practices recall repetitive 

actions by virtue of the fact that routines are always upset, disrupted.  

 Practices are a basic category of social action because they embed different 

“logics” of action and bodily comportments in a flow that is analytically challenging to 

disentangle. They connect different “forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, 

‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, 

states of emotion and motivational knowledge.”66 To be sure, practices are always 

material performances,67 a set of actions that are doing things in the world, but the 

materiality of acting in the world is never severed from the materiality of thinking and 

feeling.68 Thinking and feeling are embedded within action, never standing apart on a 

transcendental or ideal plane that then informs action.69 Rather, political rationalities and 

affective sensations are entangled with the unfolding of action, together constituting 

practice.70 This way of conceptualizing practice stands opposed to Pouliot’s logic of 

social action, wherein the analytical import of practices is that they emerge from tacit or 

background knowledge.71 That is, for Pouliot, the advantage of practices as a category of 
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social theory is to direct us to how actions happen without conscious reflection, how from 

an unthinking (non-rational, non-normative) state, an individual routinely engages in 

socially appropriate actions.72 Pouliot, of course, does not deny that thinking or affective 

registers are important, but he does maintain that action springing from practical 

knowledge is ontologically prior.73 While I agree that practices can be important to get 

away from the representational biases in rationalism and constructivism, the tendency to 

see social action as emerging from conscious rational reflection or normative alignment,74 

I do not then pose a hidden well of background knowledge from which action emerges 

but rather see social actions as always entangled in complex ways with thinking, feeling, 

intuiting, reacting, improvising, doing. To put a finer point on it: Pouliot’s response to the 

formulation of an ideal plane of conscious reflection to which social action corresponds is 

to posit an ontologically deeper logic of action, a more real stratum of tacit knowledge 

from which action springs, whereas I refuse any clear separation between thinking and 

action.   

 As such, while this project is about governmentality, or rationalities of rule, a 

focus on “discourse” should not be mistaken for a separation of thought and action, ideas 

and materiality. Rationalization, or thinking, are always practical in the sense that they 

are embedded within material actions. A document from the World Bank, for instance, is 

not purely “textual” or “ideational” because it is programmatic: it is the production of 

multiple actors collectively organizing and working to produce practical rationalizations 

of development activities. There may be a measure of distance in the rationalization of 
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some thing (e.g. development as an object), but such thinking is always tied to the world. 

It never hangs apart on an ideal plane. In locating the emergence of governing 

rationalities, I am at the same time locating the emergence of new practices. 

 Finally, objects are the product of cutting up temporal processes into analytical 

categories.75 Objects, then, are categories of analysis rather than “real” processes in the 

world. They are constituted by the conjunction of historical practices, processes of 

knowledge, specific techniques, analytical machines, and theoretical practice. Objects 

form in the transaction between these real processes in the world, between human 

thinking, techniques, knowledge, nonhuman agencies, and historical movement;76 their 

production is always embedded in the world, and they have real effects in the world, but 

there is always a gap between objects and the processes to which they refer.77 Objects are 

constituted through theoretical practice but, as representations, they are always deformed 

imitations of the processes they are said to describe. That is, even while objects are 

constituted in and have effects upon the world, objects are never identical to real things; 

objects, then, are not the empiricist observable entity, but they are also not the social 

constructivist idea. As Foucault signals, objects emerge through problematization, which 

is neither “representation of a pre-existing object, nor the creation through discourse of an 

object that doesn’t exist.”78 Rather, objects are constituted through a “set of discursive 
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and non-discursive practices makes something enter into the play of the true and the 

false…”79 

To clarify the status of objects in my framework, consider Timothy Mitchell’s 

work on the production of the economy as an object.80 Though it is common today to 

speak of the economy as a distinct or bounded space of exchange, measured in GDP, 

Mitchell argues that this was not always the case. Historically, the term “economy” 

denoted an efficient mode of exchange and government,81 not a domain of activity. 

According to Mitchell, the origins of “the economy” is trackable to the period between 

1930 and 1950 and linked with a set of material practices and techniques that produced it 

as an object of reflection and regulation.82 Specifically, the first invocations of the 

economy came with Keynes and the introduction of econometrics and national 

accounting techniques.83 It was only at this historical conjuncture that the object of the 

economy emerged as calculable and, consequently, capable of being intervened upon and 

regulated. Thus, Mitchell’s historical argument follows Foucault in neither endorsing an 

empiricist view of the economy as an actual existing, transhistorical space, nor as a social 

construction. The former would posit “the economy” as a more accurate or truthful 

representation of activity that have always existed, a closing of the gap between abstract 

thought and material reality. The latter would render “the economy” as an abstract notion 

in the heads of economists that then create a new space of economic exchange. The logic 

of social constructivism, then, is the inverse of empiricism; it relies on the same 
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distinctions between an ideal and real, representation and reality, but simply pursues the 

opposite notion that ideas make reality.84 Mitchell instead reads “the economy” as an 

object that both emerges from and reorganizes the material world. In other words, to 

appreciate the historical and contextual production of the economy, we do not have to 

deny that something like economic exchange among individuals in a marketplace 

occurred before the middle of the twentieth century, pretending that this kind of 

interaction only came into being after some economist dreamt it up. We must, however, 

recognize that “the economy” as a regulative object was historically produced from a 

particular context and, through the various knowledges and techniques that grapple with 

and govern it, this new object materially does things in the world.  

In sum, objects result from the material production of different practices and 

processes, and they have recursive effects on these practices and processes. But these 

objects are always mangled representations of what they are said to represent; their 

representational capacities are always deficient, or more accurately can never be bridged 

without falling into empiricist epistemology.85 As such, objects are made problematic by 

processes and practices that exceed their representational capacities, calling for new 

techniques to stabilize or re-form them.  

Processes, practices, and objects – theorized from a politics-in-excess – constitute 

the basic categories of my theory of emergence. Their relationship specifies not only how 

assemblages can stabilize due to the regulative effects of objects and practices but how 

things become unraveled due to the “excessive” quality of processes and the 
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insufficiencies of practices and objects. The relationship between these categories helps 

to frame the basic flow of my genealogical account. In the chapters that follow, I begin 

each by sketching the set of processes that come together to form a configurational 

context that makes uncertain some object of governance (e.g. development). I then locate 

the set of practices that problematize the object while paying attention to the contingent 

moment when the question of how to govern best emerges – i.e. when there is practical 

rationalization of governing. This theoretical framework is fully unpacked later in this 

chapter, but a prior step is necessary. In the next subsection, I outline a mode of 

argumentation suitable for my ontological commitments.   

 

Genealogy as starting in the middle 

Faced with a world that is always exceeding our ability to grasp it, a politics-in-excess 

does not lead to nihilistic resignation but tempered modes of inquiry and argumentation. 

Here, I develop a mode of argumentation – or a flexible strategy of how to make 

intelligible claims – by linking Foucauldian genealogy and theories of emergence. A 

mode of argumentation is broader than method, which is more rigorously dictated by the 

confines of ontological and epistemological commitments. Instead, a mode of 

argumentation is defined by politically-inflected attitudes about how to make intelligible 

claims and flexible strategies of pursuing research. 

Certainly, an appropriate method of social research for a politics-in-excess cannot 

get lost in endless and mobile descriptions of historical processes86 but neither can it 
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bracket complexity for analytical convenience. In my estimation, the practice of 

theorizing should be politically-oriented towards destabilizing conventional explanations 

and opening up new possibilities. By cutting a history of the present in a different way, 

by starting with the practices that effect abstract but important political categories – the 

state, civil society, stakeholder – a genealogical account of emergence brings to the fore 

new ways of thinking the present. Specifically, genealogical accounts of emergence are a 

matter of telling rich “stories of how things have come to be what they are,” how they 

temporarily stabilize, proliferate, and may shift in the future.87 They are a matter of 

establishing not the cause but multiple origins from which heterogeneous elements come 

together and shift over time. The product of this mode of argumentation should be 

historically rich, resonating with or at least moderately satisfying empiricist sensibilities, 

but its value is not primarily epistemic. Its purchase is not a more accurate understanding 

of the world but a different yet plausible88 sense of it, one that deliberately cuts across a 

singular and stable understanding of the world.89 

Genealogy, as outlined by Foucault, takes as its starting point a complex world 

that refuses theoretical closure. In its patient documentary style,90 it appeals to historical 

sensibilities but is explicitly opposed to “History” per se. Whereas history attempts to 
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locate the origin of something, to find its original moment in order to trace a line to the 

present, genealogy “does not pretend to go back in time to restore an unbroken 

continuity” but instead identifies “the accidents, the minute deviations – or conversely, 

the complete reversals – the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty calculations that 

gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us.”91 Genealogy, as it 

were, is about radical discontinuity. It locates struggles, contests, mechanisms of power, 

and relations of domination; in the end, it “restores conditions of appearance of a 

singularity born out of multiple determinate elements.”92 Whereas history tends to read 

“the past in terms of the present,”93 genealogy avoids the temptation to provide a 

coherent and linear narrative, avoids the reductionist move towards simple, unified, and 

harmful teleologies. Genealogy, in other words, attends to the processual and fragmented 

quality of the world to see how it hangs together and pushes apart. It is modest in 

ambitions, only attempting to establish the “intelligibility of a process”94 and its 

“conditions of appearance,”95 rather than specifying discrete and mechanistic causes.  

Foucault’s methodological identification with a “crawfish,” always “advance[ing] 

sideways,”96 captures the import of genealogy as a research strategy that takes processual 

and relation ontologies seriously, that seeks to make the genealogist as protean and wily 

as its subject-matter. But to foreground the political implications of genealogy, establish 

resonances with a politics-in-excess, I find it useful to pose it against Foucault’s earlier 

archeological work. Though Foucault understands archaeology and genealogy as 
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complementary, rather than mutually exclusive,97 locating aesthetic distinctions, I wager, 

throws into relief differing political sensibilities. Archaeology, as Foucault tells us in The 

Order of Things, digs into the depths of a particular culture to reveal the rules of 

discursive formation, the particular logics that define the objects of knowledge 

production.98 Specifically, Foucault uses archaeology as a mode of uncovering the 

epistemic basis of knowledge and theory production in the West,99 or the rules that 

connected diverse disciplines (e.g. biology, political economy). It is a research strategy 

that digs into the underlying principles that form the basis of seemingly divergent 

theoretical practice. To be sure, Foucault’s archaeology poses the question of what 

grounds broad systems of thought in order to locate their contradictions, fissures, and 

gaps, their points of transformation and (epistemic) breaks.100 Foucault’s ultimate 

intention, in other words, is to locate fundamental instabilities in epistemic configurations 

to demonstrate that what is conventionally presented as a linear progress of Western 

history of thought was in fact subject to discontinuous shifts. Thus, archaeology (like 

genealogy) is not digging up the past to find the unavoidable and irreducible essence of 

Western epistemology but digging up multiple historically-produced and discontinuous 

epistemic orders. Nonetheless, the aesthetics of this method speak to a political sensibility 

that is exterior a politics-in-excess. Namely: archaeology is about the foundational rules 

of knowledge production, the hidden principles that organize visible practices. 

Archaeological research is premised on locating a logic that constitutes and coheres 
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diverse practices, which tends towards a politics of revelation, or exposing what has been 

hidden or concealed. Though Foucauldian archaeology does not quite get to a logic of 

“inversion,”101 wherein what is naturalized is demonstrated to be false or mere ideology, 

it does resonate with that mode of argumentation by depending on a similar practice of 

uncovering the grounds of identity beneath ephemeral difference. 

In his later work, Foucault largely abandons the language of archaeology for that 

of genealogy, putting aside spatial metaphors of depth and unearthing, discovering what 

is hidden below us, for those that draw attention to the surface of things. He moves from 

uncovering the subterranean rules of an episteme, the broad logics that limit and organize 

thinking across a given “culture,” to the precise and lateral mapping of heterogeneous 

practices around the irruption of events. This is, however, not a dedicated or 

uncompromising empiricism.102 The genealogical move is not one that is overwhelming 

concerned with fidelity to the truth of some thing, some concept, some event. Nor is it 

reducible to a Skinnerian plea for historical context and authorial intentionality. Instead, 

it is an avowedly political “tactic.”103 This strategic or tactical dimension of genealogy 

not only concerns the releasing of subjugated knowledges,104 but is encompassed by a 

broader set of political commitments to disrupting the closure of scientific discourse and 

history.105 Genealogy, as Foucault writes, “retrieves an indispensable restraint: it must 

record the singularity of events outside of any monotonous finality… it must be sensitive 

to their recurrence, not in order to trace the gradual curve of their evolution, but to isolate 
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the different scenes where they engaged in different roles.”106 Thus, the aesthetics of the 

shift from archaeology to genealogy are important in clarifying how the latter gets closer 

to pursuing a politics-in-excess. In genealogy, it is not a matter of unearthing the buried 

or concealed discursive formations from which appearances spring but making lateral 

moves, advancing sideways, going behind rather than underneath institutions. In 

genealogy, there is a resistance to locating the foundations of order, the epistemic strata 

on which everything else sits atop; instead, there are only heterogeneous elements out of 

which events emerge, the reconstruction of which can only be incompletely established. 

Thus, genealogy is particularly suited to developing an account of emergence. 

The concept of emergence, like other productive categories, is defined and employed 

differently,107 but often “emergence” in studies of complexity denotes how things come 

about through self-organizing processes and transactions. To speak of emergence is to 

speak of effects or properties of an assemblage that are irreducible to the elements that 

constitute the assemblage, that are other than the addition of singular properties or 

effects. In a synchronic example, water expresses the property of wetness that cannot be 

found in hydrogen or oxygen molecules alone; in a diachronic example, a “traffic jam” is 

an emergent effect of multiple individual cars moving and congealing in a certain way.108 

Informed by genealogy, the account of emergence that I present in this project is 

diachronic: it assesses how heterogeneous elements collide and combine to create the 

problematic conditions for novel rationalities of governing, practical rationalizations that 
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create objects, strategies, and techniques that then shift and are taken up elsewhere. 

Indeed, for Foucault, the term emergence is crucial in genealogy, as it refers to “the 

moment of arising,” the “singular law of an apparition.”109 It is a kind of effect that 

comes about through the connections among different processes – but emergence is never 

final, never complete; rather, such emergent effects or apparitions are “merely the current 

episodes in a series of subjugations.”110 Genealogy tracks these episodes, documenting 

their movements and reversals over time.111 

In sum, this project tracks the emergence of a transnational rationality of 

governing, using a genealogical mode of argumentation to establish different scenes in 

which this rationality emerges and engages in different roles. Indeed, I track these 

episodes rather than trace them. Whereas tracing involves putting down hard lines that 

connect one (historical) point to the next, tracking is uneven and transversal. Tracking 

does not smooth over gaps but only incompletely follows the trail of emergence. Further, 

in tracking the emergence of a transnational rationality of governing, I do not explicate 

my argument through “cases” or “stages” but scenes: whereas “cases” obscure the 

temporal connections between historical settings, “stages” impute a teleological or 

evolutionary sensibility. Scenes, however, implies only a coherent plot, connected to 

previous scenes but not necessarily in a linear or progressive way. Having laid out the 

basic political ontology and mode of argumentation adopted in this project, in the next 

section I develop a specific account of how rationalities of governing – or 

governmentalities – emerge.  
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Building an Account of Emergence II: Global Governmentalities? 

Foucault has long been a resource for IR scholars looking to disrupt the logic of 

neopositivist modes of inquiry and narrow materialist ontologies.112 However, in the last 

decade, Foucault’s work on governmentality has shifted his relevance from epistemology 

and ontology to the concrete analysis of global politics. Enabled by the publication of his 

lectures at the Collège de France,113 a growing literature in IR has transposed 

“governmentality” to the international realm, understanding the concept to be a 

productive tool in rethinking the literature on global governance and critiquing liberal 

international order.  

My project works within the framework of governmentality, or rationalities of 

how to govern, but pushes it in new directions: namely, I work with Foucault’s later 

specifications of governmentality to formulate a broader notion of the concept that is (1) 

severed from histories of (neo)liberalism and (2) distinct from the practices of governing 

any political domain or object. Much of the extant literature ties the concept to the 

unfolding of (neo)liberalism or defines it in terms of the specific governing practices that 

regulate a problematic object (e.g. the economy, the climate, the internet). I, on the other 

hand, define governmentality as any mode or rationality of how to govern best where 

such rationalizations do not necessarily depend upon the principles or logics of 

(neo)liberalism and where “governing best” involves practical rationalization of 

governance practices as a problematic object. That is, governmentality emerges when 

there is any practical rationalization of “governance” as an object of regulation or 
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organization. Governmentality, to be sure, always emerges in relation to a governable 

domain or object, but governmentality is not directly concerned with how to govern such 

a domain but how to govern the practice of governing itself. It specifies who the subjects 

and objects of governance should be and how they should be arranged. Governmentality 

is reflection upon the problem of government. Thus, in determining how the international 

has become governmentalized, I develop a heuristic to organize my genealogical account: 

when domains or objects are made problematic by new conjunctions of historical 

processes such that the practices and techniques of governing these objects, themselves, 

become problematic, there is practical reflection upon how to govern best, how to arrange 

subjects and objects of governance toward purposeful ends.  

To unpack this theoretical framework, the following subsection outlines the limits 

of defining governmentality as neoliberalism, showing the problems that arise when 

applying this theorization of governmentality to global politics. I then outline my own 

version of governmentality, taking care to distinguish it from those who specify 

governmentality as the process by which domains or objects become governable.114 I 

make my theoretical case by drawing upon Foucault’s lectures on biopolitics for support. 

While I do not claim that my reading of Foucault is necessarily more accurate or precise 

than others, I maintain that a generous definition of governmentality allows us to think 

differently about the contours of contemporary global politics. 

  

The limits of governmentality as (neo)liberalism 
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The most common way of thinking governmentality on a transnational or global scale is 

in terms of (neo)liberalism. As an analytical “tool” developed by Foucault, 

governmentality is for the most part a device used by IR scholars to locate the 

instantiation of (neo)liberal programs beyond state borders. Governmentality as 

(neo)liberalism permits an interpretation of contemporary global order that is useful for 

critiquing the conventional literature on global governance as well as the workings of 

liberal globalism. The substance of how this version of governmentality works is detailed 

below, but key to most of this literature is the argument that nonstate or civil society 

actors are not autonomous forces challenging the state system but merely products of 

(neo)liberal exercises of power. I take issue with this not because I see (neo)liberalism as 

having no influence in the rise of participatory politics but because the employment of 

governmentality along these lines obscures too much of the diversity of rationalities of 

governing across borders and the quasi-independence of nonstate mobilization. Rather 

than transpose governmentality to the transnational or global space and use it to ascribe 

processes within (neo)liberal logics, I argue that in understanding how the global is 

becoming governmentalized we should start with the actual practices that constitute 

rationalities of rule. To do otherwise, to render governmentality as necessarily 

(neo)liberal, creates the analytical danger of seeing everything as (neo)liberal.  

A series of publications by Iver Neumann and Ole Jacob Sending exemplifies the 

literature that takes governmentality as an analytic defined in terms of (neo)liberalism.115 

According to Neumann and Sending, global governmentality has an analytical purchase 

over and above that found in the tradition of global governance: while studies of global 
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governance have done much to identify the multiplicity of actors and processes involved 

in governing beyond the nation-state, this literature suffers from a dearth of analytical 

tools to make sense of these processes.116 The question of how nonstate actors have come 

to participate in global governance is insufficiently addressed. Tied to zero-sum 

conceptions of power, such that the ostensible “rise” of one kind of actor (civil society) 

necessarily challenges the power of another (states), Nuemann and Sending maintain that 

the global governance literature is unable to specify the logic that determines state-

nonstate relations.117 To demonstrate that private actors are increasingly sites of political 

authority is well and good, but without a framework of how such configurations come 

about, governance accounts insufficiently grasp the present order. In other words, 

Neumann and Sending accept the basic ontology of global governance accounts, but in 

order to grapple with what this all means, in order to analytically specify the pluralization 

of global politics, a different set of tools are needed. Foucault’s work on governmentality, 

they claim, provide these tools. 

 To be sure, the theoretical intervention of governmentality as a framework is 

made possible by an alternative notion of power. To wager that the influence of nonstate 

actors comes at the expense of states, that “globalization” challenges the “state system,” 

is to implicitly adopt a notion of power as a resource or capacity in fixed supply – power 

as zero-sum.118 Power is something of a commodity that can be held. However, if one 
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deploys a Foucauldian conception of power as productive,119 as circulating and 

capillary,120 then the multiplicity of actors in global politics means power may be 

diffused but not diluted.121 Thinking power in terms of its productive capacities, as 

Foucault notes, is to shift away from rigidly hierarchical relationships of command and 

obedience, away from the idea of some actor repressing another, but a complex 

relationship in which subjects and objects are produced and regulated in particular 

ways.122 Productive power, then, depends upon complex webs of practices that structure 

the possibilities of political life but, as Barnett and Duvall note, not in strict terms of 

super-/subordination.123 Power is exercised from a distance without, necessarily, an 

authorizing agent.124 

 With an alternative notion of power in hand, Neumann and Sending demonstrate 

the import of thinking global politics in terms of governmentality. For them, 

governmentality is reducible to a (neo)liberal art of governing populations, one that 

denies the independent development of civil society as a bottom-up force challenging the 

state. Civil society is a creation of (neo)liberalism; it is produced as an object to be 

governed and, at a certain historical juncture, a subject of governance as well.125 In other 

words, the “rise” of nonstate actors in global politics is interior to a (neo)liberal 

rationality of governing that produces nonstate actors as both an object and subject of 
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governance.126 The apparent formation of “global civil society” is not an autonomous 

force challenging state power but something produced and therefore constitutive of the 

logic of neoliberal governing.127 State power as such is not diminished but rearticulated. 

How does this version of global governmentality track with Foucault’s 

delineation? Incompletely sketched in a series of lectures, the notion of government is 

important to Foucault to the extent that it allows him to write a history of the state that 

does not start from presuming “The State” but from the complex set of practices that 

effected it.128 Working within the European context, Foucault (at times) defines 

governmentality as an art or rationality of conducting the conduct of others, a rationality 

that is tied up with liberal political economy.129 Important in liberal governmentality is a 

new logic of organizing governance practices, one that does not seek boundless 

expansion but founds a principle of its own limitation.130 As opposed to raison d’etat, the 

old governmental reason that sought growth in “the state’s forces, wealth, and strength,” 

liberal governmentality is premised on limiting the “exercise of government power 

internally.”131 In other words, “frugality” – or the notion that to govern best means 

governing least – serves as its organizing principle.132 With the rise of political economy, 

the market is constituted as the natural limit to governmental intervention. Defined in this 

way, the market becomes constituted as the site of free and rational individuals, a site that 

should not be governed too much. In that liberal governmentality is premised on the 

                                                      
126 Neumann and Sending, 5. 
127 c.f. Wapner, Environmental Activism and World Civic Politics. 
128 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 116–20. 
129 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics. 
130 Foucault, 12–13. 
131 Foucault, 27. 
132 Foucault, 29. 



 54 

freedom of the governed, governing through freedom means operating at a distance to 

produce rational individuals capable of succeeding in the marketplace.  

Neoliberal governmentality, on the other hand, emerges from a different 

sociohistorical context and, therefore, from a different set of problems. Whereas liberal 

governmentality poses strict limits to governmental intervention (namely, the market), 

neoliberal rationalities of rule no longer hold onto a naturally competitive marketplace 

but understand competition as something to be produced and maintained.133 For 

neoliberal governmentality, it is not about the limits of government intervention but the 

manner or form that such intervention takes.134 The problematic question becomes how it 

can selectively intervene to create the conditions of a competitive market. For Foucault, 

differing problematics in Germany and the United States set neoliberalism in distinct 

trajectories, but both modes employ tactics and techniques that involve producing 

“responsible” and “entrepreneurial” individuals who take up the task of governing 

themselves, who self-govern and, therefore, creatively introduce novelty and competition 

in the market.135 Neoliberal governmentality, then, is not primarily about producing 

rational but entrepreneurial subjects who take responsibility for governing themselves.  

 Since Foucault developed the concept of governmentality through genealogies of 

liberalism and neoliberalism, it makes sense for IR scholars to think with 

governmentality in these terms. However, a one-to-one transposition of 

“governmentality” to the global level is tenuous for two reasons: first, the concept was 

developed in the context of Europe and the United States. As he notes at the end of 
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Security, Territory, and Population, Foucault’s primary intention in the year’s lecture 

was methodological, to write a history of the state that began not by presupposing its 

universal character but by attending to concrete practices through which the state was 

effected.136 Foucault’s development of governmentality was tied to the 

governmentalization of the state, the practices that conducted individuals’ conduct as they 

appeared in relation to “the exercise of political sovereignty.”137 Globally, of course, no 

such sovereign state exists. Second, and relatedly, the concept of governmentality is 

linked with the unfolding of (neo)liberalism in domestic spaces. Those who have 

developed the concept of governmentality after Foucault have typically done so in the 

context of “advanced liberal” societies.138 As such, international space being “uneven,” 

the application of governmentality to IR may be limited to the particular domains 

constituted by liberal logics.139 Unsurprisingly, those who employ governmentality 

beyond the state tend to focus on specific international organizations or institutions said 

to constitute a liberal global order.140 Taken together, working with governmentality at 

the global level poses serious issues. Indeed, even while using the analytics of 

governmentality to discuss “global civil society,” Ronnie Lipschutz is forthright when he 

cautions that “global” governmentality is neither something that Foucault moves toward 

in his own work, nor something with which he would necessarily affirm.141  
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Both tensions are evident when one returns to Foucault’s discussion of civil 

society as part of the technology of liberal government, a claim genealogically tied to 

liberal forms of knowledge and the sovereign state. Returning to the mechanics of this 

argument is necessary given the extent to which the aphorism of “civil society as both 

object and subject of governance” – the central argument of the governmentality as 

(neo)liberalism literature, and one that approaches the question of how nonstate actors 

have been included within international organizations – is in fact spatially and temporally 

specific. Recall the relationship between political economy and the emergence of liberal 

governmentality noted above. Political economy, as a process of knowledge, is integral to 

liberal rationalities of rule in that it reworks and produces the market as an object that sets 

the limits of government intervention. As Foucault notes, by the eighteenth century, the 

market had long been a “privileged object of governmental practice,” but through this 

new mode of knowledge, the market no longer functions as a “site of justice;” rather, it 

takes on an epistemic role of adjudicating truth, becoming a “site of veridiction” for 

governmental practice.142 The market, then, “reveals something like a truth” about 

government intervention such that policy is not evaluated along the register of 

legitimacy/illegitimacy but success/failure.143 In his genealogical account, however, 

liberal rationalities of governing are not reducible to political economy as a science; 

rather, political economy remains “lateral to the art of government,” moving alongside it 

and informing it but not reducible to governmental reason itself.144 This must be so 

because the subject of political economy, homo oeconomicus, sits alongside the older 
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subject of right constituted by juridical law and practice. It is this historical disjuncture 

that leads Foucault to locate civil society as an object produced to unify these divergent 

trajectories and, thus, interior to governmental reason: 

…for governmentality to preserve its goal character over the whole space of 

sovereignty, for it not to be subject to a scientific and economic reason which 

would entail the sovereign having to be either a geometer of the economy or a 

functionary of economic science, for the art of governing not to have to split into 

two branches of an art of governing economically and an art of governing 

juridically, in short, to preserve the unity and generality of the art of governing 

over the whole sphere of sovereignty, and to keep the specificity and autonomy of 

the art of governing with respect to economic science, to answer these three 

questions, the art of governing must be given a reference, a domain or field of 

reference, a new reality which it will be exercised, and I think this new field of 

reference is civil society.145 

 

Locating civil society as produced by liberal governmental reason,146 as “something 

which forms part of modern governmental technology,”147 is intimately tied up with the 

conjunction of liberal political economy, sovereignty, and the state. Therefore, returning 

to Foucault makes problematic the pithy formulation of civil society as both object and 

subject of governance transnationally. At the global scale, without a state concerned with 

maintaining a unified space of sovereignty, is it enough to suppose that the same 

rationality exists? 

Relying on analogical or speculative reasoning, the responses offered by global 

governmentality scholars to this problem varies. Jonathan Joseph, for instance, repeatedly 

calls for caution in the application of governmentality beyond domestic contexts.148 His 
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own project examines the ways that (neo)liberal governmentality is implemented by 

international organizations working upon states rather than local populations, assessing 

the conditions under which these practices (fail to) work.149  While affirming the 

fundamental proposition that “civil society” is interior to the rationality of (neo)liberal 

governmentality, Joseph primarily uses the concept to see how states become targets of 

governmentality.150 On the other hand, other scholars simply substitute the state and civil 

society for the “state system (and its institutions) and global civil society,”151 while others 

look at international institutions as the mechanisms of circulating neoliberalism to 

domestic contexts, slowly constituting by geographic aggregation a global 

governmentality. For their part, Neumann and Sending maintain that governmentality 

“has a continuous historical existence,” and, as such, they wager that there is no reason to 

expect anything other than the migration of these practices to the global level.152 Most of 

these responses also rely upon a methodological defense: pursuing a constitutive analysis, 

the purchase of governmentality is how it provides a toolbox to understand a given set of 

practices, how it links a rationality to concrete practices in a sensible way.153  

The metaphor of a toolbox is powerful and one that Foucault himself 

authorizes.154 However, the danger of any tool is the recursive constitution of the world in 

terms of a problem the tool aims to solve. If one has a hammer, everything looks like a 

nail; if one has governmentality, everything looks like neoliberalism. The fundamental 

fragmentation and complexity of the world is reduced to an encompassing logic or 

                                                      
149 Joseph, The Social in the Global, 19–20. 
150 Joseph, 72. 
151 Jaeger, “‘Global Civil Society’ and the Political Depoliticization of Global Governance,” 260. 
152 Sending and Neumann, “Governance to Governmentality,” 656. 
153 Neumann and Sending, Governing the Global Polity, 63. 
154 Walters, Governmentality, 2. 



 59 

rationality. Guarding against this, according to William Walters, requires that one begins 

governmentality studies not with theoretical abstractions but specific empirical practices; 

working only with “thin” ontological assumptions, accounts of governmentality must 

start with “events, controversies, moments of problematization.”155 That is, “one should 

start with a given practice, exploring its unique combination of logics rather than starting 

with a category then looking to find empirical confirmation of that category out in the 

world.”156 To do otherwise is to grant governmentality a coherence and univocality it 

does not deserve.157 As such, I would conclude that the metaphor of a toolbox is a 

dangerous one, leading governmentality approaches to veer too closely to uncritically 

transposing abstractions to new empirical domains.158  

In sum, while the governmentality as (neo)liberalism literature has opened 

productive avenues of research to frame the ostensible rise of nonstate actors in global 

politics, there are some limits to this approach. Transposing the analytics of (neo)liberal 

governmentality beyond borders, rather than genealogically accounting for how the 

global has become governmentalized, runs into the problem of giving too much analytical 

significance and singular coherence to (neo)liberalism.  

 

Rethinking global governmentalities 
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Uneasy with applying a concept to a new empirical area, Olaf Corry shifts 

governmentality to a more general process of how objects are constituted as 

governable.159 This formulation of governmentality is a matter of attending to what 

Foucault might call “governmental problems,” or the way in which certain political 

domains or objects (e.g. the climate) are practically regulated. In that this version of 

governmentality focuses on how objects are made governable, it certainly resonates with 

the ontological positions that ground my own project. However, marshalling another 

reading of Foucault, I argue that governmentality is not about the regulation of 

governmental problems, per se; it is not captured by the practices that regulate objects 

like the economy, the climate, the internet. Rather, governmentality concerns the 

organization of government itself, or the question of how to arrange people and things, 

objects and subjects.  

For Corry, rather than scale up neoliberal governmentality to the analysis of 

global practices, he starts with how objects of governance are produced as something 

globally governable.160 The theoretical significance of governmentality, according to 

Corry, is not an account of nonstate actors in global politics as derivative of neoliberalism 

but a methodological injunction to start with a particular problematization of how to 

govern some thing.161 The purchase of thinking in terms of global governmentality is to 

not start with institutions but “governance-objects,” the multiple rationalities of 

governing that attend to an object, the specificities of power involved in their historical 
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making, and the constitutions of global structures – polities – that emerge from the 

recognition of such objects.162  

Corry’s intervention in the governmentality literature tempers the concept’s 

analytical salience while moving it in new directions. His shift to specific governance-

objects, how they constitute “governance-subjects” and produce global political 

structures, follows the spirit of not only Foucault but a lengthy and related tradition in 

science and technology studies.163 Indeed, an orientation to governance-objects has 

opened up work in how these objects are produced as international political problems in 

the first place.164 

 Nonetheless, in pushing the concept of governmentality forward, in 

genealogically thinking about the governmentalization of global politics, I want to return 

to Foucault and argue that governmentality is not about governance-objects, per se, but 

again a mode of governance. For Foucault, governmentality concerns the rationality of 

how to govern – as most of his interlocutors would agree – but this theoretical reflection 

on how to govern best is not reducible to the governing practices that calculate and 

regulate any political object. Governmentality, the rationality of governing, takes the 

practices of governance itself as its problem or object of reflection. In rendering it as the 

direction of individual or group conduct,165 Foucault is pushing towards how some come 

to govern the actions of others by reflecting on how the practice of governing itself 
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should be organized. Objects of governance are certainly not immaterial to the formation 

of rationalities of governing, but governmentality is not reducible to these practices. As 

such, no doubt there are governance-objects and governance-subjects, but the framework 

of governmentality (in Corry’s language) specifies governance-modes, or the way in 

which objects and subjects of governance are constituted and arranged. 

 To clarify and substantiate my claim, consider how Foucault summarizes his 

previous year’s lectures on governmentality and opens those (supposedly) on the birth of 

biopolitics: 

…by “art of government” I did not mean [referring to last year’s lectures] the way 

in which governors really governed. I have not and do not want to study the 

development of real governmental practice by determining the particular 

situations it deals with, the problems raised, the tactics chosen, the instruments 

employed, forged, or remodeled, and so forth. I wanted to study the art of 

governing, that is to say, the reasoned way of governing best and, at the same 

time, reflection on the best possible way of governing. That is to say, I have tried 

to grasp the level of reflection in the practice of government and on the practice of 

government. …I have tried, and would like to try again this year to grasp the way 

in which this practice that consists in governing was conceptualized both within 

and outside government, and anyway as close as possible to governmental 

practice.166 

 

“Governmental practice,” for Foucault, is clearly bound up with questions of 

governmentality, but these are not the same things. Rather, governmentality is the 

practical rationalization of “governmental practice” itself.167 It is theoretical reflection 

on how governance, as its own object, should be organized and regulated.  

                                                      
166 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 2. 
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 Culling from Foucault’s lectures any definitive coherence or closure is not my 

intention,168 but reading governmentality in this way not only marks it out from 

(neo)liberalism and the practical regulation of objects – allowing a more open analysis of 

how the global has become governmentalized – but clarifies how governmental power 

works. There is a tendency in the governmentality literature to place the concept as a 

form of power alongside Foucault’s other forms of power – e.g. sovereign and discipline. 

But governmentality as the rationalization of governing practices implies that it operates 

not alongside but upon these other forms. To clarify, consider Foucault’s categories of 

sovereign and disciplinary power: sovereign (or juridical) power is exemplified in legal 

discourse, such that law specifies the limit of what cannot be done. Sovereign power is 

predicated on a traditional notion of power as repression; it tells us “no,” and depends 

upon a visibility of violence to (re)inscribe its authoritative force.169 Disciplinary power, 

on the other hand, works on individual bodies, producing them as a certain kind of 

subject that comports to norms, habits, dispositions and composing the body itself into an 

efficient kind of machine.170 As opposed to sovereign power, it depends upon a different 

architecture of visibility.171The import of governmentality, however, is not so much that 

it sits on the same plane as these others forms – though, this may be the case with 

biopower – but that it is a form of power that operates upon these other power 

                                                      
168 The mobility Foucault expresses in his lectures – evidenced by the fact that a seminar on the emergence 

of biopolitics never appears from within byzantine genealogies of (neo)liberalism – pushes against any 

theoretical closure. Foucault’s “early” articulations of governmentality are defined in terms of liberalism, 

but the concept broadens as Foucault moves with his material. As such, it makes little sense to claim that 

my reading is more authoritative or complete; rather, I merely start with the question of what can be done 

when we begin with the broader notion of the concept rather than a circumscribed one – i.e. one limited to a 

set of (neo)liberal analytics. 
169 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 187. 
170 Foucault, 164. 
171 Foucault, 170–82. 
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relations.172 That is to say, governmentality as an analytic of power is related to the 

practice of reflecting on the arrangement of other relations of people and things by 

conducting the actions of others. Though Foucault himself is unclear at times – or rather 

constantly shifting in process – he gestures to this nested relationship when he defines 

one aspect of “governmentality” as “the tendency, the line of force,” that has “constantly 

led towards the pre-eminence over all other types of power – sovereignty, discipline, and 

so on – of the type of power that we can call ‘government.’”173 Here, governmentality 

does not sit alongside, does not just constitute one point in a “triangle” of sovereignty-

discipline-government,174 but rests indeed depends upon other forms of power.  

Therefore, to work with governmentality, to think in terms of rationalities of 

governing, is not reducible to an inquiry into how specific domains or objects are 

governed or a (neo)liberal form of productive power that works on “populations” or 

“civil society,” per se. Rather, governmentality gives rise to a form of power that works 

upon other relations of power; it is a reflective practice that takes as its object other 

governance practices. It is a governance-mode. As I discuss below, certain political 

objects, knowledges, and practices are necessary in the making of a governmentality, but 

governmentality is involved with the reflective coordination of other relations of power; 

as Hans Sluga puts it, governmentality arrives in Foucault’s work as a supervenient form 

of power.175 For our purposes, then, a global governmentality appears when the problem 

of how to govern enters a transnational political field. 

                                                      
172 Hans Sluga, “‘Could You Define the Sense You Give the Word “political”’? Michel Foucault as a 
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How then do we account for the emergence of new rationalities of governing? If 

we accept that governmentality is a mode or style of governance that comes about 

through reflection on governance practices, that takes as its problematic object the 

practice of governing itself, then our genealogical account must consider the nested and 

serialized layers of problematizations that must occur. That is, we must outline how from 

problems with objects, do we get to problems with government, specifically, and the 

articulation of rationalities of how to govern.  

 Foucault’s genealogical injunction is to begin in the middle of things, the events 

and struggles through which things are made problematic. Problematization is the name 

Foucault gives to historical moments when complex processes and practices are 

constituted as a theoretical object, as an object that can be defined, measured, regulated 

and worked upon.176 As discussed above, objects are not “real” things found in the world, 

or what empiricists may call an object,177 but are always sociomaterial abstractions 

(objects in thought) that are materially produced (by virtue of the fact that thinking is a 

practice that occurs in the world in relation to material processes) and materially 

exceeded by processes. Objects are never stable, but are only tenuously constituted by “a 

set of discursive and non-discursive practices that makes something enter into the play of 

the true and the false.”178 Thus, objects of governance, including the practices that 

constitute and regulate them, are always being exceeded by processes, typically through 

the conjunction of material movements and new knowledges. 

                                                      
176 Bacchi, “Why Study Problematizations?,” 1–4. 
177 On such distinctions, see Chambers, Bearing Society in Mind, 141–42. 
178 Qtd. in Bacchi, “Why Study Problematizations?,” 4. 
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 If the practices that constitute and regulate an object can adjust to these disruptive 

or problematic processes, if they are able to smooth them into an object that remains 

governable, then our account stays within the realm of governmental problems. That is, 

we study the set of techniques and procedures that human and nonhuman actors bring to 

bear upon governance-objects. However, if the concatenation of historical movements 

and knowledges are such that the practices of governance themselves become 

problematized, that the question of how to govern in general is posed, then we can locate 

a supervening set of theoretical practices – i.e. the set of practices that takes “governance 

practices” as its object of reflection. Of course, there is no a priori way in which we can 

specify when regulative practices will become problematized such that it leads to new 

reflections on governing, nor do I argue that we can say what those arts of government 

will look like ahead of time; we can only say that the configuration of disruptive 

processes – material movements and forms of knowledge – are the conditions of 

appearance for reflection on how to govern.  

 To flesh out this heuristic, I once again return to Foucault and his discussion of 

how liberal arts of government emerge. Recall that Foucault’s genealogy of liberalism 

begins with a specific object of governmental practice, the market.179 Since the middle 

ages, according to Foucault, the market had been “one of the privileged objects of 

governmental intervention and regulation,” a “site of distributive justice” in which 

governance practices provided for the basic allocation of goods and the monitoring of 

exchange to prevent fraud.180 By the eighteenth century, however, the market took on the 

role of adjudicating truth, specifying or revealing “something like a truth” about 

                                                      
179 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 30. 
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governance practices, determining which are “correct and which are erroneous.”181 It is 

within this shifting constitution of the market as a new kind of object limiting 

governmental practice, as an object which should be left alone, that liberal governmental 

reason emerges. As discussed above, the rise of political economy as a process of 

knowledge was integral, but Foucault is quick to dismiss these complex historical shifts 

as reducible either to political economy or some autonomous material/historical 

movement but to multidimensional configurations of both. Specifically, he claims: 

When I spoke of the coupling carried out in the eighteenth century between a 

regime of truth and a new governmental reason, and the connection of this with 

political economy, in no way did I mean that there was the formation of a 

scientific and theoretical discourse of political economy on one side, and then, on 

the other, those who governed who were either seduced by this political economy, 

or forced to take it into account by the pressure of this or that social group.182  

 

Instead, to understand how the object of the market was constituted as a site of 

veridiction for governmental practice, and therefore connected with the emergence of 

liberal governmentality, Foucault maintains that the cause cannot be located; rather, only 

by delineating a “polygonal or polyhedral relationship” between historical processes and 

knowledge processes, as well as specific technical practices, can he merely “establish the 

intelligibility of this process.”183 Thus, the problematization and reconstitution of the 

market as an object concerned: 

…the particular monetary situation of the eighteenth century, with a new influx of 

gold on the one hand, and a relative consistency of currencies on the other; a 

continuous economic and demographic growth in the same period; an 

intensification of agricultural production; the access to governmental practice of a 

number of technicians who brought with them both methods and instruments of 
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reflection; and finally a number of economic problems being given a theoretical 

form.184 

 

To put it concisely, not only was the market as specific kind of object shifting due to 

material processes (influx of gold, demographic growth) and practices (new governance 

techniques) but also new processes of knowledge (political economy). Such a complex 

conjunction posed the problem of governmental practice itself, and as such posed the 

question of how governing should be organized. In other words, it was through the initial 

problematization of a governance-object (the market) that governmental practice became 

uncertain, marking the condition of possibility for a new rationality of governing to 

emerge.  

 

The purchase of governmentality 

My formulation of how governing rationalities emerge perhaps coheres Foucault more 

than is desired, and the next chapters will work to provide the necessary complexity 

inherent in a genealogical account. Nonetheless, for the purposes of clarity, I render my 

theoretical framework in the following terms: a set of processes come together in 

historically specific configurations that pose problems for objects of governance or 

demand the constitution of new objects; through techniques and machines, theoretical 

practice works on (re)constituting the boundaries of uncertain objects; when 

configurations of processes are radically disruptive, when the historical conjunction is 

such that governing itself becomes a problematic object, there is practical reflection on 

how to govern best, how to arrange governance-objects and -subjects. This emergent 
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rationality, of course, does not stand apart from concrete practices but are always 

embedded within them. That is, to recall Foucault, there is not scientific or theoretical 

discourse on one side and practical doing on the other; rather, governing rationalities 

emerge in the unfolding of action. 

 In my estimation, working with the concept of governmentality in this way 

provides three advantages over the current theorizations found in the literature. First, it 

dissociates governmentality from (neo)liberalism, allowing us to see different kinds of 

political rationalities embedded in governing. The importance of (neo)liberalism in the 

production of the modern European state is not at issue, nor should we expect that 

(neo)liberalism has nothing to do with the contours of global ordering. However, none of 

this should lead us to the conclusion that global rationalities of governing are only liberal 

or made possible within liberal social spaces.185 Instead, the question should be what kind 

of political rationality is embedded in the governmentalization of global politics. Second, 

shifting analysis to the configurations of processes that pose problems of governing, 

locating the conditions of appearance for reflection on governing, gets away from the 

application of (neo)liberal governmentality to the empirical world. Instead of beginning 

with a specific analytic of (neo)liberal government, we start with genealogical modes of 

argumentation. Finally, dissociating governmentality from liberalism and starting with 

genealogy allow us to not only locate multiple rationalities of governing but, also, how 

these different rationalities come about and may interact with each other. That is, 

pursuing the emergence of governmentalities organized around different logics or 
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principles helps to broaden the scope of how the present context was created. Indeed, as 

Foucault closes his 1979 lectures: 

You can see that in the modern world, in the world we have known since the 

nineteenth century, a series of governmental rationalities overlap, lean on each 

other, challenge each other, and struggle with each other… What is politics, in the 

end, if not both the interplay of these different arts of government with their 

different reference points and the debate to which these different arts of 

government give rise? It seems to me that it is here that politics is born.186 

 

In sum, conceptualizing governmentality in general terms, as a practice of rationalizing 

governing practices, is more theoretically fruitful than its circumscribed liberal meaning. 

When tied to the mechanics of Foucault’s genealogy of (neo)liberalism, governmentality 

at best obscures the play of governing rationalities (i.e. politics) and at worst applies 

analytics outside its spatiotemporal context. When taken at its most general meaning, 

however, as the practice of reflecting on how to govern best, governmentality opens up 

the possibilities of multiple rationalities emerging at different organizational or 

institutional sites, not just the sovereign state. Governmentality, in other words, clarifies 

how the global may become “governmentalized” when organizations come to reflect on 

governing people and things across borders. 

 

 

The emergence of stakeholder governmentality 

The starting point for this project is the claim that what is novel about contemporary 

global politics is not the presence or influence of nonstate actors but their institutional 

inclusion in regulatory regimes. Throughout the modern period, corporations, 
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nongovernmental organizations, religious groups, networks of academic or technical 

experts, philanthropic organizations, and others have been influential in the unfolding of 

global politics, particularly in the formation of empires but also in economic and 

technological exchange. The present moment, however, organizes these groups within 

governance institutions and provides each with the same political status of “stakeholder.” 

Whether representing a small community or a multinational corporation, all 

constituencies are “stakeholders” now. The subject of stakeholder, then, is not peripheral 

but a primary way in which global governance is organized.187 As such, though the 

language of stakeholding strikes many as derivative of neoliberal rationalities,188 as the 

“marketization” of public institutions, this is a relationship that must be subject to 

genealogical investigation.  

 My genealogy begins with the category of stakeholder, examining how different 

institutions and organizations came to govern through stakeholders. In the following 

chapters, I attend to specific scenes in which configurations of processes posed problems 

for the regulation of objects and new practical rationalities of governing “stakeholders” 

emerged. I track the emergence of this rationality, from its origins in US corporate and 

public management in the 1960s to its appearance at the World Bank in the early 1990s 

and the ecology of institutions constituting internet governance in the late 1990s and 

2000s. This tracking, however, should not be confused with a linear evolution of 

stakeholder governmentality from its birth in the US “domestic” context to its uptake in 

global governance institutions; neither should it be understood as “independent” cases in 

which general causal conditions or mechanisms are discerned. Rather, this genealogical 
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account is episodic nature,189 locating how rationalities that emerged in one 

spatiotemporal context speak to others without determining the conditions and specific 

formation of the latter. As Jens Bartleson notes, genealogy selects historical episodes to 

make the present intelligible, rather than to authoritatively reconstruct an historical age or 

temporal progression.190 Genealogy is “exemplary,”191 and as such, a genealogy of 

stakeholder rationalities of governing is historical without being “history.” Each scene 

tells a story about the problems, practices, and knowledges implicated in the development 

of stakeholder governmentality, but its authority does not depend on generalizing from 

every case of “stakeholder governance” or locating the reason for why global governance 

is organized around stakeholder lines. Rather, it establishes the intelligibility of a 

disparate process that is always in conversation with the present. The purchase of 

genealogy, as argued earlier, is to give a different sense of how the present has been 

made, to cut up our conventional histories in new ways. 

 The constitution of stakeholder as an object comes about after WWII, at the 

intersection of US corporate and public management. As the next chapter details, 

multiple historical processes came together and exceeded the object of the modern firm 

as a hierarchical institution premised on the generation of short-term profit for 

shareholders. Such processes were both internal and external to the corporation. 

Internally, the distinction between ownership and management grew starker, as 

corporations multiplied and diversified production. The merger of different businesses 

into a single corporate structure meant that shareholders became invested in diverse 
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forms of economic activity, increasingly relying on proper management to secure 

profitability in divergent areas. In a diversified setting, where production was 

increasingly occurring transnationally, proper management was critical for returns on 

investment. However, the distinction between ownership and management was 

constituted by contradictory interests: whereas shareholders were primarily concerned 

with short-term profit maximization, management was concerned with long-term 

survivability of the firm. This constitutive tension grew more important as modern 

corporations grew in size, diversity, and geographic scope. Externally, the dominance of 

the corporation in the US economic landscape in the early part of the twentieth century, 

made it a site of political activism. By midcentury, workers’ movements, consumer 

protection organizations, community groups, and environmental activists had politicized 

the corporation, demanding greater democratization of business activity. In addition, 

since WWII, the US government established institutional connections with private for-

profit and nonprofit corporations, generating a military-industrial-academic complex. The 

significant funding and contracting of government projects and services to corporations 

blurred the line between public and private. These external processes problematized the 

object of the firm as an autonomous entity only ethically responsible to its shareholders.    

 As a result, through knowledge processes – namely, systems thinking – different 

actors reconstituted the firm as an object always embedded in a complex and changing 

environment. Thus, to guarantee the long-term survivability of the firm, for management 

to properly plan in a turbulent environment, the firm had to govern not only 

constituencies within the institution but outside as well. That is, the convergence of 

multiple distinct processes into a problematic configuration posed the question of how the 
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corporation should govern. “Stakeholders” was the name given to these internal and 

external constituencies, and new techniques developed to account for and regulate them. 

In other words, a new object of governance – the stakeholder – was constituted through a 

new rationality of corporate governing, one that would cohere short-term interests in 

profit and long-term interests in survivability; the rationality of governing stakeholders, 

rather than just shareholders, was to predicate profit-generation on the ability for the firm 

to adapt to a changing environment of threats and opportunities. As I document in the 

next chapter, this emergent stakeholder rationality not only reorganized how the 

corporation could govern but challenged other rationalities of US public governance as 

well.  

 Though the story of the midcentury corporation is based in the United States, the 

environment in which the firm was embedded did not neatly correspond to any 

geographic borders. Accounting for and managing “stakeholders” were distinct from 

managing citizens or a public or a local population; the constituencies, in other words, 

were any affected party that could, consequently, affect the operations of the firm. Such 

affected parties included non-US governments or indigenous groups as much as 

municipalities in the US. This rationality of governing was not tied to a sovereign, 

territorial space but a deterritorialized and differentiated field of opportunities and threats. 

The governing practices and rationalities emerging in the 1960s and 1970s, then, were 

particularly suited to be plugged into international organizations that work across borders 

given the lack of a defined territorial or national reference, but the shift of these practices 

and rationalities to global governance institutions was certainly not the intent of any 

individual actor. There was a similar but historically distinct set of processes involved in 
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the appearance of stakeholder governmentality with reference to international 

development and internet governance.  

 At the World Bank, discussed in chapter four, the object of development was 

made problematic by several processes, including the proliferation of participatory 

development organizations in the global South, oil shocks in the late 1970s, debt crises 

among several postcolonial states, austere economic policies put in place through 

structural adjustment programming in the 1980s, transnational environmental 

movements, tensions between environmental conservation and global development, and 

the collapse of the Soviet Union. In the first years after the Cold War, after a decade of 

development failure in Africa and elsewhere, the World Bank came to not only reflect on 

the object of development but the practices governing development themselves. The 

Bank reflected on how it should organize itself as a governing institution. Despite 

decades of intervention in the construction of postcolonial markets, the Bank had 

primarily understood itself as a lending institution dealing with sovereign nation-states. It 

was only after the object of development was made problematic by the conjunction of 

multiple disruptive and complex processes throughout the 1980s that the Bank came to 

reflect on the question of how to govern different constituencies. Drawing from corporate 

management practices, the Bank came to rationalize new governing programs along 

stakeholder lines to deal with this problem of complexity. 

 By the turn of the century, internet governance organizations – namely, the 

Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) but also the Internet 

Governance Forum (IGF) – were organized in terms of stakeholder deliberation and 

policymaking. As I discuss in chapter five, internetworking technologies had been 
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developing since the 1960s, with ad hoc governance practices performed among a 

community of scientists, but the internet as object of political governance was only 

constituted in the 1990s. Here, the emergence of stakeholder governmentality in 

organizing internet governance was no longer justified in terms of managing complexity, 

as was the case in midcentury corporate governance and post-Cold War international 

development. Instead, neoliberal logics predominated reflection on how this new object 

should be governed. As technological developments expanded internetworking 

technologies, as the internet permitted new forms of socioeconomic organization that 

reached across the globe, the governance-object became increasingly problematized. In 

the last five years, technological developments, including the internet of things, have 

continued to make the internet an elusive object to effectively govern, posing the problem 

of complexity. As it were, across the ecology of internet governance institutions, the 

rationality of governing with and through stakeholders remains strong. I argue, then, that 

the scene of internet governance is important to highlight how neoliberal and stakeholder 

rationalities or logics resonate with and amplify each other. 

 In the end, a genealogy of “stakeholders” throws into relief a neglected logic of 

global governance while also highlighting questions about power and democracy. Three 

arguments follow from this genealogy, all of which are developed throughout the project 

and summarized in my conclusion. First, rather than subsume the rationality of 

stakeholder inclusion as derivative of neoliberalism, my genealogical argument 

constructs an alternative history rooted in problems of complexity and the conceptual 

influence of systems thinking. Though stakeholder governmentality no doubt comes to 

resonate with (neo)liberal governmentalities, neither are reducible to one another. 
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Second, whereas international political theory tends to deal in broad concepts rooted in 

long theoretical traditions – liberalism, modernity, sovereignty, (trans)nationalism, 

international order – examining the category of stakeholder theorizes another line of 

political rationality that moves through these other categories. Indeed, documenting the 

emergence of stakeholder governmentality demonstrates the importance of corporate 

management practices and systems thinking to the making of contemporary global 

governance. It clarifies and forces us to confront the political consequences of a 

rationality of governing that provides political parity to public-oriented organizations and 

for-profit corporations; indeed, it forces us to confront the fact that the very logic that 

organizes regulatory regimes, the logic that says corporations and other nonstate actors 

are necessary for effective management, comes from political rationalities developed in 

the midcentury corporation. Third, instead of situating notions of democracy with respect 

to neoliberalism, my genealogy also asks for democracy to be conceptualized in terms of 

managing complexity and systems theory. In other words, rethinking democracy today is 

not a matter of how democracy can work in the context of neoliberalism but in the 

context of complex systems that exceed our control capacities. 
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Chapter Three 
 

The Birth of Stakeholders 

 

 

The origins of stakeholder rationalities of governing appear in a “local” rather than 

“global” context – namely, in midcentury U.S. corporate managerial practice. The object 

of stakeholder, along with the rationalities that organize governance in terms of 

stakeholders, first emerged in corporate managerial practice, but they quickly came to 

inform US public management as well. As such, this chapter tells two stories. The first 

responds to the question of how this category, how the object of stakeholder came about 

in the first place. How did this thing – representing those who are affected by and, 

therefore, can affect corporate actions – become recognized, defined, calculated, and 

regulated? The origins of stakeholder rationalities, in other words, require an 

investigation into how this object was constituted.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the production of new objects emerges from 

the conjunction of historical practices, processes of knowledge, specific techniques, 

analytical machines, and theoretical practice. In brief, I argue that historical mobilization 

– primarily environmental and consumer movements – problematized “profit” for the 

private firm, and within this problematic context, systems thinking transformed corporate 

rationalities of governing, constituting stakeholder as a new object or target of managerial 

practice. Systems thinking, I argue, was not “the cause” of these transformations, but the 

grid of intelligibility192 or matrix through which the firm was repositioned as an open 
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system, one that was embedded within – and therefore drawn to regulate – a complex and 

changing environment.  

 The second story narrates how stakeholder objects and rationalities shifted and 

transformed the operation of US public management. Here I focus on “technology” as a 

problematic object, demonstrating how stakeholder language was plugged into questions 

of how to organize governance in the context of a complex and technologically advanced 

society. That corporate management informed the making of public management in the 

1960s and 1970s sounds familiar to students of neoliberalism. Posing government as just 

another kind of business enterprise gestures to the neoliberal marketization of the state. 

However, attending to the historical context and rationalization of these governance 

practices in primary documents, I find that neoliberal discourse is absent. Rather, the 

circulation of stakeholder objects and rationalities was made possible by two things: (1) a 

novel institutional space of expertise constituted by quasi-private research organizations 

and (2) a shared grid of systems thinking that made stakeholder objects, techniques, and 

rationalities legible categories to deal with problems of complexity.  

 There are good reasons to begin a project on the governmentalization of the 

international within the confines of US corporate and public management. In that my 

genealogy is concerned with how civil society participation in global politics has taken 

the form of (multi)stakeholder governance, this chapter provides historical background 

for the argument that grounds the project: corporate managerial practices and rationalities 
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organized “global governance” in a specific way. As the next chapter on the World Bank 

makes clear, midcentury corporate managerial practices were integral to the 

rationalization of participatory development in terms of stakeholder governance in the 

early 1990s. Understanding the contours of corporate rationalities and their relationship 

with systems thinking – rather than neoliberalism – is necessary to see the initial logics 

that informed the making of transnational governing. However, there are other reasons to 

not only analytically specify corporate managerial rationalities but track the way in which 

these rationalities emerged in areas of the US government. First, documenting how 

stakeholder governmentality emerged in the 1970s in public governance is important to 

push back against ascribing these changes to neoliberalism alone. Showing the historical 

context in which circuits between industry and government developed throughout the 

middle decades of the twentieth century, connecting the circulation of these practices 

through a shared grid of systems thinking, this scene helps to provide historical depth to 

how citizens and the public became stakeholders domestically. Since some in the global 

governmentality literature assume neoliberal rationalities were “scaled up” from the 

domestic to the global, my genealogy complicates such assumptions. Second, and related, 

the development of a science of public management in the United States made important 

contributions to international public management by the creation of portable concepts and 

practices.193 The transformations in public governance in the United States were 

internationalized, brought to international organizations and NGOs. Third, and 

importantly, the changes taking place within the “domestic” setting nevertheless speak to 

                                                      
193 See David Mathiasen, “International Public Management,” in Ewan Ferlie, Laurence E. Lynn, and 

Christopher Pollitt, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Public Management (Oxford University Press, 2005). 

For a political account, see Bentley B. Allan, “Producing the Climate: States, Scientists, and the 

Constitution of Global Governance Objects,” International Organization 71, no. 1 (January 2017): 131–62. 
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an underappreciated way in which the integrity of the nation-state has been challenged 

internally. “Globalizing” processes (e.g. increased trade, formation of MNCs, 

transnational activism, institutionalization of international organizations and regulatory 

regimes) certainly cut across territorial borders, locating politics beyond the sovereign 

state, but these processes are linked to those that fragment the supposedly singular nation 

from within.194 Rapid technological change, environmental degradation, racial strife, and 

impoverishment of geographical communities are inseparable from, for instance, trade 

and the growth of global markets. These “internal” processes break a “society” of equal 

citizens into differentially affected groups or communities enabling differential levels of 

governmental intervention. Stakeholder rationalities, then, work across different 

analytical levels (local, domestic, global) not just because they were “ratcheted up” but 

because the logic of governing affected parties, rather than citizens or society, is de-

territorial. Parallels between fragmented social space domestically and uneven social 

space globally allow stakeholder governmentality to not be confined to any territorial 

demarcation. As such, the distinctions in logic of stakeholder rather than (neo)liberal 

governance are thrown into relief: whereas Foucault’s genealogies of (neo)liberalism 

identified “civil society” as the object of liberal government, one created to cohere the 

sovereign space of the state,195 “stakeholder” is an object premised on a differential space 

of groups situated in relation to policy interventions or practices. 

 To develop these arguments, I divide the chapter into two parts: the constitution 

of stakeholder objects in corporate management and the circulation of stakeholder objects 

and rationalities to public management. The first part begins with the historical processes 

                                                      
194 See Abramson forthcoming. 
195 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 295. 



 82 

that problematized the object of “profit” for the firm such that the very question of 

governing or managing the firm was posed. The grid of systems thinking, I argue, helped 

to transform corporate rationalities of governing from the closed hierarchical ordering of 

Taylorism. Systems thinking constituted the firm as a system or organism always 

embedded in a complex and changing environment. To survive in the long-term, the firm 

had to not only properly order workers and machines (as in Taylorism) but account for 

internal and external elements that was affected by or could affect corporate activity. 

Stakeholder was the name given to this affected party.  

The second part outlines how stakeholder objects and managerial rationalities 

shifted from industry to government, tracking its movement through quasi-private 

research firms and showing how it came to organize public governance. Specifically, I 

focus on how technology became a problematic object requiring not only new 

governmental interventions but new rationalities of how to govern. Attending to 

government documents, I find that corporate practices were plugged in to US public 

management to deal with complex policy problems. The emergence of stakeholder 

governmentality in public management, then, was made possible by the institutional 

circuitry of quasi-private research firms and a shared grid of systems thinking which 

made corporate managerial practices work in public contexts.  
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Systems Thinking and the Transformation of  

(Corporate) Rationalities of Governing 

The origins of stakeholder rationalities of governing are located in the 1960s, and they 

mark a distinct shift from previous modes of managing the large corporation. In the first 

decades of the twentieth century, the practice of “management” was rationalized in terms 

of hierarchical control of workers and machines for the generation of short term profit. 

Efficiency in managing institutions became paramount, not just in factories and cities but 

hospitals, school, churches, and homes.196 Principles of scientific management, developed 

by Frederick Taylor, were exemplary of this kind of governing rationality.197 In Taylor’s 

estimation, to maximize efficiency within the operations of the factory required a 

complete and rigid ordering of parts.198 At the turn of the century, this included new 

forms of mechanization, automatization, and empirical research into how production 

processes unfolded. Taylor notoriously diminished the capabilities of workers, often 

comparing them to animals using their brute physicality to get jobs done; meanwhile, 

managers were chosen for their intellect, their ability to understand the processes of 

production and achieve efficient outcomes.199 The logic of scientific management, then, 

stipulated that maximum production and profit could be generated with the proper 

organization of the internal components of the firm: those who think making decisions, 

and those who do following them.  

                                                      
196 James A. Smith, Idea Brokers: Think Tanks and The Rise of The New Policy Elite (Simon and Schuster, 

1993), 46–47. 
197 Smith, 50. Taylorism informed the Efficiency Movement within the United States, or the drive to 

rationalize governmental bureaucracy to reduce waste. Taylor, himself, argued that government would be 

better organized were if it adopted his principles of scientific management.  
198 Frederick Winslow Taylor, The Principles of Scientific Management (The Floating Press, 2012), 9–11. 
199 Taylor, 14. 
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 By the middle of the twentieth century, a configuration of historical processes 

made “profit” a problematic object such that managerial practice (read: governing) itself 

became an object of reflection. Environmental events and movements, consumer 

activism, emerging global markets and multinational firms, labor unrest, civil rights 

mobilization, new technological advancements, and new knowledges – systems thinking 

– were the conditions of appearance for reflection on how to govern the firm. No longer 

could corporate management be reduced to the regulation of capital – machines and 

labor; rather, to survive over the long term in complex and rapidly shifting environments, 

corporations needed to be understood as open systems, identifying and regulating all 

elements inside and outside the firm that were affected by and therefore could affect 

corporate activity. “Stakeholder” was the name given to this new object or target of 

managerial practice.  

Systems thinking, responding to problems of complexity, was integral to the 

constitution of “stakeholders” and, therefore, the emergence of stakeholder 

governmentalities. Systems thinking was the grid of intelligibility, the matrix through 

which governance practices were rationalized and new objects constituted. Recall that 

objects are analytical categories, abstract representations that while produced through 

embodied theoretical practice, hang apart from the “real” processes to which they refer. 

The object of stakeholder was constituted by theoretical practice, grounded in historical-

material problems of complexity (technological and social change) and informed by new 

processes of knowledge (systems thinking). Specifically: systems thinking was a mode of 

knowledge premised on holistically managing systems by locating the linkages of parts, 

wholes, and environments. Fundamental to this form of knowledge was how any unit of 
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study could be understood as an open system of interlinked parts embedded within an 

environment. Thus, when the firm is passed through the matrix of systems thinking, 

Taylorist managerial practices become insufficient and new practices and objects of 

governing emerge. From the recognition of complex and shifting environments, the firm 

must account for and regulate those groups that do not necessarily make up its internal 

organization but are nevertheless capable of affecting it in a variety of ways. 

“Stakeholders” are those parts upon which the firm’s long-term existence in a complex 

environment depends.  

Having sketched the configuration of processes that problematized profit for the 

firm, the next subsection unpacks the claim that systems thinking was the grid of 

intelligibility for changing practices in a variety of fields including US corporate and 

public management. I begin by delineating the importance of systems thinking broadly by 

discussing how this process of knowledge cut across and transformed multiple disciplines 

at once. I then outline how the object of stakeholder was defined and measured by 

theoretical practice in the 1960s and 1970s. Marshalling evidence from managerial 

theorists, I show how this object and its governing rationality were constituted through, 

made legible by, systems thinking. To be sure, though the object of “stakeholder” is 

linked with the rise of systems thinking, this is not to say that systems theorists created 

ideas that were put in practice by corporate managers. Rather, it was through 

multidimensional configurations of problematic processes discussed above200 – including 

social mobilizations, technological transformation, and internationalization of markets – 

                                                      
200 On this theoretical point, see chapter two. 
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that managers and researchers came to practically reflect on the problem of corporate 

governing.  

 

Systems thinking and the problem of complexity 

In the middle of the twentieth century, systems thinking came about as a way of 

organizing the world with influence across a range of scientific disciplines, from biology 

to physics, engineering to the social sciences. Systems thinking, I maintain, was a process 

of knowledge that crystallized or condensed in different ways and in different fields, 

linking distinct paradigms like cybernetics, family systems psychology, contingency 

theory, system dynamics, and futures studies. Systems thinking was not a coherent 

paradigm under which many disciplines reorganized themselves; rather, it unfolded 

differently in multiple disciplines, quasi-independently from one another.201 As such, it 

was a transversal line of theorization that cut across the physical and social sciences, 

connecting to and transforming aspects of biology as much as corporate planning, 

chemistry as much as economics.202  

 Delimiting systems thinking into a singular definition is therefore difficult, but its 

contours can be grasped by posing it against analyticism or mechanistic ways of knowing 

the world. In conventional, Newtonian scientific practice, the world is reduced to simple 

and indivisible parts, and the relationship between these parts is one of efficient causality: 

because of x, we get y.203 Scientific understanding, in this sense, is a matter of 

                                                      
201 Ludwig von Bertalanffy, General System Theory: Foundations, Development, Applications (New York: 
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Future, 12-13. 
203 Russell L. Ackoff, “The Systems Revolution,” Long Range Planning 7, no. 6 (December 1974): 2. 
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determining mechanisms that produce outcomes, or how “the machine” works.204 

Thinking in terms of systems, however, avoids reductionism by holistically accounting 

for the interconnection of parts in a whole. Constituted by heterogeneous elements, the 

effects of the whole – the system – are irreducible to individual elemental properties – i.e. 

the whole is more than the sum of its parts.205 Thinking in terms of systems, then, brings 

to the fore patterns of self-organization and regulation, dynamic or nonlinear processes, 

and relationships between organisms and their environment. It challenges conventional 

scientific analyticism by taking seriously radical complexity through the adoption of a 

synthetic and environmental approach.206 Indeed, Ludwig von Bertalanaffy’s “general 

systems theory,” a key touchstone in the development of systems thinking, confirms this 

outline.207 Working within and through biological and psychological sciences, von 

Bertalanffy accounts for the fundamental shift towards thinking in terms of systems, 

towards new “categories of thought,”208 in terms of the problem of complexity and the 

difficulties of thinking in Newtonian terms about certain kinds of processes and events. In 

his estimation, the analytical mechanisms that served an exact science of physics was 

                                                      
204 Ackoff, 2. 
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1974), 13. 
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Stengers (1984: 129), 19th century thermodynamics was the first response to a problem of complexity and 
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readily employed at the time. Rather, to think in terms of systems represented a means by which to deal 
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largely ill-equipped to deal with the complex relationships found in the biological 

sciences (or even, indeed, quantum physics), the latter being concerned with open rather 

than closed systems.209 For von Bertalanffy and others, an “organismic” rather than 

mechanical approach to biology was the result, an approach that focused on the organism 

as a system of interactive parts open to the environment, as a dynamic order produced 

from disorder.210  

In my estimation, systems thinking was never formulated into a singular theory, 

but by cohering some general responses to complexity that appeared across disciplines,211 

von Bertalanffy and other systems theorists made thinking in “systems” a general and 

mobile framework of understanding, a grid of intelligibility. That is, though the 

specificities of how to study systems diverged, the idea that any thing could be broken 

into a system of parts or identified as one element in a larger system constituted this grid. 

Kenneth Boulding, who would develop and institutionalize general systems theory with 

von Bertalanffy,212 precisely worked to cohere systems thinking in a paradigm by 

cultivating similarities found across multiple disciplines.213 Indeed, Boulding noted the 

exchanges taking place across disciplines – e.g. the new field of cybernetics integrated 

concepts and logics from electrical engineering, neurophysiology, physics, biology and 

even a “dash” of economics.214 Such productive meetings and syntheses across seemingly 

disparate fields were producing novel areas of study, like information and organization 
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theories. To make systems thinking into a substantive paradigm,215 Boulding outlined two 

complementary means. One involved constructing a hierarchical ordering of systems 

based on their complexity, from the “framework” or relative “statics” of the anatomy of 

the universe to simple “clockwork” dynamic systems and machines to complex social 

organization and even “transcendental” unknowable systems.216 The other approach 

involved building models for general phenomena, that is, phenomena that are found in 

multiple fields of study:  

…of almost universal significance for all disciplines is that of the 

interaction of an ‘individual’ of some kind with its environment. Every 

discipline studies some kind of ‘individual’ – electron, atom, molecule, 

crystal, virus, cell plant, animal, man, family, tribe, state, church, firm, 

corporation, university, and so on. Each of these individuals exhibits 

‘behavior,’ action, or change, and this behavior is considered to be related 

in some way to the environment of the individual – that is, with other 

individuals with which it comes into contact or into some relationship.217 

 

This framing of qualitatively different things – corporations and molecules, families and 

states – as fundamentally a unit exhibiting behavior in an environment established 

systems thinking as a mobile or transposable grid. Thus, in systems thinking, grasping 

how things come to be and change necessitates seeing the interconnections of parts, 

wholes, and environments. 

By the 1960s, the grid of systems thinking was working in Boulding’s economics 

and Weiner’s cybernetics, Turing’s computer science and Whitehead’s metaphysics. It 

also made possible significant shifts in both corporate and public management. For 

instance, corporate management in the 1960s borrowed heavily from von Bertalanffy and 
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Boulding, developing a notion of the firm as an organism embedded in an 

environment.218 James Thompson’s Organizations in Action not only identified a firm’s 

interdependence with its environment but introduced distinctions between short-term 

desires for certainty and rational techniques and long-term desires for flexibility.219 To 

deal with the problem of complexity in the long-term, firms had to adopt processual 

understandings of corporate activity.220 Herbert Simon, on the other hand, a Nobel-prize 

winning social scientist, grounded organizational theory in the language of biology and 

systems.”221 Thinking organizations in organismic terms, as a living system,222 allowed 

Simon to develop an account of organizations as embedded within an environment, 

responding to stimuli in varied ways.223 The growth of systems thinking in corporate 

management was institutionally evident in the creation of the Social Systems Science 

department at University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business. Here, systems 

managerial theorists, like Russell Ackoff, Eric Trist, Hasan Ozbekhan, and Ian Mitroff 

developed systems approaches to managing the firm in complex environments.224 The 

growth of systems thinking, with its emphases on dynamism, change, and the future, was 

not confined to the institutional space of academia. In fact, the decades after WWII 
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witnessed a massive growth of long-term planning and strategy departments in 

corporations across the United States.225 

Systems thinking organized midcentury public management in the United States 

as well. By 1969, the concept of “systems” had displaced “process” – i.e. proceduralism – 

as the primary metaphor of US politics.226 Whereas “process” directed participants to 

focus on the rules of the game, to see political activity in terms of a set of procedures 

without attention to overall ends or future goals, “systems” politics was oriented to the 

future, to iterative adaptation and evolution towards optimal outcomes.227 Indeed, 

systems thinking became the foundation of futures studies and technological forecasting 

in the 1960s and 1970s, fields of practices that played a significant role in midcentury 

government agencies. The strongest imprint of systems thinking, however, came in the 

introduction of the Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System (PPBS) by Robert 

McNamara and Charlie Hitch.228 McNamara represented a strong force of systems-

oriented managerial practices in US public management. Part of the “citizen soldiers” 

who took part in the rationalization of war planning at the Office of Statistical Control 

during WWII, McNamara’s background in systems thinking and managerial practices 

strengthened during his tenure at Ford Motors Co. Dubbed the Whiz Kids, McNamara 
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and a crew of younger managerial experts repositioned the company on stronger ground 

through rigorous and systematic analysis of Ford’s production process. Due to the 

revolution at Ford, McNamara was selected as Secretary of Defense under Kennedy and 

tasked with the project of transforming the complex and unruly thicket that was the post-

war Defense Department. McNamara enlisted Hitch of RAND Corporation – a contract 

research firm that grew out of and was continuously funded by the US military – as 

Assistant Secretary of Defense. RAND developed long term weapons planning and 

research for the government, introducing and institutionalizing a strong culture of 

systems thinking in defense planning and operations.229 McNamara found in Hitch, then, 

a suitable partner for re-founding the Defense Department on systems thinking by 

introducing PPBS. Led by Hitch, the new budgeting office integrated the different parts 

of the armed forces, assigning quantitative values to various components and evaluating 

their utility holistically. The McNamara Revolution, as it came to be called, allowed for a 

holistic approach to public management, one that combined a strong focus on systems 

thinking with rationalized, quantitative techniques that allowed for probabilistic 

prediction and planning. Like other disciplinary contexts, systems thinking in public 

management came in the context of complex problems and uncertain environments; in 

the absence of certainty, the necessity of strategically accounting for other entities and the 

larger environment became paramount. In the context of a world at risk of nuclear war, 

the logic of systems theory proved most capable of providing representations and 

analytics that could effectively inform policy decisions. The stated success of PPBS was 

                                                      
229 Smith, Idea Brokers, 117–18. 



 93 

impetus for President Johnson in 1965 to generalize this method to other departments, 

including those agencies authorized by his Great Society/War on Poverty initiatives. 

 Much more will be said on the relationship of systems thinking in US corporate 

and public management below. For the moment, I only wanted to specify the importance 

of this process of knowledge, how in the 1960s and 1970s it condensed in multiple fields 

at once and constituted a general analytical matrix or grid, reorganizing and shifting 

different knowledge domains and practices. In the next section, I detail how managerial 

theorists, working with a systems grid, constituted stakeholder as a new object. 

 

Making stakeholders: systems thinking and corporate management 

In corporate managerialism, systems thinking was linked to the emergence of strategic 

management, organizational theories, and long range planning. It was through the grid of 

systems thinking that a new object of governance was produced, the stakeholder. 

“Stakeholders,” of course, are typically opposed to “shareholders,” and in contemporary 

discourse, the category suggests a socially responsible way of operating a corporation. 

Although it is impossible to separate out questions of social responsibility in the making 

of this object, the emergence of stakeholders cannot be reduced to “business ethics” and 

“corporate social responsibility.” In my estimation, the production of stakeholders came 

about not as narrow rhetoric of appeasement to local pressure from social groups – i.e. 

lip-service – but through a grid of systems thinking that rendered the corporate firm in 

new and complex ways.230 The large firm was increasingly becoming its own system, 
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constituted by multiple operations and functions and involved in numerous types of 

transnational activities.231 Proper management and planning of the firm were increasingly 

geared towards long-term survival in dynamic environments.232 Across different 

governance practices – including organizational studies, corporate strategy, business 

management, and human resources – theoretical practice constituted the object of 

stakeholder around the notion that a firm’s success, if not outright survival, depended on 

accounting for the multiple affected parties that influenced the activities of the firm.233 

The interests of workers and customers, contractors and competitors, government 

agencies and environmental lobbyists – or all who had a stake in the actions of the 

company – had to be analytically grasped and considered in order for a firm to succeed. 

Critical to corporate strategy was understanding organizational structure could be 

understood and worked with not just internally (as in Taylorism) but in relation to an 

outside as well;234 that is, a firm was always interacting with other elements in complex 

and uncertain environments.235 Stakeholder governing practices, then, contributed to 

                                                      
(ed.) The Corporation and its Stakeholders (University of Toronto Press, 1998.) Indeed, some notion of a 

greater public responsibility for the corporation dates to at least J.M. Clark’s “The Changing Basis of 

Economic Responsibility” in 1916. Nonetheless, the specific object of stakeholder, as distinct from a 

general “social” or “public” responsibility, has less to do with any rhetorical effort, per se, than with the 

grid of systems thinking which rationalized these pressures in specific ways.  
231 Stephen J. Korbin, "Economic Governance in an Electronically Networked Global Economy," in 

Rodney Bruce Hall and Thomas J. Biersteker (eds.), The Emergence of Private Authority in Global 

Governance (Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
232 The distinction between short-term profits and long-term survival was practically growing with the rise 

of the large corporation in the United States. As corporations grew and shareholders diversified, the 

distinction between ownership and management grew more stark, with owners seeking immediate returns 

on investment and managers seeking to maintain the corporation in the future. On this history, see Alfred 

D. Chandler, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1977). 
233 R. Edward Freeman et al., Stakeholder Theory: The State of the Art (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 

32. 
234 Freeman et al., 37. 
235 Freeman et al., 43. 



 95 

identifying the parts of the system and analyzing their relations, understanding 

constraints, inducements, and feedbacks.  

 The earliest statements naming affected parties upon which a corporation depends 

as a “stakeholder” came in the early 1960s in the overlapping fields of organizational 

theory and strategic management.236 As discussed by R. Edward Freeman – whose 

extensive historical work on the concept of stakeholder is canonical237 – the study of 

organizations was shifting due to the poor explanatory power of the internal structure of a 

firm in explaining corporate success.238 Environmental change and complexity demanded 

new grids of understanding how a firm could survive and thrive.239 At the same time, the 

field of strategic management was being developed wherein classical political-economy 

assumptions about short-term profit were challenged by long term strategies for 

growth.240 In this space and time, stakeholder was defined and operationalized at the 

quasi-private research organization, Stanford Research Institute (now SRI 
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International)241 in 1963.242 According to Freeman, stakeholder theory became “gospel” 

at SRI, developed in internal meetings of the Theory and Practice of Planning committee 

and then circulated in internal memos, academic articles, and external reports.243 A 

number of individuals were involved in defining the object, including Igor Ansoff, who 

shifted from RAND to Lockheed in the 1950s before becoming involved with the 

Carnegie Institute of Technology and founding strategic management studies.244 SRI’s 

own historical ledger, however, credits Robert Stewart with coining the term.245 Stewart, 

a colleague of Ansoff at Lockheed, developed a model of corporate planning (known as 

the “SRI System of Plans”) in the Theory and Practice of Planning committee in which 

stakeholder analysis figured as central; this system of corporate planning was widely 

disseminated to executives across the globe between 1965 and 1971.246 J. Douglas 

McConnell, a market economist at SRI, outlined this system of corporate planning  and 
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the significance of stakeholder analysis in a 1971 article.247 “In today’s large complex 

organization,” McConnell argued, “the planning process has to be formalized.”248 The 

first step in the methodology of planning – what SRI called “organized entrepreneurship” 

– was to understand the objectives of a firm, the “complex” unfolding of which must 

“take into account the expectations of the several stakeholder groups, the corporate skills 

and resources, and environmental change.”249 McConnell defined “stakeholder analysis” 

as the appropriate tool to develop the “hierarchy of objectives” for corporations, a tool 

which involved analyzing how the different constituencies may impact a firm, including 

“stockholders, employees, management, functional groups or divisions, customers, 

distributors, suppliers, financial institutions, and the communities in which [the firm] 

operates.”250  

 In recent revisions, Freeman accepts the multiplicity of origins for the object of 

stakeholder. Notably, he and his coauthor, maintain that rigorous statements on 

stakeholder theory were developed in parallel to SRI by Eric Rhenman in Sweden.251 

Rhenman, in his 1964 book on Industrial Democracy and Industrial Management, maps 

a systems-oriented theory of stakeholder management.252 Defining “stakeholders” as 

those constituencies who depend upon the firm to realize their own goals and upon whom 
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the firm’s survival depends, he argues that accounting for stakeholders was integral to 

understanding the firm as a “social and technical system” in which “different 

stakeholders play a part.”253 Rhenman helped to launch stakeholder managerial practices 

in Sweden,254 practices that would become a standard in Swedish business schools and 

industry throughout the 1970s.255  

Although SRI and individuals associated with the quasi-private research firm 

initially defined the concept of stakeholder,256 its making as an object involved multiple 

individuals and institutional sites. As mentioned above, not only did Thompson’s 

environmental systems approach demand that the firm account for the interdependencies 

of internal and external elements, but other systems thinkers257 were outlining similar 

methodologies of how this could practically be accomplished. Peter Checkland and C. 

West Churchman, for instance, helped to define stakeholders. Checkland argued that a 

“soft” systems approach to management required that managers understand the varying 

perspectives of all parties involved in a problematic situation rather than assuming an 

objective set of relational parts.258 The viewpoints of affected parties, therefore, had to be 

identified and included to resolve complex management problems. Churchman, on the 

other hand, advanced his systems approach on managerial planning on the same register, 
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demanding that managers see the world through others’ eyes.259 Gesturing toward the 

democratic quality of participatory governance, Churchman claims that “there are no 

experts in the systems approach;” rather, all embody a form of expertise that must be 

included.  

 Significant developments, however, came about through those associated with the 

Social Systems Sciences department at the Wharton School.260 Of note were Fred Emery 

and Eric Trist261 who worked with a systems grid to grasp the dynamics of organizational 

change and development. 262  Drawing on von Bertalanffy, Ashby, and other systems 

thinkers, Emery and Trist articulated ideal types of environmental interdependencies and 

how they affect the strategic possibilities of organizational survival. Novel among these 

types were “turbulent fields,” or the complex environments wherein “dynamic properties 

arise not simply from the interaction of the component organizations, but also from the 

field itself.”263 The complex dynamism and uncertainty of such environmental 

interdependencies were evidenced by the imbrication of economic and social factors, 

meaning that “economic organizations [were] increasingly enmeshed in legislation and 

public regulation.”264 According to Emery and Trist, in such environmental contexts 

firms could not “adapt” merely by pursuing narrowly interested actions; rather, they must 

seek institutionalization of organizational values that relate to a wider social context.265 

Specifically, they write: 
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In so far as institutionalization becomes a prerequisite for [organizational] 

stability, the determination of policy will necessitate notably a bias towards goals 

that are congruent with the organization’s own character, but also a selection of 

goal-paths that offer maximum convergence as regards the interests of other 

parties.266 

 

Thus, though not employing the term “stakeholder,” Emery and Trist nevertheless 

represented how from a systems perspective, an organization must align practices with 

various affected parts within a firm’s environment.267  

 Russell Ackoff, an extremely influential management professor and consultant, 

also defined stakeholders from within a systems perspective.268 Ackoff’s outline of 

corporate planning emphasized the need of organizational adaptation to deal with 

changes within a system or an external environment.269 It was the problem of 

“increasingly complexity” that required new management systems.270 As such, the very 

concept of corporate planning, for Ackoff, was rendered in terms of a “system of 

decisions,”271 in which the full process must be divided into temporally sensitive stages. 

That is, in recognizing how corporate planning was an adaptive process responsive to 

environmental shifts over time, Ackoff argued against analyticism, or breaking down 

planning into independent subsets.272 Instead, successful corporate planning required 
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seeing how decisions in each planning stage were interrelated – i.e. each stage was 

constitutive of a dynamic or adaptive planning system. For Ackoff, the role of the 

corporation as a social institution was indeed integral to defining a systems of stakeholder 

management, as his version of systems thinking necessitated that component parts take 

“responsibility for the welfare of the whole.”273 Writing in 1974, Ackoff’s systems 

perspective on the social responsibilities of the firm connected with questions of business 

ethics and social responsibility, but his defense of posing the firm on such grounds 

depended upon rethinking the purpose of profit maximization. In the final analysis, 

profits meant nothing unless it was considered in terms of its effective use, and what 

profits were used for depended on what the corporation does.274 Since corporations 

affected a number of different parts – that is, a number of different stakeholders – the 

objectives of the corporation should be geared towards maximizing the “consumption” of 

this “social” whole.275 For Ackoff, “the objective of the corporation should be stated in 

terms of what profit can be used for,”276 and its use depended on the interactions of 

corporate activities with different internal and external “stakeholders.”277 The modern 

firm interacts with many “participants” – employees, customers, suppliers, investors, 

debtors, the public – and “these exchanges involve both individuals who are part of the 

corporation and other individuals and organizations that are part of its environment. 

These participants in corporate affairs have come to be known as stakeholders.”278 Thus, 

for Ackoff, the long-term survival and interests of the corporation would be served by 
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benefitting their environment because in age of systems, such flexible and inclusive 

adaptations to environmental elements were necessary.  

 

Stakeholder rationalities of governing 

Informed by the mobile grid of systems thinking, stakeholder was constituted as a new 

object of governance for the private firm, a new target of management. Systems thinking 

and individual theoretical practice played a strong role in the narrative above, but this 

explanatory emphasis should not obscure the multiple processes that problematized the 

object of “profit,” or the material conditions of appearance for a corporate rationality of 

governing to emerge. The growth of large corporations, rapid technological change, 

environmental mobilization and events, the Great Depression, changes in corporate law, 

social strife and labor unrest, and other factors were integral to the problematization of 

profit and the constitution of stakeholders. Though the argument presented above 

highlights theoretical practice in the constitution of the object of stakeholder, I reiterate 

that the origins of this object are multiple and not necessarily confined to a specific set of 

individuals or institutional contexts. Some form of stakeholder practices was evident at 

Johnson and Johnson, Sears, and Lockheed in the 1940s and 1950s.279 Others were 

connected to human relations approaches at Tavistock Institute in London and National 

Training Laboratories in the United States.280 A variety of corporate executives, private 

researchers, management consultants, corporate lawyers, academics, and pedagogues 

were engaged in practically constituting this thing called “stakeholders.” 
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 For the purposes of this chapter, however, I merely wanted to sketch how systems 

thinking became the grid of intelligibility for managerial practices, constituting new 

objects (stakeholders) and informing the emergence of new rationalities of governing 

(stakeholder governmentality). That is, I primarily wanted to understand how this new 

object was produced such that I could track how it circulated to public governance. As I 

discuss in the next section, a shared grid of systems helped to make corporate managerial 

practices legible in government agencies, but before making this shift, it is worth 

repeating the significance of stakeholder as an object distinct from other categories 

important in corporate management – namely the public. Whereas some notion of 

corporate accountability to the public had currents stretching to the first decades of the 

twentieth century,281 it is the grid of systems that rationalizes “stakeholder” as something 

distinct from the public or society in general. Public accountability creates a direct and 

simple relationship between two things, the corporation and the public, whereas 

stakeholder management differentiates the external environment of the corporation into 

multiple groups that are positioned in qualitatively varied relationships. Systems thinking 

locates the firm as embedded within a complex and differentiated field of “threats” and 

“opportunities,” rather than socially responsible to an undifferentiated public. As such, 

redefining the public into groups of affected parties, of stakeholders, de-territorializes 
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corporate activity. Under rationalities of stakeholder governance, corporations are not 

responsible to a clearly bounded citizenry (though that may be one stakeholder group) but 

only to those parties that emerge in relation to specific actions and behaviors. 

  

 

Circulating Stakeholders: Emerging (Public) Rationalities of Governing 

 As new objects were constituted and rationalities of governing emerged in corporate 

management, similar transformations were occurring within spaces of US public 

management. The emergence of stakeholder governmentality with respect to public 

institutions ran somewhat concurrently to shifts in corporate management, but the relays 

between business and government indicate that these were not parallel processes. Rather, 

stakeholder objects and techniques, constituted in relation to corporate management, were 

plugged into emergent rationalities of governing complex policy problems. That is, as 

midcentury political institutions came to reflect on the problem of governing, stakeholder 

language and techniques were imported from corporate management. While this 

business-government circuitry resonates with the logic of neoliberalism – perhaps 

indicative of the marketization of the state282 – the historical evidence suggests otherwise. 

Examining the historical and institutional context of the 1960s and 1970s, I show that the 

rationalization of governing through stakeholders was constituted by systems-oriented 

discourse to manage problems of complexity.  

 To unpack this argument, I begin with a discussion of how technology became a 

problematic object for the US government. In the context of Cold War scientific 
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mobilization, governance practices constituted and regulated technology in a variety of 

ways, but my genealogy tracks the specific episodes in which stakeholder rationalities 

emerged: educational policy and technological assessments. The rapid expansion of 

technology during WWII – including advancements in jet propulsion, radar, computing, 

pharmaceuticals, nuclear weaponry, and others – led to divergent governance practices in 

the decades following. In the immediate aftermath, recognizing that US investments in 

scientific research should continue in peacetime to energize “the economy” and keep 

pace with the Soviets, governing technology was a matter of providing the necessary 

resources to expand the technological capabilities of the United States. This led to 

significant (federal) government intervention in educational policy. However, by the 

1960s, with nascent environmental and consumer movements making unchecked 

technological growth problematic, highlighting the negative externalities resulting from 

unregulated technological change, efforts to check and direct technological growth 

appeared. In the United States, and elsewhere, this led to the creation of government 

agencies tasked with “technology assessment.” In both areas, the practice of governing 

became rationalized along stakeholder lines. 

 

Education, experts, and the rise of stakeholders 

The emergence of stakeholder objects and rationalities with respect to educational 

practices has a clear path. It was through SRI – the quasi-private research firm that helped 

to develop and disseminate stakeholder objects and techniques to corporate executives – 

that the language of stakeholders first appeared in public management discourse. Among 

the earliest introductions of stakeholder objects and techniques are found in reports 
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developed by SRI’s Educational Policy Research Center in its evaluation of urban school 

programs and minority education initiatives. As early as 1967, SRI staffers prepared 

reports on inner city education programs that adopted stakeholder “analysis” as an 

integral tool for the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare to employ, arguing 

that accounting for stakeholders was the best means to produce policy more responsive to 

and less likely to incur resistance from different social groups.283 The necessity of 

stakeholder techniques derived from systems approaches to solving complex policy 

problems. 

 The transposition of objects and rationalities from corporate to public 

management was made possible by a shared grid of systems thinking wherein any unit – 

whether the firm or a government agency, an atom or a building – could be understood as 

an open system or an element within a larger system. But systems thinking alone does not 

capture how this rationality circulated or “jumped tracks.”284 Grasping the plot of this 

scene requires three things: detailing how the governance of technology led to new 

regulatory interventions in national education, historically contextualizing the 

relationship between industry and government, and evidencing the rationalization of 

governing practices along stakeholder lines in government documents. 

 The rise of national educational policy in the United States came out of the 

problematic space of governing technology. In the decades after WWII, the US 

government continued to support technological innovations and research efforts that 
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resulted from wartime mobilization, an institutional process that included the 

establishment of the National Science Foundation. But the strongest catalyst for new 

governance practices for technology came in 1957 with the successful launch and orbit of 

Sputnik. A win for the Soviets in the race for space, Sputnik confirmed an early 

comparative technological advantage. The United States responded directly by 

establishing a civilian space agency, NASA, but also more broadly by developing the 

Defense Department’s Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA).285 ARPA, as Fred 

Block argues, not only funded long-term or “beyond the horizon” technologies but 

“established a new paradigm for technology policy.”286 It involved an “extremely lean” 

organizational structure that allowed a relatively large magnitude of freedom for the 

independent scientists and institutions it funded.287 Funding was targeted to a not only 

university researchers but also start-ups, quasi-private research firms, and established 

corporations.288 Set in the problematic context of Soviet space expansion, ARPA 

represented new ways in which the United States sought to regulate the object of 

technology. 

 From the problematization of technology, new practices emerged with respect to 

educational policy as well. Traditionally, education in the United States was largely a 

local matter to be determined by municipalities and states, but after the launch of Sputnik, 

education became a key site in the federal governance of technological development and 

national security. The National Defense Education Act (NDEA), passed in 1958, 
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authorized millions for science and mathematics education, as well as language and area 

studies, student loan provisions, grants to secondary institutions, graduate fellowships, 

and vocational training in technical industries.289 Governmental debate on the NDEA, as 

Barbara Clowse documents, was organized around technological capacities of the United 

States in the context of Cold War competition.290  

 The NDEA opened the way for general government intervention in education, a 

circumstance that soon linked the practices of governing technology and social 

welfare.291 In the early 1960s, assurances of postwar prosperity were upset by the 

publication and dissemination of Michael Harrington’s The Other America. Arguing that 

a significant but “invisible” segment of poverty existed alongside middle-class growth, 

Harrington’s text was widely read and party credited with prodding Kennedy and 

Johnson to focus on anti-poverty alleviation.292 In fact, Harrington was enlisted as a 

consultant for developing Johnson’s War on Poverty legislation,293 which included the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965. The ESEA established a 

strong governmental role for basic education, specifically targeting disadvantaged lower-

income groups through large programs like Head Start and Follow Through. Massive 

investment in this area was intended to close the gap between social classes, but without 

earlier educational initiatives, namely the NDEA, it is unclear whether such government 
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intervention would have been possible.294 This means that educational components of 

social welfare interventions were made possible by prior orientations toward to 

technological development. Governing technology and social welfare were interrelated 

practices that converged and amplified each other with respect to national education.     

 As discussed above, the ESEA constituted one form of advanced social policy 

among many in the 1960s that, rather than providing blanket welfare for all individuals, 

targeted specific social socioeconomic, racial, and geographic groups. Because these 

governance practices were organized around differential interventions into society, 

aiming to reduce educational (and other) gaps, new analytical techniques were needed to 

design, monitor, evaluate, and improve these programs. Because their success was not 

premised on serving basic individual rights but practically achieving a reduction in social 

stratification, a class of expert evaluators were needed to assess the functionality of social 

policy. Thus, the rise of the welfare state created a need for experts, a situation that 

helped establish a science of program evaluation.295 As I demonstrate below, often such 

monitoring and evaluation were contracted out to quasi-private research firms using 

systems approaches to make sense of a given policy program.  

 It was through contracting-out to quasi-private research firms that the language of 

stakeholder first appeared in US public management, but before turning to these 

documents, it is necessary to historically contextualize the role of these institutions and 

highlight how they form a link in the circuit between industry and government. While 
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putting government activity under the logic of private business is linked with New Public 

Management and neoliberalism in the 1980s, attempts to reform government along the 

lines of industry extend to at least the first decades of the twentieth century. Elijah Watt 

Sells, for instance, who cofounded the accounting firm that would later merge to form 

Deloitte, made the virtues of corporate management practices the theme of his address to 

the American Association of Public Accountants as early as 1908.296 Claiming auditing 

experience in both large corporations and governmental agencies (at the federal, state, 

and municipal level), Sells maintained that it was the “unassailable truth” that corporate 

managers were “far more competent to run the Government, and would run it more 

economically, more wisely, and more honestly than any of those who [were] in the 

business of running governments.”297 This sentiment, expressed by Sells, emerged more 

emphatically in the rise of Taylorism and scientific management which proved to be the 

first localized attempts to reform government along the lines of business. Morris Cooke, a 

management theorist who worked closely with Taylor,298 implemented scientific 

management principles during his time leading the Department of Public Works in 

Philadelphia, an experience that left him decrying the inefficiencies of government 

bureaucracies in the pages of APSR.299 The logic of scientific management symbolized 

the promise of expertise (evidenced in corporate managerialism) to solve social problems 

and increase government efficiency through standardized mechanisms of control. Hoping 

to replicate the advantages brought by scientific management, social scientists were 

                                                      
296 Elijah W. Sells, Corporate Management Compared with Government Control (New York: Press of 

Safety Systems Company, 1908). 
297 Sells, 4–5. 
298 Charles D. Wrege and Anne Marie Stotka, “Cooke Creates a Classic: The Story behind F. W. Taylor’s 

Principles of Scientific Management,” The Academy of Management Review 3, no. 4 (1978): 736–49, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/257929. 
299 Wrege and Stotka. 



 111 

increasingly hired within municipal governments, using accounting principles and rough 

forms of cost-benefit analysis to efficiently organize government.300 This ethic of 

efficiency and the necessity of expertise in the administration of public governance 

strengthened under the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt, wherein he not only 

increased the links between industry and government by establishing a business advisory 

council but also lauded the comparative advantages of the former through the 

endorsement of “government corporations.”301 Roosevelt’s Committee on Administrative 

Management,302or the Bronlow Committee, rendered the government corporation as a 

“useful and efficient device” in that it allowed “freedom of operation, flexibility, business 

efficiency, and opportunity for experimentation.”303 Thus, prior to WWII, there were 

already strong relays between industry and government.304 

The post-WWII period represented a qualitatively different institutionalization of 

managerial and technological expertise, though it cannot be disconnected from the 

principles of efficiency that came before. Significantly, the US government was not just 

interested in drawing upon experts to take part in government but was actively involved 

in the institutional production of expertise, funding and indirectly staffing a novel set of 

quasi-private research firms. Capitalizing on the massive increase in research 

expenditures during the war – estimated at fifteen-fold increase between 1940 and 
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1945305 – and the pool of professionals who worked in statistical and other “strategic” 

government agencies, a slate of contract research organizations and “think tanks” 

developed to continuously provide forms of knowledge and technological innovations for 

the military and private industry.306 Heavily dependent upon government contracts, 

midcentury research firms like Arthur D. Little, SRI, RAND, Battelle, Armour and others 

were devoted to the production of “applied” knowledge. Opposed to the “purity” of 

academic departments, at these institutional sites innovative industrial and technological 

development could proceed with the financial support of the US government but with 

output captured by private enterprise more often than not.307 Sitting tenuously between 

pure academics, profit-driven industry, defense-oriented government agencies, and 

public-interest groups, quasi-private research organizations were the site of a novel brand 

of institutionalized expertise and a link that blurred distinctions between “public” and 

“private.” Thus, the relationship between industry and government shifted in the middle 

of the twentieth century: whereas previously managerial and technological experts were 

drawn into government, populating new public agencies and wartime offices, after WWII 

such expertise was contracted out by the government to nominally autonomous research 

groups. Both government and business agendas, then, were refracted through this 

institutional space, enabling a network through which managerial practices circulated and 

shifted the imperatives and practices of both private corporations and public agencies. 

As such, when the United States introduced educational programs in the 1960s, it 

was at this institutional site of expertise that questions of how to govern were reflected 
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upon and new governance practices were rationalized in terms of stakeholder inclusion 

and management. SRI was only one among many quasi-private research firms involved 

in producing advise and assessments for educational initiatives, but it is notable for 

introducing stakeholder objects and techniques. In a 1967 paper for the Office of 

Education, for instance, Thomas C. Thomas of SRI foregrounds stakeholder analysis in 

developing educational policy geared toward “the poor minority child who lives in the 

inner city.”308 Stakeholder analysis supports effective policy implementation by not only 

assessing how goals are met but accounting for the impacts that a policy will have on 

different parties.309 Because “[f]ew, if any, programs for education in the inner city will 

be singular and discrete,” the document claims,310 educational policy is always be 

situated among broader social goals, and as such the “noneducational” effects of policy 

must also be considered. Here, the document outlines the import of governing through 

stakeholders: 

The concept of ‘stakeholder,’ borrowed from SRI’s work in corporate 

planning, may be useful in this regard. A stakeholder is any individual or 

group who has a stake in, that is, will be affected by, the outcome of a 

particular decision. Every group within the society is a potential 

stakeholder depending upon the issue. Educational decisions intended to 

affect the skills, attitudes, or values which students acquire in formal 

education make stakeholders of nearly everyone for the decisions affect 

the future of society.311 

 

Policy needs to be formulated and implemented by accounting for the specific interests 

and goals of these affected parties in a “systematic” way: 

The SRI center staff feels that a basic task of policy research should be 

the systematic explication of program effects upon both educational and 

noneducational needs of the society. This is not to say that education 
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policy makers should accept every stakeholder’s goals as his own goal… 

What is necessary to improve policy making is for the policy maker to 

acquire a broad perspective regarding the effects of his programs upon 

the society. Analyses which are concerned with only direct educational 

goals do not provide a broad enough perspective for many decisions.312 

 

The paper goes on to specify the temporality of stakeholder practices, noting that as “an 

organization evolves and the environment changes,” the interests and goals of 

stakeholders will also change.313 Thus, flexible engagement with stakeholders in dynamic 

environments is necessary. 

 The focus on governing stakeholders to manage complex policy interventions and 

dynamic environments continues in subsequent SRI documents. In a 1972 document, 

Thomas along with the systems thinker and futurist, Willis Harman, describe the crises 

wrought by a complex and rapidly changing world, a transition which threatens 

“fundamental cultural premises (e.g., the sacrosanct value of economic growth, the 

inviolability of nationalism, the uniqueness of the truths of ‘value-free’ science)” and, as 

such, “recalls the Fall of Rome.”314 In the face of these challenges, an understanding of 

humanity as embedded within an interlinked environment, as an “integral part of the 

natural world, in a partnership with Nature to establish self-regulating economic-

ecological systems” is necessary.315 Institutionally dealing with these problems are 

difficult because “management abilities of duly constituted governments prove to be 

sorely lacking.”316 Thomas and Harman contend that governments neither have “the 

institutional coordinations [sic], nor the systemic and anticipatory analysis techniques, 
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nor the guiding ethics required to deal with a task which daily grows more complex.”317 

Only by developing a “politically viable” educational strategy, one that attends to “the 

most flagrant inequities affecting disadvantaged stakeholder groups,” is it possible to 

manage the transition.318 Further, in a 1975 report on Knowledge Production and 

Utilization (KPU) in education policy,319the linkage of systems thinking and stakeholder 

governing grows more evident. The 1975 SRI report takes as its object an investigation of 

the “governance system” of KPU, developing a “systems mapping approach” to assess 

and monitor educational initiatives.320 Applying it to a number of case studies, the 

report’s general conclusions makes the logic of stakeholder inclusion legible through the 

grid of systems thinking: 

One of the systems principles that seems to occur throughout all hierarchically 

organized systems, whether they are “mechanical” or “living,” is the phenomenon 

of “hierarchical emergence.” This is the phenomenon through which a new 

coherent system property “emerges” when a series of lower order systems or 

configurations begins to work in close interaction over time, so that the new 

higher level configuration or system can have stable properties of its own. …As is 

true in all living systems, however, the survival probability of a mutant organism 

or species is small unless the mutant has, by virtue of its mutation, a superior 

advantage in its life-support transactions with the ecological networks 

surrounding it. This principle, translated relative to KPU, means that NIE as an 

institution and KPU as a concept must always have “currency” (legitimacy and 

value) to the principal stakeholders in the KPU community. Only then can KPU 

guarantee its survival in the “jungle” through which its allocations policy is 

formed.321 
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Thus, the report recommends the “need for strong political support from the community 

having vested interests in effective KPU in education.”322 

 To be sure, while SRI reports on educational policy, delivered to the Department 

of Health, Education, and Welfare, often and consistently rationalized governance in 

terms of stakeholders, other documents push back against ascribing causal agency to any 

one firm. Rather, there were multiple sites in which this language came to inform US 

public management. As early as 1970, Adolph Koenig of the American Educational 

Research Association, delivered a paper on the management of educational research in 

the United States.323 Discussing the possibility of a National Institute of Education to 

coordinate research into educational policy under HEW, Keonig emphasizes that “the 

institute’s strength will come from a well-developed policy, planning and priority setting 

machinery involving representation from the several communities and groups of 

stakeholders concerned with the health of education.”324 Organizing the planning process, 

then, will require the institute to “bring modern management technologies to bear on the 

problems of resource allocation for research, development, and adoption…”325 Indeed, it 

is the grid of systems thinking that makes corporate managerial rationalities and 

techniques desired: 

Differentiation of function and mechanisms for planning, coordinating, 

priority setting and decision-making are key elements in systems to 

articulate knowledge into practice. Linked systems of differentiated 

capacities which bring to bear critical masses of resources and deal with 

real problems are a necessity and will require improved management. 

…Indeed, the concepts underlying techniques such as a management of 
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objectives, contingency management, convergence and Delphi techniques, 

strategic planning and a host of lables [sic] associated with evaluation and 

supporting operations research activities will become more familiar.326 

 

Notably, though Koenig’s paper notes stakeholder inclusion in organizing systems of 

education management, there is no reference or citation to SRI. Thus, though SRI was 

certainly important in constituting and transposing the category of stakeholder, it is less 

an exceptional agentic actor than an exemplary site of how stakeholder governmentality 

was emerging. Indeed, stakeholder objects and analyses were used in a variety of 

educational program assessments by the Far West Lab for Educational Research and 

Development, National School Public Relations Association, Learning Research and 

Development Center, and Northwest Regional Educational Lab.327 By 1978, analytical 

papers on “Multiple Stakeholders and Evaluation” in educational policy were reviewing 

the state of the art of governing stakeholders.328  

 In sum, interventions in education – situated at the center of governing technology 

and social welfare – were the site of reflections of how to govern generally. Involving 

people in the process of planning and implementing educational programs were not 

oriented to individual citizens but groups of differentially affected actors: stakeholders. 

To be sure, the evidence gathered thus far demonstrates how quasi-private research firms 

were organizing public governance through contracts with the US government. In the 
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next section, I detail how stakeholder governmentality emerged in relation to a specific 

governmental agency: the Office of Technology Assessment. 

 

Assessing the effects of technology: from the public to stakeholders 

While the launch of Sputnik set off governance practices intended to develop 

technological capabilities further, by the 1960s, several processes converged to make 

unrestrained technological advancement problematic. Though Cold War discourse 

demanded accelerated technological innovations, environmental movements, community 

resistance to nuclear power, and consumer rights advocacy questioned the unintended and 

unaccounted effects of rapid technological change. These processes and events conjoined 

with stirrings of social unrest – socioeconomic disparities among race and class, civil 

rights mobilization, labor strikes, free speech and antiwar protests, feminist organization 

– to create a problematic of unmanageable complexity, or a sense that processes of 

change exceeded human control. Indeed, by the end of the 1960s, limits to human control 

were evidenced by nuclear explosions and the first glimpses of the Earth from space, 

integrated circuits and internetworking, high rates of urbanization and education reform, 

racial political activism and decolonization struggles, increased mobility and the 

beginning of electronic media, biological weaponization and ecological degradation, 

global economic depressions and industrialized genocide. These long-term processes 

were punctuated by disruptive events: nuclear explosions transformed the logic of 

warfare; Harrington’s The Other America upset assurances of postwar prosperity; The 

Feminine Mystique interrupted institutionalized patriarchy while the March on 

Washington did the same for racial segregation; Carson’s Silent Spring cast light on 
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industrialized agriculture and ecological crises while Ralph Nader’s Unsafe at Any Speed 

gave rise to consumer advocacy lobbying. 

 It was from within this problematic context that not only new practices and 

techniques to govern technology emerged – technology assessment – but the general 

question of how to govern was posed. The Office of Technology Assessment (OTA), 

established in 1972, was tasked with regulating and evaluating the generation and 

proliferation of new technologies in a way that was socially beneficial, but the 

complexities of governing technology posed problems for the category of governance 

itself: if governing technology was necessarily complex, requiring specialized expertise 

from different sectors and disciplines, how should these different constituencies be 

involved in crafting and implementing regulations? Who should be accounted for and 

included? How could these complex proceedings be made publicly legible? As Edward 

Kennedy, chair of the board of the OTA made clear in 1974, the agency was “not only an 

experiment in technical analysis” and “institutional reform” but democratic 

governance.329 Certainly the OTA was needed for Congress to “cope with complex 

technical issues,” a source for “unbiased technical expertise,” but: 

It is not just a matter of whether Congress can utilize technical information 

and advice. The crucial point is whether Congress can do so in the full 

glare of public scrutiny – and with the full participation of the varied 

public groups that have a stake in the outcome of the decisions. 

 Thus, the Advisory Committees we have established contain not 

only the technical experts, and the economists, lawyers, and sociologists – 

but also the representatives of labor and industry, consumers, 

environmentalists, and other interested segments of the public.330 
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The formulation of “full participation of the varied public groups that have a stake in the 

outcome of the decisions,” the creation of advisory committees made up of “interested 

segments of the public,” is telling: at the OTA, governing was becoming rationalized in 

terms of stakeholder inclusion rather than individual citizen engagement. Like the 

changes in educational policy, what made this possible was the grid of systems thinking 

responding to problems of complexity. To understand the emergence of this rationality, I 

specify three things in this scene: the development of the OTA and its systems-

orientation, the way in which governance became a problematic question with respect to 

technology assessment, and evidence of stakeholder rationalities in OTA-related 

documents.  

 The OTA came about largely through the efforts of a Congressional 

representative, Emilio Q. Daddario, who wanted to bring the expertise of the scientific 

community to bear upon technology-related policy interventions.331 It was envisioned 

that the OTA would serve as a kind of public think tank, a research organization capable 

of advising Congress on pressing policy matters.332 The OTA, then, was designed to 

bring unbiased, expert analysis on social and technical policy issues. In the 1972 act 

establishing the OTA, an advisory board made up of experts was institutionally 

inscribed.333 The Office of the President, having established its own research arms, 

perhaps provided the immediate impetus for a comparable Congressional agency, but the 

broader conditions of the OTA’s appearance concern change and complexity. 
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Technology assessment, according to initial proceedings, was needed because (1) 

technological change was outpacing the ability of individuals to manage unintended 

effects334 and (2) the “growing complexity of society” was connecting numerous, 

seemingly distant social elements in surprising ways.335 Thus, concern over rapid social 

and technological changes required new techniques to anticipate and mitigate potentially 

negative effects.336 Technology assessment constituted an important tool to do precisely 

that: regulate the object of technology. Though at times unclear, technology assessment 

was defined as “the systematic study of effects on society that may occur when a 

technology is introduced, extended, or modified, with special emphasis on the impacts 

that are unintended, indirect, and delayed.”337 This anticipatory technique, tied to 

technological forecasting and futures studies,338 governed technology by neither leaving 

development to unrestrained private actors, nor authoritatively planning what could or 

could not be produced, but by foregrounding the “secondary or tertiary” effects of 

technologies as they developed.339 

 Like other areas of public management, the practice of technology assessment 

was grounded in systems thinking. Because technology assessment was oriented to the 

future, to evaluations of technological development in relation to a complex and changing 

environment, the grid of systems organized the practice. As Daddario defined it in early 
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Congressional statements, technology assessment was “a system to ask the right 

questions and obtain correct and timely answers.”340 Even as Joseph Coates, Assistant to 

the Director of the OTA in the 1970s, asserted that there was “no methodology, no 

algorithm nor paradigm, which will define or yield a technology assessment,” that there 

was “no single or even best approach,”341 he nevertheless organized the definable 

elements and useful models of technology assessment through the referent grid of 

systems. In 1976, Coates outlined ten elements of the technique that began with 

examination of “problems statements” and shifted to various steps, including the 

specification of “system alternatives” and “macro system alternatives.”342 According to 

Coates, defining systems was “a key part of a technology assessment, inasmuch as that is 

the only way to define a useful range of systems alternatives to be studied.”343 Moreover, 

the suggested models for technology assessment included “system dynamic modelling,” 

developed by the systems theorist, Jay Forrester, environmental models known as 

Strategic Environmental Assessment Systems (SEAS), and scenario planning – all of 

which fall into the parameters of systems thinking. In fact, the very concept of model, for 

Coates, was defined as “any systematic interrelationship of elements and components into 

a system which is intended to parallel in structure, form and function some real world 

system.”344 In sum, the practice of technology assessment was made legible through 

systems thinking. 
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 Technology assessment was an expert-driven practice of managing complexity, 

but the difficulties of governing technology brought about reflection on governing itself 

as its own problematic object. Recall that the question, as Ed Kennedy put it, was not just 

how to manage complex technological issues but do so with the “full participation of the 

varied public groups that have a stake in the outcome of the decisions.”345 Walter Hahn, a 

staffer from the Congressional Research Service, posed it in such terms, noting in 1975: 

The advent of technology assessment raises some unique and as yet 

unanswerable questions about “participation.” Technology assessment is a 

highly sophisticated process involving expertise in a variety of advanced 

and complex analytical techniques. …Not only are there complex 

interactions among these experts, but between them and those who must 

make the decisions. Some have characterized these interactions as those 

between the practitioners and those in the power structure and between 

experts and, relatively speaking, laymen. But there is a third party to the 

technology assessment process, the affected party. …This “stakeholder” is 

a primary party favoring an outcome in his specific interests.346 

 

The question of who should participate and how, the question of governing generally 

rather than governing technology specifically, was one that emerged early in the making 

of the OTA. It was clear that “expert” knowledge was needed but the prospects of veering 

into technocracy prompted questions about who among the public should be able to 

participate. In fact, according to a review of legislation leading to the creation of OTA, a 

Congressional Research Service’s report specified just how integral the question of 

public participation in technology assessment was to its making, the “public” being 

defined not as a homogenous and bounded community but as constituted by diverse 

groups: “affected parties, highly organized groups, diffuse interests, and apathetic 
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members.”347 This shift from the public to affected parties or interests – what would soon 

become stakeholders – emerged from two interrelated areas: case decisions on 

environmental questions wherein the “affected party” was legally recognized348 and the 

question of who could manage complexity. There is no doubt that cases where 

community groups sued corporations based on being indirectly affected by their activity 

was important to crystallizing the subject of “affected party,” especially since many in the 

OTA were involved in the processes that led to the creation of the Environmental 

Protection Act of 1969.349  

 But the rationalization of including affected parties in governing, rather than the 

public, did not take the form of legal appeals but presumed the problem of managing 

complexity. In testimony to the House Subcommittee on Science, Research and 

Development, for instance, Richard Carpenter, chair of the Engineering Foundation 

Research Conference on Technology Assessment, set the solution to governing 

somewhere between a “technocracy” and “chaos,” or between technocratic leadership 

and the “full participation” of citizens.350 “The question,” Carpenter maintained, “is how 

to take advantage of the knowledge necessary to run a big, complex society without 

giving up the values of participation. The answer we’re looking for is a third way.”351 
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Carl Bruch of the Brookings Institution echoed the problematic premise of managing 

complexity: 

As our society increases in technological complexity, the price of an error 

in the risk/benefit equation is constantly increasing. Because the future 

destinies of so many people are affected by any decisions that 

governmental agencies make in terms of technology assessment, I feel that 

there has to be more input from the public. Such inputs can come not only 

from the highly organized interests but also from all those affected by any 

technological decisions so that our society does have a democratic 

decision-making process at work in such technological evaluations.352 

 

Louis Mayo – a professor at George Washington University and heavily involved in the 

legislative making of the OTA, from initial proceedings in 1967 through contracted 

evaluations of the agency in the 1970s – argued strongly for participatory mechanisms in 

technology assessment.353 But though he maintained that scientific evaluations needed to 

be met with public participation, that indeed participation needed to be “encouraged 

rather than hindered,”354 public participation was never the full citizenry but only affected 

parties. Indeed, for Mayo, often a single “public interest” does not exist in complex 

situations: 

When such elements of uncertainty exist, sharp differences of opinion 

inevitably arise since some segments of society benefit and others suffer. 

Why should we reasonably expect that such matters be determined without 

resort to some form of adversarial system and the opportunity for affected 

participants to state their positions?355 

 

As Christopher Wright, a professor at Columbia University, summarized in his 1967 

testimony: 

On the question of public information…we have now reached the point 

where we ought to refine the concepts of public information by realizing 
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that there are many different publics, and that it is no derogation of 

democracy to recognize that as a statistical matter there are few occasions 

on which many members of the total population will focus on any one 

issue simultaneously…356 

 

As such, faced with a rapidly changing and complex environment, initial formulations of 

participatory governance at the OTA took the form of including affected parties. 

 In sum, as the object of technology became problematized, new questions of how 

to govern, how to arrange people and things, were posed. At this moment, in the lead up 

to the creation of the OTA, governing was rationalized as responsive not to the public as 

a homogenous space but to “affected parties” differentially positioned in relation to 

technological policy. No doubt, the categories of “the public” and “citizens” were present 

in discussions of technology assessment, but they existed only to be broken down into 

“affected parties” to deal with problems of complexity.357 That is, in warding off the 

possibilities of technocracy, stoked by the fear of complexity outrunning the rational 

capacities of everyday citizens,358 some form of public engagement in technology 

assessment was necessary, but to enable the capacities for individual participation would 

lead to “chaos.” Instead, specific mechanisms for affected parties to be included in 

technology assessments, in formulating advice on policy interventions, were developed. 

Indeed, though it did not ultimately appear in the 1972 legislation creating the OTA, an 

advisory council “drawn from Government, the scientific community, industry, labor, 

education, and the general public” was initially proposed by Daddario.359 And even while 

this (to be anachronistic, multistakeholder) institutional body did not come to pass, the 
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rationalization of governing through “affected parties” or stakeholders came to define 

OTA initiatives in the 1970s. 

 Indeed, by the mid-1970s, as techniques for identification and inclusion of 

affected parties took center stage in OTA programs, the OTA came to define these parties 

as stakeholders. That is, corporate objects and techniques were plugged into the OTA, 

posing the identification and regulation of “affected parties” as stakeholder governance. 

The specific circuitry depended heavily upon futurist management theorists, consultants, 

and bureaucrats in the formulation of technology assessment methods. As noted above, 

Walter Hahn brought stakeholder objects to rationalizations of governance in 1975, 

defining the “affected party” in technology assessment as a “stakeholder.”360 At the time 

Hahn was a senior specialist in science, technology, and futures research with the 

Congressional Research Services, but his previous experience included a position with 

General Electric in the 1950s and management analysis director with NASA in the 

1960s.361 Similarly, Coates, who would later start his own futures management consulting 

firm,362 was actively involved in developing methods for stakeholder identification and 

management for the OTA. As a member of a Public Participation Committee established 

by Daddario in 1977, Coates identified a framework for identifying and including 

stakeholders.363 According to meeting minutes, this framework included focusing on 
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specific “places where the impacts occur,” networking through workshops to identify 

groups, and “[l]ooking at the physical background of the technology” to trace its 

effects.”364 As such, Coates maintained that the public should be not be confused “with 

the laity,” reaffirming the direction of techniques for public engagement as one of 

involving those who have a stake in policy rather than the public at large.365 Other 

committee members generally agreed, and developed networking techniques to identify 

and include relevant stakeholders, techniques that if done in a “systematic” manner 

would not only ensure that “many groups would not be overlooked” but “would also 

provide a basis for limiting the number of stakeholders if, for some purposes, that [would 

be] necessary.”366 

 Around the same time of the OTA’s participatory committee meetings, 

Congressional hearings on technology assessment in industry, academia, and government 

brought together a variety of state and nonstate representatives to discuss and compare 

methods. Selwyn Enzer, a professor with the Center for Futures Research and the 

Graduate School of Business at University of Southern California, was the only 

participant to discuss affected parties of technological development in terms of 

stakeholders.367 Outlining methods of technology assessment, Enzer identified 

“stakeholder groups” as important to the definition of a problem or issue, the evaluation 

of different courses of actions, and the assessment of unintended consequences.368 
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Significantly, Enzer distinguished the methods of assessment according to sponsoring 

agency, noting that industry’s “operating goals are motivated by profits,” but the 

fundamental logic of engaging stakeholders rather than the general public was confirmed: 

Technology assessments are currently being sponsored by various 

government and industrial organizations. In some cases the sponsoring 

organization performs the assessment in-house and in some cases all or 

part of the assessment is contracted to outside institution [sic] – profit or 

nonprofit think tanks, or universities. In any case, the sponsoring 

organization is primarily concerned with meeting the needs of its 

stakeholders or customers, rather than any idealized version of society. 

When the sponsor is a government agency, the dichotomy between the 

sponsor’s constituency and society in general is less than when the 

sponsor is an industrial organization. …[but a] similar argument could be 

made for government agencies with special interests such as the USDA, 

the Federal Aviation Agency, or State and local governments. These 

agencies have considerably narrower charters than that of the Congress, 

which OTA serves.369 

 

 The circuitry of corporate managerial objects and practices in the emergence of 

stakeholder governmentality at the OTA are, perhaps, most clearly evidenced in Coates’s 

1976 paper documenting different systems techniques for technology assessments.370 

Here, Coates not only cites Enzer’s cross-impact techniques371 but other futurists 

including many at SRI.372 Though the specification of stakeholder identification in 

Coates’s ten step model of technology assessment does not directly reference the 

corporate management literature, he does discuss the importance of general futurist 

models for technology assessment, including one being developed by Arnold Mitchell at 

SRI that Coates learned of through personal communication.373 Mitchell – who was 
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research director of SRI’s Long Range Planning Service which became the Business 

Intelligence Program – is credited with not only establishing new market research 

techniques in the 1980s but developing and proliferating stakeholder managerial practices 

with William Royce in the United States and Europe.374 This is clear even in the 

forecasting handbook that Coates cites. In the handbook, Mitchell cautions the sole use of 

quantitative techniques in decision-tree modeling due to the fact that “the numbers 

assigned would be significantly different from the view point of different stakeholder 

groups.”375 “In fact,” the report goes on to argue, “many Corps problems assume their 

particular form largely because different stakeholder groups perceive the goal priorities 

differently, and the subsequent conflict is part of what needs to be worked out.”376 

 Though it is difficult to locate the precise track in which corporate rationalities 

and techniques were plugged into rationalities of governing technology at the OTA, it is 

clear that the circuitry among futurist managerial theorists and quasi-private research 

firms, like SRI, was at work. In fact, by 1979, in a report on the automobile industry 

developed by the OTA with a team of contracted researchers from SRI, the inclusion of 

stakeholders in managing the automobile system organizes the report.377 Stakeholders, of 

courses, are defined in the report as those who “influence the automobile system and, in 
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turn, are affected by it.”378 The diversity of stakeholders interests means that not all can 

be visually represented, but through the technique of a relevance tree, or a systems 

approach to defining the hierarchy of elements to be analyzed in an assessment, 

“consequences for stakeholders” may be identified.379 Though there is attention to public 

concerns for the environmental costs of the automobile system, there is nothing in the 

document about public participation – only the management of stakeholder interests. 

 In sum, the OTA is an integral site in documenting the initial emergence of 

stakeholder rationalities of governing in US public management. Though the adoption of 

stakeholder objects and techniques came from corporate managerial discourse, governing 

through stakeholders was, I argue, was not rationalized within traditional neoliberal 

categories of freedom and entrepreneurship but through the grid of systems thinking to 

manage problems of complexity. A summary statement on technology assessment by 

Sherry Arnstein, a researcher with the Department of Health, Education and Welfare, 

speaks to this argument. According to Arnstein, technology assessment has three 

components: first, it “forces researchers and decisionmakers to take a holistic view of the 

complex problems they are trying to solve and to consider systematically alternative 

solutions to them.”380 Second, it requires experts from multiple disciplines to be brought 

together, allowing for an interdisciplinary identification of the problem and techniques by 

which to solve it.381 Third, structuring the problem requires identifying “the parties at 

interest,” along with “the relevant issues, assumptions, impact domains” and other factors 
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which will “affect the assessment.”382 In other words, involving stakeholders in the 

systematic construction and solution of complex problems is necessary. Among the “most 

significant contributions of the TA process,” Arnstein contends, “is that it explicitly 

identifies groups likely to be affected, either positively or negatively, by the proposed 

technology.”383 By involving affected interests, assessments will be based on the “mental 

models of the diverse stakeholders – the technologists, supporting or competing 

industries, consumers, unions, government agencies, policymakers, public interest 

groups, and other parties at interest.”384 

 

  

Conclusions 

This chapter tells two stories: the initial making of the object of stakeholder in corporate 

managerial practice and the circulation of this object, along with attendant regulative 

techniques, to governmental agencies and practices. By way of conclusion, I want to 

restate the significance this chapter holds for the project of tracking stakeholder 

governmentality globally. The origins of stakeholder objects and rationalities emerge in 

relation to corporate managerial practice and quickly inform the rationalization of public 

management in the United States. Understanding this historical production is not only 

important because corporate management practices will be plugged into transnational 

governance institutions, like the World Bank, but because the way in which corporate 

rationalities have organized public governance stands opposed to the typical story 
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students of neoliberalism tell. Whereas most governmentality theorists may posit the 

emergence of “stakeholders” rather than citizens or the public as derivative of 

(neo)liberalism, my historical reading finds the object to be the product of a postwar 

circuitry of quasi-private research firms linking industry and government as well as a 

shared grid of systems thinking that made this category legible across different fields. 

Developing in the 1960s and 1970s, tied to planning and government intervention in 

social planning, the birth of stakeholders cannot be reduced to neoliberal marketization of 

the state. In fact, institutionally, governing through stakeholders emerged with the 

expansion of social welfare programming and the regulation of technology.  

 Therefore, my genealogical account marks out a distinct political rationality of 

stakeholder governance. Whereas Foucault’s genealogies of (neo)liberalism demonstrate 

how governing through freedom happens, the necessity of producing entrepreneurial 

subjects that take responsibility for their own governance, the emergence of stakeholder 

governmentality is concerned with the problem of managing complexity. In order to deal 

with complexity, stakeholder governmentality specifies the inclusion of all parties who 

could affect the efficiency and success – i.e. the survivability – of a policy program or 

intervention. Such a rationality is not primarily about producing competitive conditions 

for the proliferation of “freedom,” but a technique by which complexity can be managed 

and interdependent systems may stabilize over the long-term.  

 To be sure, the contours of my argument track with Mark Bevir’s genealogy of 

“governance” but diverge in important ways.385 Governance, according to Bevir, denotes 

processes of governing that are decentralized, distributed throughout society in a variety 
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of institutions (corporations, schools, nonprofit organizations) outside of the state.386 In 

this way, “government” is displaced as a central command, relying instead upon markets 

and networks to facilitate cooperative decision making and policy initiatives.387 

Historically traced to the 1980s, Bevir’s genealogical work on governance argues that 

“modernist” forms of knowledge were integral to producing governance in the aftermath 

of a crisis in the effectiveness and legitimacy of the hierarchical/bureaucratic state. In 

other words, loss of faith in Weberian rational-bureaucratic authority, in Bevir’s 

estimation, did not produce skepticism over the application of scientific expertise in 

solving political problems writ large but, rather, prompted “alternative modernist modes 

of knowing to sustain new forms of expertise.”388 These forms of expertise, or “new 

theories of governance,” included rational choice and variants of institutionalism but also 

systems and regulation theories.389 Inasmuch as Bevir identifies “systems theory” as one 

of the expert knowledges implicated in the rise of governance, there are clear resonances 

with my own argument concerning the emergence of the object of stakeholder. However, 

in the context of US corporate and public management, I not only find that systems 

thinking was the dominant grid of intelligibility for changing governance practices but 

that these shifts were taking place in the 1960s and 1970s, anticipating the shift to 

governance in the 1980s.  

 In the next chapter, I document the path by which corporate managerial practices 

came to inform the rationalization of participatory development at the World Bank and 

the initial emergence of stakeholder governmentality across borders.
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Chapter Four 
 

The World Bank: From Participatory Development to Stakeholder Governance 

 

 

With the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the liberal character of international 

order intensified, but the “end of history” did not mark out success in the field of 

international development. Though the Washington Consensus crystallized in this 

moment, implying some sense of convergence over the practical rationalization of so-

called neoliberal policy programs, a set of processes converged to problematize the object 

of development and provoke institutional crisis at the World Bank and other international 

financial institutions (IFIs).390 Indeed, for more than a decade, structural adjustment 

programs (or a lending instrument premised on debtor states implementing a set of 

market-oriented reforms) led to stagnation across the global South rather than growth. 

International economic volatility no doubt contributed to poor economic growth in Latin 

America and Africa, but market reforms and state retrenchment did little to mitigate these 

forces. The “success” of international liberal order, in other words, aligned with the 

“failure” of specific liberal-oriented development practices. As Jacqueline Best notes, 

striking about the post-Cold War period is precisely the centrality of failure in 

development discourse – “its ever-present possibility, its many sources in the form of 

risks or dysfunctional politics, and the need to avoid it at all costs.”391  
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 Important in this scene is not only the problematization of the object of 

development but the governing practices that organize development. In this episode of 

crisis, stakeholder governmentality emerged at the Bank. What processes upset and 

destabilized the object of development? What historical conditions and practical 

techniques made the appearance of new rationalities of governing possible? In this 

chapter, I outline the set of disruptive processes (oil shocks, debt crises, participatory 

development movements, transnational environmental groups, structural adjustment 

programs, institutional reorganization) that came together to produce a problematic 

configuration for the object of development. To be sure, this was not “the cause” that led 

to an adoption of “stakeholder governance;” rather, it was the problematic context in 

which elements within and outside the Bank reflected on the practice of governing itself. 

By attending to Bank documents, I develop two claims in this chapter: one, I locate how 

corporate management practices and principles became the basis of organizing 

international development, specifically documenting how “participatory” development 

became rationalized in terms of “stakeholder” governance. Two: though the articulation 

of stakeholder governmentality was consciously formulated in relation to a set of 

governing practices, the strength of this logic was energized by divergent constituencies 

(i.e. local, participatory NGOs and transnational, neoliberal IFIs) sharing anti-statist 

attitudes. That is, while the appearance of stakeholder rationalities emerged through 

reflection on how to govern people and things toward development, such governing 

rationality functioned due to principles that resonated with neoliberal and democratic 

attitudes.  
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 The story I tell results in an argument distinct from other explanations of how the 

Bank turned toward participatory mechanisms. Kim Reimann’s account, for instance, 

emphasizes pro-NGO norms in development discourse throughout the 1980s, linked to 

neoliberal economic ideologies.392 According to Reimann, the shift from state-led 

development to a “neoliberal hybrid model” generated and institutionalized pro-NGO 

norms within the World Bank and other development agencies and, later, in the UN 

system.393 This norm-based explanation resonates with the logic of most neoliberal 

governmentality approaches. Given that development continued to be premised on 

market reforms in the 1990s, there is a strong temptation to see participatory initiatives 

within development discourse as simply the instantiation of neoliberalism in a 

transnational field. Identifying the convergence of participatory governance and market 

reforms as anticipating neoliberal “third way” policies is analytically intuitive. However, 

in light of the historical conditions and archival evidence, I find that new governance 

practices involving civil society actors in the process of development were not primarily 

rationalized in terms of “freedom,” “entrepreneurship,” “responsibility,” or other 

categories associated with neoliberal discourse; it was not even captured in valuations of 

a competitive market, per se. Rather, “stakeholder” inclusion in development programs 

was rationalized in terms of its necessity for successfully managing complexity. That is, 

for development to succeed, programmatic implementation had to take into account and 

regulate the various affected parties that could potentially undermine or enable the 

program. The rationality of managing complexity, to be sure, came to resonate with 
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neoliberal principles of market competition and economic growth, but it was not 

reducible to them. 

 The story that unfolds demonstrates how from a problematic configuration, the 

rationality of governing through stakeholders emerged in a specific transnational space. 

Though the emergence of stakeholder governmentality “depended” upon processes of 

NGO mobilization and neoliberal policy techniques, my argument neither attests to the 

“power” of NGOs nor the dominance of neoliberal rationalities. Rather, it shows how 

rationalities developed in the context of midcentury corporate management and planning 

were plugged into global governance institutions, resulting in a new organization of 

development practice that brought together divergent constituencies. Specifically, the 

rationalization of participatory development in terms of stakeholder governance can be 

tracked to systems-oriented managerial practice. I advance these arguments in four parts. 

First, I develop an account of the processes that came together and problematized the 

object of development. This includes a discussion of participatory development 

movements in the global South throughout the 1960s and 1970s, as well as shocks to the 

international economy. Second, I develop an account of how the Bank came to see itself 

not merely as a lending institution, dealing in straightforward relationships with debtor 

governments, but a governance institution managing a complex of people and things 

across borders. Many have noted that the Bank came to see itself as involved in 

postcolonial development by the end of the 1960s, shifting in focus from post-war 

reconstruction efforts to the management of international development. However, I argue 

that though the Bank began to govern development at this time, advancing different 

techniques to calculate and manage this object, practical reflection on how to govern best 
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came about with the problematization of development at the end of the 1980s and 

beginning of the 1990s. Third, I show the process by which participatory development 

became rationalized in terms of stakeholder inclusion, demonstrating that while the 

mobilization of civil society actors was important to problematize development and 

demand greater participation, corporate management practices and rationalities were 

integral in institutionally organizing “popular participation” along stakeholder lines. As 

my narrative will attest, there were many (presidents, vice presidents, committee 

members) involved in this process such that causal agency cannot be ascribed to any one 

individual. Finally, I discuss how this emergent rationality functioned by drawing 

together unlikely constituencies – bottom-up, democratic NGOs and neoliberal IFIs. 

 

 

The Object of Development and its Discontents 

Objects are constituted by the conjunction of historical practices, processes or systems of 

knowledge, and theoretical practice. Like other objects, “development” is produced from 

the interplay of material actions, forms of knowledge, and human thinking, but because 

its representative qualities are always exceeded by processes, because the “real” 

movement of people and things always escape abstract categories, objects are always 

problematic sites. At the end of the Cold War, “development” was rendered problematic 

due to the excessive conjunction of several processes: international economic volatility, 

environmental crisis and political activism, participatory development movements, and 

loan conditionality at the Bank. Before turning to the elements within the Bank that came 
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to articulate a stakeholder governmentality, I briefly sketch how development, as a 

“governance-object,” became problematic. 

 

Economic volatility 

The 1973 oil crisis was a critical international economic event with major repercussions 

for how development was thought about and regulated. Ernest Stern – who as Vice-

President of operations would push the Bank towards structural adjustment loans (SALs) 

– noted the challenge that the oil crisis presented to Southern economies, including 

depressed commodity prices.394 Indeed, in the decade following the crisis, many states in 

the global South were confronted with the problem of servicing large amounts of private 

and public debt in an environment of high oil prices threatening demand.395 In fact, 

according to Barbara Stallings, the rise in oil prices created surpluses for OPEC countries 

which were “largely deposited in the Eurocurrency market, thus providing an additional 

influx of funds to lending banks.”396 In an internationalized capital market, lending to 

Latin America (and elsewhere) expanded throughout the 1970s and even continued after 

OPEC surpluses disappeared due to the importance of foreign loans for bank profits and 

the fear of a balance of payment crisis.397  

 These factors led to debt crises in Latin America in the early 1980s, but as 

significantly, they were implicated in shifting governance practices at the Bank toward 
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greater loan conditionality.398 In the two years after the shock, three East African 

countries were offered loans premised on policy reforms to deal with deteriorating 

economic conditions.399 As discussed below, international economic volatility threw into 

relief the insufficiency of project lending when debtor state macroeconomic policies were 

deemed by the Bank to be counterproductive.  

 

Environmental activism 

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, governing development and the environment 

were entangled. At least since the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment, 

discussions concerning the responsibility to conserve and protect the natural (and social) 

environment were set in relation to the necessity of postcolonial economic 

development.400 In the principles of the 1972 outcome document, for instance, the 

preservation of natural resources and natural habitats were affirmed through statements 

that economic and social development were necessary for proper living and working 

conditions, that technology transfer could help remedy underdevelopment, and that raw 

material prices should be stabilized.401 The presence of development as a necessity in the 

context of growing environmental concern was neatly captured in principle thirteen 

which stated: 

In order to achieve a more rational management of resources and thus to improve 

the environment, States should adopt an integrated and co-ordinated approach to 
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their development planning so as to ensure that development is compatible with 

the need to protect and improve environment for the benefit of their population.402 

 

By the 1987 UN World Commission on Environment and Development, there was strong 

and persistent language about the inseparability of environment and development,403 one 

which required “an interdisciplinary, integrated approach” through “broad 

participation.”404 Sustainable development – or the integration of environmental concerns 

within development programming through decentralized management and strong public 

participation405 – represented the need to govern these two objects in conjunction with 

one another.406 

 Programmatic discourse at the UN aside, nonstate activist mobilization at Bank 

projects provided strong and direct pressure for environmental reform. The inclusion of 

environmental concerns in development programming, according to Katherine Marshall, 

“was heavily shaped by protests against specific [Bank] projects, especially India’s 

mammoth Narmada Dam” and those in the Brazilian Amazon.407 In Indonesia, for 

instance, the Bank helped to finance a massive – and politically charged – resettlement 

project, moving millions of poor Indonesians from the central islands to the peripheral 

ones inhabited largely by indigenous communities.408 The project not only displaced 

                                                      
402 “Report of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment,” 4. 
403 “Report of the World Commision on Environment and Development (Our Common Future)” (United 

Nations, August 4, 1987), 21. 
404 “Report of the World Commision on Environment and Development (Our Common Future),” 14. 
405 “Report of the World Commision on Environment and Development (Our Common Future),” 71–74. 
406 For more on how economic development and environmental governance were bound up historically, see 

Steven F. Bernstein, The Compromise of Liberal Environmentalism (Columbia University Press, 2001); 

Steven Bernstein, “Liberal Environmentalism and Global Environmental Governance,” Global 

Environmental Politics 2, no. 3 (August 1, 2002): 1–16, https://doi.org/10.1162/152638002320310509. 
407 Marshall, The World Bank, 53. 
408 Bruce Rich, Mortgaging the Earth: The World Bank, Environmental Impoverishment, and the Crisis of 

Development (Island Press, 2013), 34. Transmigration Indonesia, as the resettlement project was known, 

was largely an effort by General Suharto to move supporters to the peripheral islands to garner greater 

territorial support. 



 143 

millions and violated indigenous territorial claims, but it generated an ecological 

disaster.409 Resettlement came with agricultural initiatives in the indigenous lands that 

cleared between 15,000 and 20,000 km of forests and 35,000 km of wetlands, not to 

mention other “environmental calamities of biblical dimensions: acidic pest soils, 

flooding, paltry agricultural yields, and plagues of insects, rats, and wild boars.”410 The 

fact that the development project failed on even the most narrow economic indicators411 

energized a global movement of NGOs to protest Bank support, including a strong 

network of Indonesian NGOs facing the threat of a hostile military dictatorship.412 By the 

second half of the 1980s, the Bank responded to NGO mobilization. Thus, ecological 

crises publicly framed and amplified by transnational activists413 problematized the 

contours of development, demanding that environmental concerns be assessed within 

growth-oriented projects. Thus, it was through such mobilization that the Bank not only 

developed new technical tools to assess environmental impact but new institutional 

departments like the Global Environmental Facility and Inspection Panel.414 Whereas the 

former provided financial support for environmental projects, the latter provided 

mechanisms for groups to seek redress for projects that failed to meet Bank 

environmental standards.415  

 

Participatory movements 

                                                      
409 Rich, 35. 
410 Rich, 36. 
411 The availability of markets did not increase and, thus, a high percentage of occupied lands were then 

abandoned. 
412 Rich, Mortgaging the Earth, 37. 
413 Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International 

Politics (Cornell University Press, 2014). 
414 Marshall, The World Bank, 53. 
415 Marshall, 53. 



 144 

Demand for popular or community participation in the formulation, implementation, and 

evaluation of development programs had several threads, each with its own historical 

trajectory and force. The drive for women in development (WID), for instance, came on 

the agenda of international organizations in 1975 with the UN’s “Decade for Women” 

and annual International Women’s Day. Tasked with bringing women’s issues to the 

forefront of development planning, the first Bank advisor on WID was hired in 1977. By 

1989, however, Bank President Barber Conable – led by his spouse, Charlotte Conable416  

– remained dissatisfied with the extent of women’s participation in development, asking 

Bank operational and country departments to integrate women within programming in a 

more systematic fashion.  

 Women’s participation in development was linked with other participatory drives 

for popular participation among the poor that came together in the 1980s to problematize 

the object of development. These participatory movements had historical precursors in 

colonial and decolonial settings. For instance, “community participation,” or involving 

local communities in their own development, was an early principle organizing the UN’s 

development work during decolonization.417 Meanwhile, community participation, itself, 

grew out of three related but distinct processes. One such historical process, according to 

James Midgley, grew specifically out of decolonization: “Third World Community 

Development” posed local decision making within small scale institutions as the most 

appropriate instantiation of democratic practice within the global South.418 Colonial 
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administrations, particularly in conjunction with missionary projects, were the forerunner 

to social policy in post-colonial states, but the form of Third World Community 

Development advanced in places like India were largely produced on the economic and 

social development models of Tagore and Gandhi.419 Another process, paralleling Third 

World Community Development, emerged from Western small-scale or neighborhood 

democracy which involved local institutions and decentralized participatory politics.420 

Finally, community participation also had links with radical social work in the U.S., from 

early 1930s to 1970s.421  

 The discourse of community participation converged with the participatory 

development movement in the 1970s and 1980s, specifically in the inscription of 

principles for Popular Participation in Decision Making which coincided with 

International Women’s Day in 1975. 422 Community participation was distinct from, 

though related to, participatory development; whereas the former directly involved local 

actors in decision making, the latter was a broader ethic of providing opportunities for 

participation in political social life.423 Such a distinction is slight but significant: the 

legitimacy of community participation was organized around the necessary involvement 

of all actors while popular participation depended only on providing access.424 I discuss 

the import of democratic and participatory movements later in this chapter, but for the 

moment, it is enough to see how people across the global South and in select international 

organizations and bilateral agencies challenged top-down models of development. 
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Organizational crisis 

In the 1980s, internal processes at the Bank also made development as an object 

problematic. In brief: the politics of loan conditionality intensified during the 1980s, but 

greater intervention into the political economy of debtor states did not lead to economic 

stability and growth but development failure – i.e. stagnant growth. The practice of loan 

conditionality was not invented in this decade, but the technique of structural adjustment 

loans (SALs), which premised lending upon large-scale macroeconomic shifts, did make 

conditionality a central technology of the Bank. According to Ernest Stern, throughout 

the first decades of the Bank’s history, it had only minimal tools to inflect policy, with 

minimal effective leverage in project-based lending; after the oil shocks and declining 

international economic environment, “it was becoming increasingly clear that successful, 

sustainable projects required improvements in sectoral policies and the incentive 

framework,” a premise that led to more emphasis on evaluation of projects, sectoral 

work, and “comprehensive reviews of country portfolio.”425 “All these strands,” Stern 

asserted, “contributed to [the Bank’s] decision in 1978 to propose structural adjustment 

lending.”426 

 By the end of the 1980s, however, it was becoming clear that SALs were not 

leading to increased economic growth, that in fact the breadth of loan conditionality was 

exacerbating development programming by making projects even more complex. SALs, 

in other words, were a technique in the practice of loan conditionality that while intended 

to regulate the object of development generated development failure.  
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Multiple processes 

The historical processes sketched above converged in the late 1980s. It was from within 

this configuration that the object of development was made problematic. From this 

uncertain context, elements within and outside the Bank constituted the problem of 

development in terms of complexity and took steps to not only reconstitute and regulate 

development but reflect on the broader question of how to govern people and things 

across borders. That is, actors within the Bank posed new governing discourse to manage 

the problem of complexity. In the next section, I document the historical process by 

which the Bank, as a transnational development agency, came to rationalize governance 

practices in the beginning of the 1990s.  

 

 

From Lending to Governing, or the Making of a Development Agency 

The articulation of a new logic, or rationality of governing emerged at the Bank in the 

first years after the Cold War, but this is not to say that the Bank only came to regulate 

development at this time. For decades, the Bank was one institutional actor among many 

(albeit an important one) that had developed practices, analytical techniques, and 

technical instruments to calculate and regulate the object of development. As mentioned 

above, SALs were in use for over a decade and, prior to that, Country Program Papers 

(CPPs) were used to regulate markets and development strategies in debtor states. Indeed, 

at least since McNamara’s managerial reinvention of the Bank and political shift toward 

poverty alleviation, multiple techniques were employed to constitute the object of 
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development in certain measurable ways and lending instruments were developed to 

transnationally regulate domestic markets. Such shifts were no doubt due in large part to 

the set of managerial practices and accounting rationalities that McNamara imported to 

the Bank.427 However, I argue that the question of how to govern best, the systematic 

reflection on governing practices, only emerged when the object of development was 

problematized at the end of the Cold War. Only at that moment did the Bank practically 

rationalize governance in terms of stakeholder inclusion and regulation. But to 

understand this shift, it is not only necessary to note the processual conditions under 

which development was made problematic but to grasp the history through which the 

Bank’s governing practices became an object of reflection and regulation. It is necessary, 

as such, to document how the Bank came to recognize itself not just as a lending 

organization but a transnational governance institution. 

 

Calculating and managing development: McNamara and the Bank 

The Bank, along with the IMF, formed key components of post-war international 

economic management. While the IMF was established to maintain international 

monetary stability, the Bank’s purpose was oriented towards long time horizons, 

established to help rebuild Europe following WWII. For more than a decade of its 

existence, the Bank’s clients included a mix of Northern and Southern states, and its 

focus was on economic reconstruction. In the 1960s, while Europe’s economic needs 

diminished, postcolonial states required financial assistance to mitigate the economic 

destruction wrought by centuries of imperial intervention and extraction; in the 
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“postcolonial” international context, in the de jure acknowledgment of sovereign 

equality, the Bank’s focus shifted to international “development.”428 To be sure, at this 

early stage, the Bank was primarily a lending institution: the provision of loans to 

Southern states generally financed specific projects with minimal conditionality in the 

form of “technical advice.”429 However, at certain moments, with respect to specific 

places, lending was accompanied by greater Bank involvement in the constitution and 

regulation of local economies with new governing instruments developed to assess 

national markets and domestic economic policy. For instance, as early as 1960, the World 

Bank’s President, Eugene Black, sent a group of bankers to evaluate the economies of 

India and Pakistan, not to formulate official policy per se but to, nevertheless, surmise 

trends that could indicate potential policy initiatives appropriate to both countries.430 The 

Banker’s mission resulted in a series of emphatic recommendations, including 

diversification of exports, reduction of government planning for “marginal” projects, 

attention to agricultural policy, and defense against inflationary pressures.431 By 1964, the 

Bank began non-project lending to India, prompting staff to take a serious look at the 

country’s macroeconomic policy environment.432 Then Bank President, George Woods 

authorized the Bell mission (named after the leading economist, Bernard Bell) to evaluate 

and recommend policy solutions for the Indian economy. The Bell report outlined several 

actions, most notably currency devaluation and liberalization of import controls which 
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were pursued by the Indian government in 1966.433 Though such policy recommendations 

and nonproject lending was atypical, this early experiment in conditionality, the setting of 

“liberalization reforms against the promise of increased flexible assistance,” anticipated 

structural adjustment programming in the 1980s.434 

By the end of the 1960s, the Bank became a development agency.435 Most of the 

component institutions of the Bank were formed,436 and the Bank’s mandate took up the 

task of developing national economies of the global South.437 In conjunction with the 

decline in demand from Europe and the rise in demand from postcolonial states, the Bank 

began to understand itself in reference to the object of development, formalizing practices 

and procedures that would make development calculable and governable. This shift 

became evident when Robert McNamara left the Department of Defense to become the 

Bank’s president in 1968. As with his previous private and public appointments, 

McNamara transformed the Bank through the introduction of systems thinking and 

rigorous (both in the sense of thorough and rigid) statistical techniques. As opposed to 

past Bank presidents, McNamara placed statistics, classificatory systems, five-year plans, 

and other metrics at the center of Bank lending practices.438 Recognizing the success of 
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the Program and Planning Budgeting System (PPBS) in the US government,439 and with 

the advice of a management consulting firm,440 McNamara institutionalized a programing 

and budgeting office at the Bank, at once centralizing oversight and decentralizing 

practical authority to regional officers which allowed greater staff interaction with local 

governments.441 Further, with the help of Hollis Chenery, appointed to Vice-President in 

1972, the Bank employed legion of developmental economists to conduct and evaluate 

these new governing practices.442 

In constituting the object of development, McNamara’s Bank put the question of 

poverty at the center of development strategies for growth, further advancing the political 

role of the Bank and setting the conditions for structural adjustment. At his 1972 address 

to the UNCHE, McNamara premised the environmental actions taken by the Bank with 

the “dilemma” of development: escaping poverty is impossible “without the continued 

economic growth” of Southern and Northern states, growth that would necessarily entail 

environmental impacts.443 Presaging the turn to “sustainable development” twenty years 

later, McNamara was confident that the solution was not to “oversimplify,” to leave the 

dichotomy of growth and environment in zeros terms; rather, through interdisciplinary 

problem solving among economists and ecologists, growth could happen without undue 

burden on the environment.444 Under McNamara, the Bank increasingly focused its 

mission on the alleviation of poverty through meeting basic human needs445 while 
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emphasizing fundamental compatibility with growth-oriented policies.446 All of this could 

be performed with the right set of managerial and accounting techniques. 

Focusing on basic human needs, poverty alleviation, and income inequality, 

McNamara’s reforms certainly stood in opposition to the previous decades of “trickle-

down” approaches to development,447 but it was precisely this relationship with 

development and a set of governing practices that laid the ground for greater intervention 

into the political economy of Southern states. For instance, according to Guy Sinclair, 

population control was central to the way development was conceptualized by the Bank, 

with McNamara linking it “explicitly and insistently to the goal of poverty reduction.”448 

Proposing an “elaborate system of classifying ‘developing’ countries according to 

population size, population policy, and practice,” McNamara envisioned such a 

classificatory scheme as a tool to pressure local governments for strict population control 

policies.449 More significantly, in 1968 McNamara launched Country Program Papers 

(CPPs), another technique by which to evaluate the political conditions of specific states, 

including questions of social needs and income distribution but also debtor countries’ 

economy and historical relationship with the Bank.450 While CPPs helped to formulate 

five-year lending programs, they were also crucial for leveraging influence on the 

behavior of debtor states.451 They proved to be an effective mechanism for introducing 

various policy prescriptions in program and project lending. CPPs, along with greater 

economic and sectoral work (ESW) and program lending, comprised the primary tools 
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that presaged SALs in the 1980s.452 With the creation of these different techniques, the 

Bank became actively involved in the production and regulation of development, 

constituting itself as a development institution. Together these techniques and practices 

influenced the construction of local markets and economic policy, thereby rendering the 

Bank as an important site of transborder governance.  

 

Return to the market? Neoliberalism and the Bank 

Throughout the 1970s, the Bank developed methods to calculate and manage the object 

of development, constituting it as a transnational governance institution. In the 1980s, the 

introduction of SALs multiplied its influence in the construction of domestic economic 

policy, and they did so on the basis of austere policy recommendations such as devaluing 

currency, reducing social welfare spending, privatizing state-owned enterprises, 

liberalizing trade, deregulating industries, and reforming tax codes. At first glance, SALs 

appeared as a radical departure for the Bank, but the historical evidence suggests that 

they were simply a new set of tools in the transnational management of development, 

tools that were building upon rather than fundamentally transforming McNamara’s 

reforms. Indeed, at the urging of Ernest Stern, then Vice-President of operations, it was 

McNamara who outlined the principles of SALs in 1979. Throughout the second half of 

the 1970s, Stern and McNamara were frustrated by the minimal influence over 

macroeconomic and structural economic policy of debtor countries, a circumstance they 

understood as undermining the success of project-based lending.453 Stern, then, 

considered SALs necessary to the future evolution the Bank, pushing McNamara to 
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outline this new instrument at a speech to the UN Conference on Trade and Development 

in 1979.454 Only two years prior to ending his tenure at the Bank, McNamara set the stage 

for a shift away from poverty and basic needs toward market-oriented growth, 

devaluation of currency, state retrenchment, and trade liberalization. Though Stern 

maintained that the development of SALs throughout the 1980s could not have been 

anticipated when they were initially sketched out between 1979 and the Latin American 

debt crisis in 1982,455 the decline of Keynesianism and the rise of monetarism in the US 

and UK certainly hinted at what was to come. 

 The practice of regulating Southern economies through policy recommendations 

and conditionality intensified in the 1980s with a new technology, SALs, but the content 

of these recommendations – namely, market-oriented growth – was also not radically 

dissimilar from the previous decades: 

“Throughout its life the World Bank has expressed an appreciation of the 

organizing and efficiency-enhancing capacity of self-adjusting, or only lightly 

regulated, markets. At least as a seriously considered view, this was not a vote for 

anarchistic, state-of-nature markets; when it was speaking carefully, the Bank 

always recognized that flexible, self-regulating markets need to be legally 

bounded and serviced. Moreover, the Bank also saw a need for government 

interventions in cases of market failure… But otherwise – in the 1940s, 1950s, 

and 1960s as well as the 1970s – the institution always was pro-market.”456 

 

Certainly the balance of state interventionism and laissez-faire shifted in the latter’s 

favor, but the fundamental belief in markets as a means to growth was a persistent thread. 

 Instead, an emphasis on private ownership underpinned the neoliberalization of 

the Bank.457 That is, generally open markets and liberal or export-oriented trading 
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policies had consistently been favored by the Bank, but what made the 1980s distinct 

from the McNamara years was the urgency of private rather than public ownership. In my 

estimation, the key departure in the 1980s neoliberalization of the Bank was neither the 

influence of the Bank in the production of local political economies, nor making such 

loans conditional upon market-oriented economic policies, but a sense of where 

innovation and productivity could emerge. For McNamara, functioning markets were not 

dependent upon the balance of private or public ownership, per se, but (unsurprisingly) 

the kind of managerial practices and organizational methods adopted.458 Employing the 

corporate distinction between ownership and management, McNamara’s Bank held the 

quality of the former category as relatively unimportant to the competitive functioning of 

a firm; instead, it was the quality of the manager that would induce success. Given that 

McNamara himself had successfully reformed government agencies by importing 

systems-oriented managerial techniques from his time at Ford, he maintained that a 

public enterprise could be a source of innovation and change if proper management 

practices were developed. By the 1980s, this sensibility changed. Due in part to general 

frustrations with the political-economic environment created by debtor governments, 

antistatist postures – or the impulse to view government as a constraining and inefficient 

force, an institution incapable of dynamism and creativity – reemerged at the Bank. I 

define antistatism as a posture or attitude underpinning programmatic principles because 

it speaks to the dispositional ways in which neoliberal principles function.459 
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 The privatization of state-owned enterprises as policy recommendation was 

developed in an influential 1981 report on African development, commonly referred to as 

the Berg Report.460 The report itself was called for by African leaders “in an effort to 

persuade the Bank and other aid donors to expand their assistance to Africa,” requesting 

that the report develop an actionable program to move out of the international economic 

crisis.461 Its focus on the failure of governmental policy, rather than on unfair terms of 

trade and volatility of the international economic system, struck many as an implicit 

critique of the Lagos Plan of Action signed by African leaders in 1980,462 but in fact the 

overall message was a continuation and institutionalization of a consensus on structural 

adjustment at the Bank during the end of the 1970s. The Berg report was important in 

inscribing the major policy themes that would come to define SALs and the dominance of 

monetarism at the Bank, but it was notably distinct in how it located the state as a site of 

bureaucratic inefficiency and institutional constraint on growth. The Bank’s President, 

A.W. Clausen notes in the report that this emphasis on transferring state responsibilities 

to the private sector does not derive from “any preconceived philosophy of ownership” 

but  

considerations of efficiency, which suggest that governments can more effectively 

achieve their social and development goals by reducing the widespread 

administrative overcommitment of the public sector and by developing and 

relying more on the managerial capacities of private individuals and firms, which 

can respond to local needs and conditions, particularly in small scale industry, 

marketing, and service activities.463  
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As the report clarifies, the overextension of public sector activities is due to the 

“widespread weakness of planning, decisionmaking, and management capacities.”464 

That is, while government must develop efficient uses of resources, growth is only 

possible if the “development-related agencies” or “parastatals” are given managerial 

autonomy, transferred to an indigenous private sector and decentralized cooperatives, and 

open to larger domestic and foreign capital.465 To be sure, recognizing the 

“incontrovertible” evidence that proper management frequently appears in small 

organizations, the report does recommend that cooperatives and local parastatals may at 

times be appropriate, but it emphasizes the importance of the private sector which is “in 

danger of being insufficiently examined and developed by African governments.”466 

Indeed, in agricultural marketing, transportation, civil works, and drug distribution, the 

report makes clear that inefficiencies and problems of control can be solved with a 

greater role for the private sector.467  

The antistatist attitudes underpinning the Berg report intensified when Chenery 

left his post as head of research and chief economist and was replaced by Anne Kreuger, 

a neoclassical economist. Kreuger’s appointment was accompanied by a significant 

reorganization of the Bank’s research staff, as 80 percent of those in the Development 

Research Department under Chenery left “to be replaced by people with what were 

deemed the appropriate skills” – i.e. antistatist, neoclassical economists.468 Organizing 
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the research arm of the Bank around markets, open trade, and limited government, 

Kreuger’s mark was apparent early on in her first World Development Report (WDR) in 

1983. As she recalled in an interview, prior to her arrival, the original report was geared 

toward “managing development,” or how the state could effectively plan development.469 

Under her guidance, the substance shifted to the (in)efficiencies of government 

intervention, which changed the “tone of a lot of World Bank conversations” toward 

emphasizing “a little bit more on incentives and markets and a little bit less at letting the 

government do it itself.”470  

Indeed, though the 1983 WDR echoes McNamara’s early ambivalences about 

public or private ownership, noting that the conditions which “encourage efficiency” in 

either sector are most important, the report follows the Berg recommendations in 

highlighting private solutions to overburdened states.471 For instance, a chapter on the 

role of the state consistently outlines the adverse outcomes from government intervention 

and the productive solutions found in privatization and the price mechanism.472 Even 

when noting the areas in which market failure is high, the report cautions that regulatory 

mechanisms have often produced even worse outcomes, increasing prices for consumers 

(import controls), reducing demand for labor (minimum wage), creating black markets 

(overtaxation), and discouraging producers (artificially low food prices). “To overcome 

these weaknesses,” the WDR maintains, “almost all economic reforms attempted by 

market and centrally planned economies have placed greater reliance on prices to 
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decentralize decisionmaking.”473 Because of the “large losses of efficiency” in state 

activity, governments should be “exploring ways of tapping private initiative and 

simulating competitive conditions.”474 Private contracting of government functions 

“mobilize[s] new managerial resources and, if well supervised, can greatly improve the 

quality and reduce the cost of services.”475  

 Certainly, much more can be (and has been) said about the neoliberalization of the 

Bank during the 1980s, including the convergence toward market-oriented structural 

adjustment on the part of the Bank, the Fund, as well as bilateral development agencies. 

But for the purposes of this project, I merely want to outline (1) the process by which the 

Bank developed new tools to calculate and regulate development, constituting itself as a 

site of transnational governance and (2) highlight antistatist postures subtending the 

neoliberal drive at the Bank. It is the latter that is significant in the formulation of 

structural adjustment programs. Taken together, I conclude that by the end of the Cold 

War, the Bank had long been involved in governing the object of development, bringing 

to bear a set of instruments to influence and regulate the construction of postcolonial 

political-economies. No doubt that the antistatism running through the Bank at this time 

indicates the strength of neoliberal governing practices, but it is unclear as to whether 

there was practical reflection on how to govern – on how to organize and regulate the 

object of government itself. Instead, there was a continuation (albeit, an intensification) 

of conditional lending to sovereign states alone, indicating that the relationship of power 

between subjects and objects of governance remained the same: there was the Bank and 
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debtor states. While the specific techniques that set about managing development shifted, 

while different models of development changed the instruments of governing, there was 

no salient rationalization of how the Bank should govern in general – how it should 

arrange the relationship between those who govern and those that are governed. Only by 

the end of the 1980s, when there is a new arrangement of political subjects and objects of 

governance, does this emerge.  

 However, as discussed in the previous section, neoliberal governance and its 

failures in terms of growth historically came together with other disruptive processes: 

debt crises, growing environmentalism, a focus on women’s role in development, 

participatory development NGOs, fluctuation in oil prices, and – at the Bank, specifically 

– unworkable development projects. This configurational context, then, prompted not 

only new governance techniques but, embedded within them, new rationalities of how to 

govern. That is, elements within and outside the Bank came to reflect on how to govern 

best. In the next section, I document this process. No doubt the general historical markers 

strike a neoliberal note: the involvement of civil society actors in their own development 

was simultaneously tied to free markets, for instance, through the funding of 

microfinance initiatives. By attending to Bank documents, however, I show that systems-

oriented managerial practices and rationalities were plugged into thinking on how to 

govern development, constituting a new rationality of governing across borders. 
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Stakeholder Governmentality: From the Poor to Stakeholders 

In 1992, the Bank produced several influential documents that would direct its activities 

in the following years: (1) the Wapenhans report outlined the remarkable failures of Bank 

development programs and projects, along with managerial recommendations moving 

forward;476 (2) a year-long working group on “popular participation” culminated in a 

workshop, summarizing the Bank’s past and future orientations toward participatory 

development;477 and (3) the first report on “good governance” and development was 

produced, the culmination of a year-long task force.478 Reorganizing management 

practices, shifting to participatory development, and outlining the necessity of good 

governance for sustainable development were directions that came out of a sense of 

failure in international development, one that had been growing since the end of the 

1980s: the economic benefits of structural adjustment were requiring a longer time 

horizon than expected, NGOs and activist networks were highlighting adverse effects on 

people in the global South, environmental movements were effectively shaming the 

Bank’s lack of environmental standards in lending, massive staff reorganizations at the 

Bank were creating uncertainty and generating staff resistance,479 and techniques to 

properly evaluate developmental success were strangely lacking. Taken together, the 

Bank was discovering that it was not only a site of transnational governance but one 

embedded in a complex and divergent set of processes.  
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 In the midst of these disruptions, elements of the Bank reflected on the problem of 

governing, outlining a systems approach to development that involved multiple affected 

actors in the design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of programming. That 

is, in the early 1990s, a stakeholder governmentality was emerging at the World Bank. As 

noted above, multiple processes converged to disrupt the object of development, but the 

presence of participatory development movements were especially unsettling as the Bank 

had to contend not just with debtor governments but the people involved in development 

projects. After more than a decade of SALs – indeed, after multiple decades of 

conditionality and implicit regulation of local economies – these movements pushed for 

the Bank to reorganize its activities away from austere monetarism toward people-

centered and ecologically sound development. In fact, both Southern and Northern NGOs 

were pushing for popular participation in development programs, whether in the Bank or 

at other financial institutions and international organizations.480 Pressure “from below” 

toward participatory development was amplified by bilateral and multilateral aid 

agencies, including the Development Assistance Committee of the OECD, the German 

agency for technical cooperation (GTZ), and the Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency (SIDA).481 As I discuss in detail below, the latter were crucial 

sources of funding and knowledge for the Bank’s Learning Group on Participatory 

Development, a multiyear process that culminated in a report institutionalizing 

participatory development at the Bank in 1994.482  
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 Though analyzing this process is the subject of this section, two things must be 

prefaced about this turn towards participation at the Bank: (1) the logic of participatory 

development drew upon but also acutely departed from “popular” participation in 

development, or bringing the poor into the planning, implementation, and evaluation of 

programs; instead, participatory techniques were organized around stakeholder 

involvement, of which the poor counted as one stakeholder group among others. Local 

governments, cofinanciers, Bank shareholders, external pressure groups, private 

corporations, and other affected parties had to be accounted for and managed based on 

differentials of power. (2) Even as the Bank engaged people and NGOs as subjects of 

development, it remained committed to advancing market-oriented reforms. Despite 

ostensible failures from a decade of structural adjustment, the Bank continued to 

emphasize markets as the means for growth and poverty alleviation. (Of course, with the 

rise of hegemonic liberal order, why would it emphasize anything but?) The emergence 

of the rationality of governing stakeholders, then, seemingly aligns with the logic of 

neoliberalism, but in the rationalization of this governance-mode, the neoliberal problem 

of how to produce competitive markets was not foregrounded; rather, it was the problem 

of complexity, to which systems-oriented corporate management techniques respond, that 

subtended new governance-modes. 

 Indeed, as I discuss in detail below, the language of “stakeholders” was 

introduced in parts of the Bank in 1978 by William E. Smith, a management consultant 

and student of Russell Ackoff and Eric Trist. Smith brought systems-oriented managerial 

techniques to development governance, influencing several working and discussion 

papers throughout the 1980s. To be sure, these documents do not represent Bank-wide 
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shifts in how the organization thought of itself as a governance institution, but they are 

important in drawing dotted lines from corporate managerial discourse in the 1960s to the 

rationalization of stakeholder governance in the early 1990s. They constituted a set of 

tools and techniques used in the rationalization of “participatory development” along 

stakeholder lines. 

 

Managing complexity: debtor states as stakeholders and owners of development 

In February of 1992, Willi Wapenhans, then Vice-President of the Bank, received a call 

from Ernest Stern asking whether he would review the management of the Bank’s 

portfolio prior to retiring in the fall.483 Wapenhans had already voiced his concern to the 

new President, Lewis Preston, regarding the management of Bank activities, questioning 

what information the Bank’s financial statements revealed about the organization’s 

performance. According to Wapenhans, these statements accurately reflected the Bank’s 

role as a lending institution, but said nothing about the Bank’s performance as a 

development agency.484 “While McNamara,” Wapenhans recalled, “had the foresight to 

begin the process of evaluating the Bank’s effectiveness as a development institution with 

the creation of the Operations Evaluation Function…this had not developed to the point 

where we were in fact able to measure ourselves in terms of sustainable development.”485 

In other words, there were reasonable measures to evaluate the Bank as a financial 

organization but no clear sense as to how the Bank was performing as a site of 
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international development governance. What would become the Wappenhans report, 

then, is programmatic reflection on the question of how the Bank should govern. 

Wapenhans agreed to head this special task force, producing a widely 

disseminated report in September 1992. The contours of the report went completely 

contrary to expectation, advancing the claim that over the last decade, the history of the 

Bank’s lending practices for development projects had been one of failure.486 According 

to the report, the problem was a deterioration in portfolio performance with the number 

of “problem projects” nearly doubling between fiscal years 1979-81 and 1989-91 and 

with success rates post-project implementation declining from 87% to 65.7%.487 The 

“volatility” of international markets “strongly affected” the portfolio,488 but according to 

Wappenhans, the role of the Bank was precisely to guard against these macroeconomic 

forces and design programs that could adapt accordingly.489 As such, the report identified 

multiple factors in declining performance, including economic volatility at the “global 

level” and “deficient regulatory environments” and institutions at the “country level.”490 

However, the report was most damning to the “project factors” that led to poor 

performance, and it was here that the problem of complexity emerged as a defined 

problem: 

At the project level, institutional capacity, “ownership” and technical design are 

critical determinants of project outcome. The broadening scope of lending for 

programs of special emphasis and increasing recourse to cofinancing have added 

to project complexity, even as institutional weakness have prevented Borrowers 

from effectively implementing increasingly complex projects.491 
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Among the practices that generated complexity were things like multiple financiers and 

project components but also the rapid integration of political initiatives and complex legal 

mechanisms.492 Specifically: 

Project complexity cannot always be avoided and complex project designs may be 

the only appropriate instruments of change in specific sectoral and policy 

contexts. Nonetheless, project complexity – particularly organizational 

complexity – inevitably complicates project implementation. Many of the Bank’s 

current practices generate complexity: 

 

• The number of cofinanciers… 

• The number of project components or disbursement categories 

impairs project performance… 

• The rapid introduction of various programs of special emphasis 

(the environment, women in development, poverty reduction, etc.) 

…There is no countervailing effort or incentive to make simplicity 

– in project designs and implementation plans – a specific goal; 

• Excessive reliance on covenants in legal documents…can increase 

the complexity of compliance, and complicate monitoring and 

reporting; 

• Project complexity can be compounded when implementing 

agencies do not systematically participate in loan/credit 

negotiations or are not properly briefed or trained in Bank 

requirements and procedures.493 

 

In other words, the previous decade(s) of conditionality and political intervention into the 

construction of local markets had increased the complexity of Bank programming, 

requiring its mitigation when possible and new tools to respond to such complexity when 

necessary.494 
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 Thus, the problem of complexity was not only due to external forces making 

political demands on Bank activities – e.g. transnational feminist mobilization, 

environmental lobbying – but generated through its own practices of conditionality and 

political intervention. SALs, for instance, were developed as program lending 

conditioned upon national economic reforms. As noted above, the frustration with project 

lending, particularly within volatile international economic climates, made possible more 

direct forms of political intervention. For years, project lending had been accompanied by 

policy dialogue with debtor states, a combination that often led to project loan approval 

but “ineffective” policy discussions.495 In the aftermath of international oil shocks, parts 

of sub-Saharan Africa were left in such dire economic straits that many were “in danger 

of having neither projects nor acceptable economic strategies” financed.496 Therefore, 

SALs emerged as a tool that could work within what the Bank saw as deteriorating 

international and domestic environments. Yet, it was precisely the practice of 

conditionality that generated gaps in the unfolding of such practice. As Mosley et. al. 

argue, SALs were geared to high-level reform, carrying with them high-level funding.497 

Loan amounts positively correlated with the amount of conditions, which were “spread 

out across a broad range of policy areas” including trade, public finance, price reform, 

and organizational changes.498 With average loan conditionality encompassing ten policy 

areas, each “SAL could have as many as one hundred separate policy conditions.”499 

These lending instruments generated their own failure in the practice of conditionality by 
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specifying too much, overburdening debtor states tasked with implementing these 

reforms and overburdening Bank evaluation and monitoring efforts.500 In fact, even when 

debtor states failed to adhere to certain conditions, it was difficult to assess whether 

adherence in other policy areas made debtor states ultimately in compliance.501  

Faced with a set of criteria specifying the problem of complexity in no uncertain 

terms, governance itself became a problematic object. The Wapenhans report (along with 

other significant documents discussed below) provides entry into the rationalization of 

governing practices at the Bank. In the report, there is acknowledgment that the Bank is 

“a development institution” with “[i]ncreasingly ambitious goals and development 

priorities.”502 Thus, what is needed is “constructive self-evaluation,” an inquiry into how 

the Bank manages itself and others.503 The political rationality that emerges in this report 

is centered around changing the relationship between the Bank (as manager) and debtor 

states (as those managed) by bringing the latter into the process of program development 

and implementation through the language of stakeholder participation. Specifically, the 

success of development programming will depend heavily upon country “commitment, 

built on stakeholder participation and local ‘ownership.’”504 Participation in development 

was not rendered in terms of popular involvement of the poor but country “ownership” 

through “stakeholder participation.” As the report makes clear, dealing with the problem 

of project complexity and developmental failure more generally could not be resolved by 

merely simplifying lending when possible; rather, in recognizing that complexity was 
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inherent to the role of development agency (i.e. inherent to governance institutions), 

encouraging systematic country strategies and commitment would be necessary.505 This 

is a marked departure in governing practices: whereas technical advice and conditionality 

had long been integral to Bank lending, the Wapenhans report makes clear that dealing 

with “project complexity” is a matter of attending to and changing the relationship with 

debtor states and the “coalitions that sustain the project/program.”506 “Bank leadership,” 

to be sure, “is often indispensable, but if it is exerted through coercion rather than 

persuasion…the outcome is likely to be deficient ownership and poor 

implementation.”507 Though it is not explicit which specific aspects of “Bank leadership” 

were “exerted through coercion,” certainly premising loans on conditionality and Bank 

requirements are implied.508 The Wapenhans report makes clear that going forward, there 

needs to be proper systems that integrate all aspects of pre-appraisal, negotiation, 

implementation, evaluation, and monitoring that includes relevant stakeholders, that 

involves borrowing countries to have a stake in the process. Though the practice of 

setting conditions may not have been abandoned, the relationship between governors and 

governed, the rationality of how these practices should be organized, certainly did.   

Given its Bank-wide implications and authorizations by the President and the 

Board, the 1992 report is important in tracking how the organization turned to the 

category of stakeholders in reflecting on how to govern, how to arrange the relationship 

between governors and governed. Though the language of stakeholders was superseded 
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by the specific categories of country commitment and ownership, by examining prior 

Bank documents used in the formulation of the Wapenhans report, the influence of 

stakeholder corporate managerial practices and rationalities is evident. Indeed, following 

the documents used in preparation of the report demonstrates the significance of 

corporate managerial practices in the organization of development governance. The 

Wapenhans report, for instance, notes that its development of country commitment comes 

from a “key document” by Richard Heaver and Arturo Israel in 1986.509 In the 1986 

report, Heaver and Israel argue that commitment varies according to specific programs, 

with “complex” and multi-level SALs proving most difficult given the various actors 

involved and diversity of interests.510 Thus, the authors identify “stakeholder analysis,” or 

identifying and responding to “key actors,” as the primary technique by which to 

systematically assess and direct country commitment.511 This involves identifying 

individuals and groups in relation to how their position had the “power to influence 

program performance.”512 Building country commitment, they argue, should involve 

workshops with relevant groups where “participants from all major and minor agencies 

and groups concerned with project implementation [can] build understanding of and 

commitment to the goals of the project.”513 Significantly, the adoption of “stakeholder 

analysis” comes from an EDI Course note on environmental analysis and a 1980 staff 

paper on rural organizational design. In the latter,  
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systems organizational theory is explicitly employed to rethink how rural development 

projects could be implemented.514 The influence of systems thinking, responding to the 

problem of complexity, is evidenced by the fact that William E. Smith, a management 

consultant who prepared the report with two Bank staffers, draws upon Russell Ackoff515 

in framing organizations as complex social systems.516 In fact Smith, a student of Ackoff 

and Eric Trist,517 was hired by the Bank in 1978 to develop systems approaches to 

managing development projects,518 and his technique became an exemplar of stakeholder 

development in the Bank’s Sourcebook on participation.519 In the 1980 paper, Smith et. 

al. specify how rural development should be understood as a matter of political 

organization, bringing together diverse constituencies in dynamic and shifting 

environments; as such “complex projects” must not be designed in the abstract but 

embedded within political fields, adapting to the relative power of various 

“stakeholders.”520 Though not a reflection of Bank policy at the time, it indirectly 

informed the making of the Wapenhans report.521 

 

Rationalizing participatory development: the poor as stakeholders  

                                                      
514 William E. Smith, Francis J. Lethem, and Ben A. Thoolen, “The Design of Organizations for Rural 

Development Projects - A Progress Report,” Working Paper (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, March 

1980). 
515 See chapter three. 
516 Smith, Lethem, and Thoolen, “The Design of Organizations for Rural Development Projects - A 

Progress Report,” 5. 
517 See chapter three for more on these systems management theorists. 
518 “William E. Smith PhD - The Creative Power,” accessed June 25, 2017, 

https://sites.google.com/site/creativepowersite/about-dr-william-e-smith-phd. 
519 “The World Bank Participation Sourcebook” (The World Bank, 1996), 185–86.  
520 Smith, Lethem, and Thoolen, “The Design of Organizations for Rural Development Projects - A 

Progress Report,” 17. 
521 Further systematic employment of stakeholder management techniques were taken up in specific 

country reports – for instance, in monitoring and evaluating programs in Asia (1990) and working papers 

from the Environmental Department of the Bank (1989).) 



 172 

The emergence of stakeholder governmentality in the 1992 Wappenhans report, its links 

with systems-oriented corporate management thinking, could be dismissed as an 

unsurprising development: as a bank, corporate practices and rationalities make sense in 

discussing institutional performance. However, during the same period, the Bank made 

shifts toward managing not only debtor states but nonstate actors as well. In response to 

the problem of complexity, the Bank called not only for new logics of organizational 

management but new participatory initiatives in providing development aid, focusing on 

consultations with local NGOs and redirecting funding from governments to civil society 

groups through microfinancing.522 Here, too, the turn to “popular participation” was 

rationalized along stakeholder lines.  

  Between 1990 and 1994, the World Bank convened a Learning Group on 

Participatory Development (LGPD), the members of which included not only internal 

staff but several academics and NGO representatives from around the world. The process 

was heavily supported, in terms of financial resources and knowledge base, by bilateral 

development agencies, namely Swedish (SIDA)523 and German (GTZ). SIDA – in 

particular – was an active constituency in the Bank’s participatory efforts because its own 

policy had supported “popular participation” in the “planning, design, and 

implementation of rural development projects” since 1980.524 In fact, participatory 

experiments in the Bank’s regional offices were often made possible by SIDA funding.525 

According to Anders Rudqvist, the agency’s participatory ethic grew out of five 

principles of Swedish development assistance: resource growth, economic and social 
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equalization, economic and political independence, democratic development of society, 

and sustainable use of natural resources and protection of the environment.526 Popular 

development in Sweden was a component of a stated postwar foreign policy tradition 

that, capitalizing on its “lack of a colonial past,” worked to advance independence, 

equality, and redistribution of global resources in a postcolonial world.527 Sweden’s 

strategy of rural development, then, placed equality at the center of development projects, 

presuming that “democratic development of society” must necessarily entail democratic 

forms of participation in the development process itself.528 The Swedish drive toward 

democratic forms of “popular participation” certainly did not preclude a focus on 

economic growth and the efficient management of development projects, nor did it 

specify the extent of participation required across different projects, but SIDA’s balanced 

valuation of economic growth and equality through democratic participation made it a 

critical resource for the LGPD.529   

 To be sure, early thinking on popular participation in the LGPD circulated 

between “instrumental” or management-oriented perspectives and “normative” or 

democratically-oriented concerns with empowering the poor, but the imprint of SIDA 

was felt in the basic operating definitions of the working group as evidenced in the 1992 

conference outcome document: 

Popular participation has been defined in several different ways, partly reflecting 

the differences in the objectives for which participation may be advocated by 

different groups and agencies. 
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 For purposes of the Bank-wide learning exercise, we propose to define 

popular participation as a process by which people, especially disadvantaged 

people, influence decisions that affect them. 

 The term “popular” refers not only to the absolute poor but also to a broader 

range of people who are disadvantaged in terms of wealth, education, ethnic 

group, or gender. “Participation” means influence on development decisions, not 

simply involvement in the implementation or benefits of a development activity, 

although those types of involvement are important and are encouraged by 

opportunities for influence.530   

 

The focus on disadvantaged groups and robust participation provided the basic 

orientation of the LGPD, though such democratic rationalizations were always tempered 

and held in balance with the interests of other affected parties: 

While participation should involve all stakeholders, including official borrower 

representatives from central ministries, mid-level managers, line agency staff, 

interest groups such as nongovernmental organization (NGOs), local government 

representatives, and concerned people acting individually or collectively, special 

attention needs to be paid to women, indigenous people, and the very poor. A 

distinction is made between direct participation by affected people and indirect 

participation by other stakeholders.531 

 

Although we should not overestimate the precision of language in this passage, neither 

should we ignore the way in which certain groups are parsed. “Stakeholders” are 

constituted by borrowing agencies, administrative experts, interest groups (including 

NGOs), and government, whereas “women, indigenous people, and the very poor” 

constitute a group deserving “special attention.”532 Thus, there is a distinction made 

between “direct participation by affected people” and “indirect participation by other 

stakeholders.”533 There is a logic of stakeholder governing expressed in the early thinking 
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of the LGPD, but at the same time, there is a careful parsing of those disadvantaged 

groups directly affected from other indirect stakeholders. 

 In 1994, however, the outcome document institutionalizing participatory 

development was markedly different from such cautious and at times ambiguous 

balancing of democratic and instrumental rationales – a function no doubt of it being 

reviewed and altered by the Policy Review Committee of the Bank.534 Rather than 

speaking of “popular participation,” the 1994 policy document rationalizes “participatory 

development” in terms of the management of all affected groups or stakeholders. 

Specifically, the document defines participatory development as “a process through 

which stakeholders influence and share control over development initiatives, and the 

decisions and resources which affect them.”535 “Stakeholder” participation, then, 

becomes a means – indeed a necessary “business” practice536 – to improve the 

effectiveness and quality of development projects: 

The Bank has always interacted with governments and a limited number of 

stakeholders. However, it has not systematically sought the broad-based 

participation required by its objective of helping its borrowers achieve sustained 

poverty reduction. The Bank needs to broaden its business practices to encourage 

the participation of a much wider range of stakeholders, in order to improve and 

sustain its development efforts.537 

 

As such, the six-point action plan developed in the document is oriented toward proper 

corporate management practices: supporting governments that enable participation within 

client countries; allowing regional offices to share responsibility with government and “a 

wider range of stakeholders;” tying lending to the identification of relevant stakeholders 

                                                      
534 “The World Bank and Participation,” 1. 
535 “The World Bank and Participation,” i. 
536 “The World Bank and Participation,” i. 
537 “The World Bank and Participation,” i. 



 176 

and their possible paths for participation; training staff in “participation-related” 

programs; allocating resources to mainstreaming participation; and institutionalizing 

networks of learning and collaboration among staff.538  

The formulation of participatory development as a means to improve project 

success and efficiency, and the identification of stakeholder analysis in dealing with 

multiple interests related to a given project, establishes indirect links to how the same 

corporate sensibilities that emerged in the (self)evaluation of Bank development 

programming were also inflecting the process of rationalizing participatory development. 

Although there is no direct reference to the Wapenhans report, the participatory 

development document maintains that the LGPD’s work had been influenced by “many 

initiatives inside and outside the Bank,” including the Portfolio Management Task Force 

which produced the Wapenhans report.539 This implicit connection can be located in the 

participatory development document when country “commitment” and “ownership” – 

important aspects of dealing with complex projects as defined in the Wapenhans report – 

appear in relation to “stakeholder” participation. In fact, the main findings of the LGPD 

note that participation not only improves “the quality, effectiveness and sustainability of 

projects” but strengthens “ownership and commitment of government and 

stakeholders.”540 Indeed, given that “the Bank interacts primarily with governments,” it 

must work with them to “enhance their ownership of development projects – including 

through involving relevant stakeholders in policy development and implementation.”541 

Such connections between ownership and stakeholders are repeated throughout the 

                                                      
538 “The World Bank and Participation,” i. 
539 “The World Bank and Participation,” 1. 
540 “The World Bank and Participation,” 1. 
541 “The World Bank and Participation,” 2. 



 177 

document,542 and they demonstrate the complex ways in which stakeholder participation 

at once reconfigures the arrangement of governors and governed to include 

nongovernmental actors while also maintaining the privileged position of debtor 

governments. Because the Bank should not “be perceived as trying to circumvent 

governments,” the document maintains that governments should seek out stakeholders in 

order to better “own” development programs: 

The burden of responsibility for participatory processes falls squarely on 

governments, since they are responsible for implementing Bank-financed projects. 

Governments need to be as interested as the Bank (and ideally more so) in 

participatory approaches if their efforts are to be sustainable. Government 

ownership of development policies and programs both facilitates and benefits 

from stakeholder participation. Participation is achieved by organizing suitable 

methods and procedures which draw local people, their associations and their 

government into systematic and reciprocal interaction.543 

 

The Bank’s implementation of participatory development, then, comes down to 

encouraging debtor states through policy dialogue and sharing best practices, supporting 

projects that involve a wide range of stakeholders, and – significantly – “seeking 

opportunities for strengthening its partnership with a broader range of stakeholders 

(primarily but not exclusively borrowers) as well as other donors.”544 This last point 

converges with the increasing practice of directing funds to NGOs in the global South 

rather than governments. 

 The emergence of stakeholder governmentality in reference to the object of 

development is indebted to the mobilization of civil society groups and the neoliberal 

belief that markets rather than government are the most efficient and productive way to 
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organize political economy, but the rationalization of governing through stakeholders is 

made intelligible by more than either of these elements alone. Though the 1994 document 

does note how stakeholder participation can be realized by a lightly regulated market,545 

the rationalization of such participatory practices is for the most part geared to managing 

various affected parties in a way that “improves and sustains” development efforts. 

Producing competitive markets or creating subjects “responsible” for their own 

governance do not figure into rationalization of participatory governance practices. 

Further, the Bank does not support the political necessity of including civil society groups 

on a terrain of democratic equality but commits only to “stakeholder analysis” in the 

identification of multiple state and nonstate groups whose differential involvement is 

necessary for programmatic success: 

More broadly, in their work on promoting development, government officials and 

Bank staff engage in various forms and degrees of stakeholder analysis. Often 

such analysis involves identifying stakeholders whose commitment and support 

are necessary for the successful design and implementation of policies, programs 

and projects… 

 Relevant stakeholders are determined by the situation and type of activity to 

be supported. Not all parties with an interest can be automatically assumed to be 

relevant, and there is a continuum of stakeholders in society ranging from the 

ultimate beneficiary to individuals or institutions with indirect interests. Also, 

increased stakeholder participation may not always lead to better outcomes. 

Nevertheless, stakeholder analysis is something governments already do and, 

where possible, should be supported in doing better.546 

 

In the formulation of stakeholder participation, the techniques of stakeholder analysis 

make a distinction between governments and other stakeholders with “technical 
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expertise” or connections with “the poor and marginalized.”547 Thus, the rationality of 

governing through stakeholders does not imply an egalitarian impulse to equal 

representation, nor a neoliberal impulse to develop competitive market conditions; rather, 

seeing development governing practices as situated within a differential field of actors 

means carefully calibrating or managing how each may affect the success of complex 

processes of development activity. 

There are a number of costs and obstacles for stakeholder participation, number of 

ways in which effectively involving local peoples in the process of development may be 

too timely, costly, or political untenable. However, in pursuing a participatory agenda, 

this is primarily a matter of good business practice. As Bank President Lewis Preston 

confirmed in the conclusion of the 1994 document:  

I believe our [the Bank’s] stakeholders would like to see a Bank that is even more 

effective than it is today; even more accountable for the consequences of its 

actions; more client-centered; responsive, agile and flexible; more concerned with 

results rather than intentions; committed to quality defined mainly in terms of the 

development impact of its operations; and measurable more efficient and cost 

conscious. The Bank of the future must thus be one in which our unique and 

remarkable professional energies are fully dedicated to the pursuit of excellence. 

Some of our present business practices get in the way of realizing that.548  

 

The connection between reform of corporate management practices and the 

transformation of popular participation into stakeholder participation is encapsulated by 

Preston’s sentiments and his concluding statement connecting country ownership to 

stakeholder participation: “[w]hile continuing to encourage borrowing governments to 

take ownership of their development policies and programs, the Bank also needs to 
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encourage governments to invite the participation of a much wider range of stakeholders 

in order to improve and sustain development efforts.”549 

  

Powerful objects: antistatist postures and the functioning of stakeholder governmentality 

At the end of the Cold War, there was an emerging rationality of governing people and 

things across borders: stakeholder governmentality. At the Bank, the problematization of 

development was such that the question of government itself was posed: how would it be 

possible to manage development in complex environments? Practical rationalization of 

governance was made possible by a problematic configuration of multiple processes, 

including bottom-up democratic mobilization on a transnational scale and neoliberal 

policy programs, but the governmentality that emerged was not reducible to them. 

Instead, managerial objects and practices developed by midcentury systems theorists 

were plugged-into ways of thinking about transnational governance, instantiating a 

stakeholder governmentality. That stakeholder governmentality is not reducible to 

democratic mobilization or neoliberal rationalities, however, is not to dismiss their 

affinities or compatibilities. In fact, what is striking about the emergence of stakeholder 

governmentality at the Bank is how both neoliberal and democratic elements amplified 

the logic of governing through stakeholders. I wager that the power of this emergent 

governmentality, what makes it work, is how it temporarily stabilizes divergent 

constituencies by producing an object that resonates with a shared antistatism. Indeed, 

though the political-economic programs of each tend to be opposed, both neoliberal and 

democratic elements share antistatist postures. On the one hand, to render participation of 
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affected parties within development programs as simply good business practice is to 

decenter the role of the state in securing a productive political economy as other private 

actors (whether nonprofit or for-profit) become participatory agents. On the other hand, 

such participatory mechanisms which decenter the state, though always incomplete and 

shot through with inequalities, permit a space for civil society groups to have their voices 

heard. The object of “stakeholders,” then, resonates with an antistatism underpinning 

both constituencies. 

 Consider, for instance, some of the more neoliberal drives at the Bank as laid out 

in a 1992 working paper produced by a senior Bank staffer, Robert Picciotto.550 In this 

working paper written after the LGPD workshop, Picciotto (also a contributor to the 

Wapenhans report) restricts the celebration of unmitigated popular participation in 

development planning and instead tries to determine the proper balance of affected 

groups such that complex projects can succeed. To be sure, Picciotto acknowledges the 

benefits of participation, for development and good governance,551 but he notes that the 

“very concept of participation has not been subject to rigorous scrutiny” and, thus, a 

“more systematic approach to participation appears desirable.”552 His approach to 

participation is to limit it to that which allows for the systemic management of 

development programs, to allow flexibility in dynamic markets but to also apply 

constraints through balancing stakeholders.553 Picciotto rationalizes participatory 

development in terms of stakeholder participation but he does so both on managerial 
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grounds and on the benefits of competitive markets.554 Organizational design needs to be 

flexible, accounting for various affected groups in order to deal with competitive 

environments,555 but at the same time, competitive environments themselves need to be 

sustained by participatory institutions. As such: the “fundamental paradox of 

development” is that as markets grow and become more efficient, “non-market 

transactions (required to sustain the market) tend to become more complex and require 

new political coalitions, cultural shifts and institutional reforms. Hence, the fundamental 

importance of cost effective participation.”556 The neoliberal drives that inflect 

Picciotto’s take on stakeholder participation are entangled with management-oriented 

drives for survivability or sustainability in changing environments. They work with each 

other, play off each other, but neither I argue are reducible to the other.  

 Democratic rationalities too were energized by the emergence of stakeholder 

governmentality. In the 1994 policy document on participatory development, Preston 

prefaces the shift to participation at the Bank by capitalizing on the sense of openness 

constituting the immediate post-Cold War moment, writing that “[g]overnments, donor 

agencies, international organizations and nongovernmental organizations should welcome 

this change” and should “redouble efforts to support the aspirations and involvement of 

people in development processes.”557 Though participatory development is complex and 

time-consuming, though “judgments and trade-offs are necessary in the process of 

engaging with affected groups and potential beneficiaries,” the Bank’s “operational 
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experience suggests that projects can be more efficient and sustainable when they involve 

those they are intended to help.”558  

 Preston’s framing of participation as both necessary to “support the aspirations 

and involvement of people” and as means for “efficient and sustainable” project 

implementation speaks to how democratic sensibilities can be accommodated within 

stakeholder rationalities. But, significantly, even those who recognized the business-

oriented rationality of stakeholder participation did not reject the object of “stakeholder,” 

itself, instead working with this language to further bottom-up development initiatives. 

For instance, the members of the learning group pushed back against significant aspects 

of the 1994 Bank policy statement on participatory development, noting that much of the 

LGPD’s recommendations had been revised by Bank’s executives.559 In an addendum to 

the report, the LGPD locates and exploits the tension between empowered participation 

and technocratic participation. While commending the steps towards a participatory ethic, 

the LGPD specifies the Bank’s need for transformational rather than merely instrumental 

mechanisms of empowered participation.560 That is, fearing the Bank’s shift to 

participatory development would only involve stakeholder consultations in order to make 

project implementation “work,” the addendum claims that providing opportunities for 

local stakeholder decisionmaking is paramount;561 indeed, the mechanisms specifying 

shared decisionmaking and collaboration are what distinguishes participation among key 

“stakeholders” (i.e. the poor) from mere social “marketing” of Bank projects.562 The 
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substance of the critique, they maintain, was encapsulated by the change in name of the 

learning group, from that of “Popular Participation” to “Participatory Development.”563 

In the addendum, the LGPD affirms the “original” aims of popular participation which 

involve “reaching and engaging the most important stakeholders – poor people – in 

decisions that affect them.”564 Thus, even while rejecting aspects of stakeholder 

rationalities that veer toward making a system maintain, the very category of 

“stakeholder” remained amenable to those focusing on bottom-up, democratic 

participation of the poor. 

 In sum, with the emergence of stakeholder governmentality at the Bank, divergent 

elements were brought together: bottom-up, emancipatory movements in the global South 

and neoliberal drives among IFIs. While the rationalization of participatory governance 

practices was distinct from democratic or neoliberal rationalities, drawing upon corporate 

logics to manage complex development initiatives, the power of stakeholder 

governmentality is the production of objects and subjects that hold together competing 

even logically contradictory elements. By amplifying the antistatist postured subtending 

democratic and neoliberal constituencies, stakeholder governmentality emerged as a new 

logic of organizing transnational governance. 

 To crystallize this point, consider the following scene. At a meeting in 1994 to 

evaluate an outcome document on participatory learning at the Bank, Robert Chambers 

began his otherwise critical and biting remarks on the participatory turn at the Bank with 

optimistic notes, cautiously endorsing: (1) an apparent paradigm shift towards 

decentralization, democracy and diversity, occurring both inside and outside the Bank; 
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(2) increased transparency of Bank dealings, one that stood in contrast with most NGOs; 

(3) dispersion of Bank authority outside the halls of Washington D.C. to more places in 

the South; and (4) the institutionalization of participatory development in the outcome 

document itself.565 Significantly, even while Chambers maintained that deeper structural 

power shifts would be necessary,566 shifts that would reverse the hierarchy of authority in 

Bank projects from Northern economists to Southern people, he noted the promise of 

“stakeholders” in development practice. Defined not just as beneficiaries but all those 

who were positively or adversely affected by policies and projects, Chambers’ radical 

critique of the Bank used the category of stakeholder in poetic prose to further 

participatory momentum: 

The global village had its day but gradually has shrunk away. 

until we find ourselves instead 

together in a global bed 

 

Enjoying patriarchal rank 

we know our father is the Bank 

and we the family must learn 

when father turns, so we all turn 

 

It’s hard for father with his weight 

he needs to turn before too late 

Stakeholders all, let’s seize on fate 

and prod him to participate!567 

 

 For some, Chambers remarks make sense within conventional narratives of 

“global governance.” Nonstate actors have come to participate in international 

institutions because they have mobilized and made their pressure felt. For others, 
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Chambers remarks misses how market-oriented development is left untouched by the 

participation of nonstate actors, a situation that is analytically indicative of neoliberal 

governmentality. Indeed, that the drive toward civil society participation in development 

projects accompanies the transition to a hegemonic liberal order is telling. However, by 

attending to how governance practices became an object of reflection, by tracking the 

practices of rationalizing an arrangement of how the Bank should govern, I tell a different 

story about the emergence of stakeholder governmentality. Objects and rationalities 

developed in midcentury corporate management were integral to the rationalization of 

transnational governance at the Bank. As the World Bank Participation Sourcebook 

makes clear, the shift from “popular” to “stakeholder” participation in Bank 

programming was not posed in terms of (neo)liberal or democratic categories, per se, but 

the necessity of including “a range of other stakeholders” besides the poor since many 

groups “could affect the outcome of a proposed Bank intervention.”568 Such managerial 

logic includes a recognition that the Bank should work to equalize the “playing field” for 

differentially affected groups, but the Sourcebook largely locates participation as 

something needed for development programs to succeed in complex environments.  

 

 

 

Conclusions 

In sum, the emergence of nonstate participation in development governance is neither 

reducible to the autonomous mobilization of civil society groups, nor to the regulative 
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pressure of neoliberal logics. Instead, the rationalization of participatory governance 

practices was predicated upon corporate management practices and analytical techniques 

to deal with the problem of complexity. My argument pushes against interpreting the 

participatory turn at the Bank as either the result of neoliberal or democratic norms. 

Rather, a genealogical approach demonstrates how systems-oriented managerial objects 

and techniques were used by actors to practically rationalize governance. From within an 

uncertain context, elements within the Bank constituted the problem of government as 

one of complexity, using the grid of systems thinking to define new political subjects and 

objects of governance.  

 As Foucault notes, “politics” is but the play of different governmentalities, 

different ways of exercising power by arranging people and things.569 This scene shows 

that stakeholder governmentality works by supporting and bringing together otherwise 

divergent rationalities, neoliberal and democratic. By producing the political subject and 

object of “stakeholder,” it resonates with the antistatism underpinning both neoliberal and 

democratic movements. As will be further developed in the next chapter, the consequence 

of stakeholder governmentality is the provision of political parity to any affected party. 

The logic of managing complex systems means all component parts must be brought in 

and negotiated in order to maintain the stability and effectiveness of the system. As such, 

questions of who should be given a voice are displaced by who must be given a voice to 

regulate complex problems. Thus, engaging “the poor,” in development programming, is 

displaced by engaging all relevant stakeholders – local and international business leaders, 

government officials, local and international donors, NGOs, scientists and other experts. 
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In the next chapter, I document the re-emergence of stakeholder rationalities within 

institutions of internet governance. 
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Chapter Five 
 

Organizing Multiple Stakeholders: Neoliberal and Corporatist Rationalities 

 

 

Defining and regulating “the internet” today is an ambiguous and complicated task 

because the processes and practices to which “the internet” refers are rapidly exceeding 

its boundaries. The internet is at once an infrastructure of routers, switches, cables, and 

hardware that can be physically cut and destroyed; a set of virtual resources and technical 

standards – e.g. Internet Protocol (IP) addresses, the Domain Name System (DNS), 

Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) – that allow computers to send 

and receive information efficiently; multiple applications and platforms – software – that 

allow devices to interact; and the actual content and information uploaded, shared, and 

consumed through technical apparatus of the internet. The internet is a “series of 

tubes,”570but it is also so much more, including a medium of economic, social, and 

political exchange. Defining and cohering it as a governable object then is difficult 

because at any moment, the internet is a multidimensional object and rapid technological 

change only proliferates the kinds of processes and practices related to it. 

 What it means to “govern the internet” is not easy to locate, and scholars within 

the field are questioning whether the organizations typically said to perform governance 

tasks actually govern anything.571 However, governing the internet has become nearly 

identical with “multistakeholder” models of governance, or what is increasingly referred 

                                                      
570 “The Internet Is, in Fact, a Series of Tubes - The Washington Post,” accessed October 27, 2017, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/post/the-internet-is-in-fact-a-series-of-

tubes/2011/09/20/gIQALZwfiK_blog.html?utm_term=.0a0d3e6e753f. 
571 Michel JG van Eeten and Milton Mueller, “Where Is the Governance in Internet Governance?,” New 

Media & Society 15, no. 5 (August 1, 2013): 720–36, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444812462850. 



 190 

to simply as “multistakeholderism.”572 Across a range of organizations associated with 

internet governance, some form of stakeholder inclusion in developing best practices, 

formulating policy, making decisions, or monitoring compliance reigns. At the World 

Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), a global meeting held by the UN’s 

International Telecommunication’s Union (ITU), internet governance was explicitly 

defined as the “development and application by Governments, the private sector and civil 

society, in their respective roles, of shared principles, norms, rules, decision-making 

procedures, and programmes that shape the evolution and use of the Internet.”573 The 

necessary inclusion of different state and nonstate constituencies has become a firm 

principle in governing the internet such that, in 2016, the US government ceded its 

authority over a key organization securing the technical operability of the internet to what 

it termed the “global multistakeholder community.”    

 How was the turn to stakeholder inclusion rationalized in relation to governing the 

internet? What problems and principles made stakeholder inclusion necessary? In this 

scene, I focus on the problematization of the internet at two historical moments. The first 

centers on the creation of the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers 

(ICANN) in 1998, working through the so-called “DNS wars” to see how the problem of 

government was constituted and rationalized by various elements. I argue that as opposed 

to the previous chapters, the inclusion of stakeholders within ICANN’s organizational 

structure was rationalized through neoliberal language. That is, in contrast to the World 
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Bank’s participatory turn, the governmentalization of internet politics was organized by 

neoliberal rationalities. As I discuss below, the white paper that outlined the principles of 

ICANN were posed in familiar neoliberal terms of privatization, competition, and 

responsibility. Even the institutional mechanism of establishing a “Memorandum of 

Understanding” between the US government and the otherwise private nonprofit 

corporation evidences neoliberal techniques.  

 The second historical moment centers on the set of UN-related conferences 

initiated in 2003, WSIS, and which continues annually in similar form under the name of 

the Internet Governance Forum (IGF). Like ICANN, the IGF prides itself on being an 

open, deliberative multistakeholder body, but unlike ICANN, the IGF only develops best 

practices and other voluntary standards. Nonetheless, examining these conferences are 

important to see how the problem of government is constituted in a transnational space 

and what rationalities emerge to organize solutions. In this space, stakeholders are 

included from different constituencies, representing different roles and responsibilities in 

relation to developing the internet as a medium of exchange. Tied to concerns about 

development and poverty alleviation, here the internet is produced as an object that 

connects with other pressing issues like human rights, speech, development, and the 

environment. The rationality of governing through stakeholders is made intelligible by 

corporatist principles: namely, effective solutions require consensus among the specific 

skills brought by clearly defined groups.  

 In both neoliberal and corporatist rationalities, “stakeholder” was used as a largely 

uncontested category that referred to an interested party. In contrast to previous scenes, 

“stakeholder” itself was not explicitly defined or defended from systems-oriented 
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managerialism. Rather, this naturalized category was plugged into neoliberal and 

corporatist rationalities of governing. The subject and object of stakeholder, then, plays a 

different role in the emergence of global governmentalities than that of its origins. 

However, several aspects of this story connect with the genealogy documented in the 

previous two chapters. First, the creation of ICANN was mired in controversy as those 

within the “internet community,” the technologists and technophiles, felt the 

organizational structure of the new agency gave too much power to intellectual property 

interests. “Self-governance,” as it were, was undermined from the start due to the 

disproportional strength of US-government backed interests. Nonetheless, despite its 

controversial making, none contested the logic of governing through various stakeholders 

or pushed for a public institution. I argue that anti-statist postures connected the internet 

community and elements within and around the US government. Like the shift at the 

World Bank, governing through stakeholders was energized by a shared antistatism. 

Second, early governance practices among the “internet community” emerged through 

midcentury systems thinking and the connections developing between the US 

government, business, academia, and quasi-private research organizations after WWII. 

Like the discussions of SRI and corporate managerial practices in chapter three, the 

making of the internet as its own object comes from this peculiar institutional context.  

 In the following chapter, I begin by describing the governance practices of the 

internet community in developing the internet as a technical object, then discussing how 

the internet was problematized in the 1990s. By examining key processes and documents 

related to the creation of ICANN in 1998, I go on to show the emergence of neoliberal 

governmentality. Following that, I transition to the problematic context in which the 



 193 

WSIS process was created, examining the output documents to analyze the functional 

creation of stakeholder groups: government, private sector, civil society, and technical 

expertise. I then conclude with a discussion of this scene’s implications for the future of 

global governance. 

  

 

Making and Undoing the Internet 

In the mid-1990s, the object of “the internet” was problematized due to the excessive 

conjunction of several events and processes: assertions of ownership over the DNS, rapid 

expansion of internet users across the globe, privatization of telecommunications in the 

United States, movements of intellectual property interests, and neoliberal visions of 

open markets. It was from this moment of uncertainty with the internet as a governable 

object that the broader question of how to govern people and things across borders 

emerged. Here, the political subject “ stakeholder” was plugged into neoliberal 

rationalities of governing.  

 Before documenting the appearance of such rationalities, I outline (1) how the 

internet was governed in the preceding decades and (2) how it was made problematic in 

the 1990s. To be sure, the internet was an object of governance – that is, an object 

defined, calculated, and regulated – long before ICANN. As early as 1981,574 those 

working on developing internetworking technologies referred to the distributed 

communications network that they were building as an “internet system.” A year later, 

Jon Postel and Yaw Sing-Su from SRI were establishing procedures for registering names 
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for “the Internet” and referring to the network of researchers as “the Internet 

community.”575  The governance practices that developed during this period were at 

times ad hoc but often based on principles of community consensus and best practices, 

summarized in the belief that now defines the technical internet community: “rough 

consensus and running code.” Though seemingly “pragmatic” or meritocratic, the 

practices of governing the internet that emerged from the internet community were not 

apolitical but deeply committed to bottom-up, self-regulation outside of the state. Indeed, 

as I argue below, there was a strong current of antistatism running through the technical 

community, an ironic affective disposition, or posture, given that many within this 

community were funded by the US government. Antistatist postures, cultivated under the 

auspices of the US government, eventually led to one of several problematic processes in 

the 1990s when some in the technical community asserted authority over the DNS 

attempting to effectively privatize the internet.   

 

Producing the internet: governance before ICANN 

In 1962, J.C.R. Licklider was advancing his concept of a Galactic Network, or a vision of 

computers linked together wherein information could be easily accessible by anyone.576 

A professor at MIT and head of the computer research program at the US Department of 

Defense’s Advance Research Project Agency (ARPA), Licklider developed concepts of 

computer networking and human-computer interfacing. His primary intervention in the 

history of the internet was to bring the attention of networking to ARPA, guaranteeing 
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the financial support of the US government.577 As discussed in chapter three, following 

the launch of Sputnik, the US government invested heavily in technological development. 

This included among other things the creation of ARPA, a novel institutional form578 that 

focused on directing money towards innovative basic research in universities and quasi-

private research firms. ARPA made (and continues to make) possible a vast network of 

government-funded researchers developing new technologies, including the technical 

protocols and standards that constitute the technical basis of the internet. Indeed, as is 

well known today, the forerunner of the modern internet (known as APRANET) was 

funded in large measure by the Department of Defense.579 It was through an ARPA 

contract with the Cambridge-based firm, BBN, that plans for APRANET were initiated 

and the first nodes were connected at UCLA and SRI. The creation of a resilient, 

distributed communications system had clear military applications,580 though the source 

of funding should not be mistaken for the purpose of networking technologies writ 

large.581 The government funded community, scattered across the country at various 

university departments and quasi-private research firms, were ostensibly driven more by 

the functional necessities of accessing the few powerful computers in existence without 

physically traversing great distances.582 In 1972, ARPANET was publicly exhibited at the 

International Computer Communication Conference (ICCC). In the span of ten years, 
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then, computer networking had gone from a nascent possibility to a workable reality due 

to several individuals developing and circulating packet switching theories in the 

academy, at DARPA, and quasi-private research firms like SRI and RAND.583 

 While academic exchange of knowledge provided a functional rationale for 

developing ARPANET, this immediate fact should not obscure the deeply political values 

embedded in the design of internetworking technologies and the practices organizing the 

governance of these technologies. Like in the shift of corporate managerialism, 

midcentury systems thinking was integral to the development of modern computing and 

networking, and it transformed the relationship between humans and machines, between 

subjects and objects. It specified a relationship that decentered hierarchical view of 

humans using computers as extensions of their own capabilities. Instead, the fundamental 

problem of the 1950s and 1960s was whether powerful computing machines could 

transform human intelligence to take control of complex problems through synergetic 

relationships. Licklider’s 1960 work on “Man-Computer Symbiosis,” for instance, built 

upon a vision of computers that could not only reach but surpass the dynamic processing 

capabilities of humans.584 As he notes, the primary aims of integrating the interface 

between humans and computers are to enable cooperation “in making decisions and 

controlling complex situations;” the primary obstacle in achieving this sort of 

“symbiosis” is the static computation of “preformulated problems” according to 

“predetermined procedures.”585 Thus, for Licklider, the concept of “man-computer 

symbiosis” was distinct from the mere mechanical extension of human capabilities – 
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wherein humans are aided by machine tools – and he notably prefaces his technical 

visions with biological metaphors of emergent systems: 

The fig tree is pollinated only by the insect Blastophaga grossorun. The larva of 

the insect lives in the ovary of the fig tree, and there it gets its food. The tree and 

the insect are thus heavily interdependent: the tree cannot reproduce without the 

insect; the insect cannot eat without the tree; together, they constitute not only a 

viable but a productive and thriving partnership. This cooperative "living 

together in intimate association, or even close union, of two dissimilar 

organisms" is called symbiosis.586 

 

He goes on to specify the advantages of thinking in terms of symbiotic systems: 

…The purposes of this paper are to present the concept and, hopefully, to foster 

the development of man-computer symbiosis by analyzing some problems of 

interaction between men and computing machines, calling attention to applicable 

principles of man-machine engineering, and pointing out a few questions to which 

research answers are needed. The hope is that, in not too many years, human 

brains and computing machines will be coupled together very tightly, and that the 

resulting partnership will think as no human brain has ever thought and process 

data in a way not approached by the information-handling machines we know 

today.587 

 

 Such forms of systems thinking made possible the development of 

(inter)networking technologies as well. As in the example of computing provided above, 

networking was built not through hierarchical control but through distributed sites of 

exchange. For instance, an early development of packet switching theory was developed 

by Paul Baran at RAND.588 Baran’s work specified a network premised on “distributed 

communications,” or a densely connected network that allows for the maximum 

efficiency in transmitting information from one node to another.589 A resilient network, 
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one that could survive in an uncertain environment, would require not just a decentralized 

system but a distributed one.590 This meant the creation of multiple nodes through which 

information could pass. Baran’s model of packet switching, then, reveals how much 

flexibility and adaptation in dynamic environments were constitutive of networking 

design. Similar understandings of distributed systems informed the internetworking 

technologies that make possible a global internet. Credited to Bob Kahn and Vinton Cerf, 

the introduction of Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) allowed for 

independent networks to “speak” to each other.591 Rather than a single, unified network, 

TCP/IP allowed for information to be transmitted across local networks through routers, 

with ultimate responsibility for resolving data by the local hosts rather than intermediary 

nodes. The stability and reliability of an internetwork depended upon four principles: 

each local network could be distinct and independent but still connect; packets of 

information would be retransmitted if it failed to arrive at the proper destination; routers 

would only transmit but not retain any information; and there “would be no global control 

at the operations level.”592 That there was no single nodal control was not a necessary 

technical design principle but a politically-informed choice resulting from the grid of 

systems thinking.  

 Outside of systems thinking, the institutional context in which the internet 

community operated permitted the technical form of the internet as well as the 

governance practices that regulated it. The technical or internet community, made up of 

individuals at universities and quasi-private research firms, proceeded under the financial 
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support of the US government rather than profit-seeking enterprises. In this 

nonproprietary environment, technical knowledge could be freely produced and 

circulated, allowing for individuals to develop new protocols and applications based on 

their colleagues’ work. It was this institutional context that permitted the creation of a 

distributed and flexible network. As Jane Abbate argues in her history of internetworking 

technologies, commercial networks were emerging at the same time as ARPANET, but 

these business-minded ventures were focused on different techno-political principles.593 

For instance, Donald Davies, who independently developed packet switching theories at 

the National Physical Laboratory in the UK, conceived of networks as primarily oriented 

to businesses and their customers.594 In the quest to design a communication system that 

would be simple and user-friendly, Davies ended up creating a complex but inflexible 

hardware, one that “could not easily accommodate changes in technology or usage.”595 

This stood in direct contrast to the flexibility or adaptability of ARPANET.596 Similarly, 

Tymnet – a US commercial network built for customers of Tymshare – deliberately chose 

to forego packet switching, opting instead for a single, centralized network and 

discouraging innovation among its computer personnel.597 Thus, as Abbate neatly 

summarizes: 

…network design decisions were very much shaped by organizational context. 

Business-oriented systems were more likely to be simple, centralized, and 

relatively user-friendly, but with access strictly controlled and usage metered. 

This was in sharp contrast to the complex, experimental, open-ended, and mildly 

anarchic ARPANET. The issues of control and flexibility represented important, 
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enduring differences between the ARPANET (and later Internet) and commercial 

networks.598 

 

The lines between US government, industry, academia, and quasi-private research firms 

not only created a situation in which adaptive and flexible technical protocols could be 

developed but enabled decentralized and consensus-based procedures for governing the 

internet. Indeed, it was from within this unique institutional space that the technical 

community developed minimal but distinct governing practices. Notable among such 

practices was the Request for Comments (RFC) series. Started in 1969 by then graduate 

student, Steve Crocker, RFCs were a collection of notes on standards and protocols 

developed by those involved in ARPANET. As Crocker recounts, fearful of overstepping 

his reach and incurring “the wrath of some prestigious professor at some phantom East 

Coast establishment,” his initial memo (RFC 1) was not meant to assert “authority” but 

only “encourage others to chime in.”599 Subject to the power dynamics of academia, these 

immediate constraints gave birth to an open and flexible set of governing practices, 

premised on inclusivity and meritocracy:  

The early R.F.C.’s ranged from grand visions to mundane details, although the 

latter quickly became the most common. Less important than the content of those 

first documents was that they were available free of charge and anyone could 

write one. Instead of authority-based decision-making, we relied on a process we 

called “rough consensus and running code.” Everyone was welcome to propose 

ideas, and if enough people liked it and used it, the design became a standard.600 

 

 

 Experimental, nonhierarchical, and informal governing practices – critical to how 

ARPANET and, eventually, the internet developed – continue to inform the desired 
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governing principles of the internet community today. The Internet Engineering Task 

Force (IETF), which develops protocols and standards for various aspects of the internet, 

is a volunteer-based organization of engineers. Lacking any formal membership, the 

IETF depends on “all interested individuals” to participate in working groups and 

produce voluntary standards for the internet. Though officially under the Internet Society 

(ISOC), in practice the IETF remains a largely decentralized network of experts who, in 

their own words, “reject kings, presidents and voting” and only “believe in rough 

consensus and running code.”601 Indeed, the IETF understands its standard-setting role as 

not political but simply a pragmatic means to continually produce new and better 

protocols.  

 What this narrative tells us about are the antistatist sensibilities running through 

the internet community. Even though the state made possible an institutional context that 

was not quite public nor private, not quite academic nor short-term profit-generating, this 

constituency became disposed to an American libertarian line that rejects government 

intervention and any sense of creativity or innovation from the state. All the “trappings” 

of government, whether monarchical or democratic, have in their estimation no place in 

how internetworking technologies developed, nor how they were regulated and managed 

– only community consensus and the merits of code were needed. 

 As I argue in the next section, it was this embedded antistatism that set off the 

DNS wars, that led in other words to the problematization of the internet in the 1990s. 

Before shifting to this moment, a cautionary note is needed. The origins of developing 

and governing the internet share many similarities with the origins of stakeholder 
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rationalities of governing. Organized through the grid of systems thinking, emerging 

from the institutional space of quasi-private research firms, there is a temptation to see 

contemporary multistakeholder processes as the outcome of this midcentury moment. 

Indeed, that SRI is an important factor in both stories, in the production and circulation of 

stakeholder rationalities of governing and the creation of internetworking technologies, 

gestures to this possibility. However, there is no evidence to suggest a clean, linear route 

from the 1960s to contemporary multistakeholder practices of governing the internet. To 

the extent that governing practices developed among the technical community, they were 

never organized around principles of identification and inclusion of affected parties, 

never practically organized around the subject of “stakeholders.” In fact, because it would 

be twenty-five years before “the internet” would takeoff, there was not much “internet 

governance” to speak of before the mid-1990s.  

 

Problematizing the internet: the DNS Wars 

By the early 1990s, there were two dominant networks: a nonprofit network (NSFNET), 

managed by the National Science Foundation (NSF), and the Commercial Internet 

Exchange (CIX), managed by commercial entities.602 The future of “the internet” was 

open and whether it would remain largely within a framework of research exchange or 

commercialization was not yet decided. Public and private actors within the US gathered 

at workshops sponsored by Harvard University to discuss the future of the network, with 

Brian Kahin developing RFC 1192 outlining a plan for the commercialization of the 

internet.603 By 1993, with the advent of the world wide web application developed by 
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Berners-Lee and his team at CERN,604 visions of what the internet could become 

extended far beyond the idea of a network of academics and researchers. Further, on the 

heels of privatization of telecommunications in the 1980s, the NSF was out of its 

element, financially responsible for a network that exceeded its organizational mandate 

and, as a result, was “facing pressures to transfer the entire Internet operation to the 

private sector.”605 Put briefly: in the early 1990s, “the internet” was on the cusp of taking 

its contemporary form, as a global medium of commercial, political, and social exchange. 

However, because of its development as a government-funded, privately developed, and 

nonproprietary network, the possibilities of commercial profit posed the question of 

ownership. Should it be the internet community, whose tireless efforts developed 

technological standards and protocols to make the internet work? Or should it be the US 

government who funded these efforts? Or should it be handed over to private 

corporations, whose competitive drive would theoretically permit low-prices and further 

innovation? 

 In discussing the institutionalization of internet governance in ICANN and its 

multistakeholder model of policymaking, the purpose is not to give a definitive history of 

how ICANN came to be – such a history has been extensively documented elsewhere.606 

Rather, this genealogy of the problematization of the internet is posed to see how from 

within an uncertain context, (1) the broad question of government was raised and (2) 

neoliberal rationalities emerged to organize governing across borders. That is, the 
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appearance of neoliberal governmentality emerged, figuring self-governance among 

“stakeholders” as the necessary way forward. I argue that ICANN’s foundational 

principles, its multistakeholder institutional form, and its apparent “contradictory” mix of 

government intervention and appeals to self-regulation speak to the governing logic of 

neoliberalism.  

 As a first cut, it is necessary to recognize that the question of authority over the 

internet’s addressing system, or what is known as the Internet Assigned Numbers 

Authority (IANA) functions, emerged in an uncertain context. The IANA functions are 

critical to the operability of the internet, ensuring that each site is assigned a unique 

number and name. This rather mundane technical task – but one with several political 

implications, discussed below – is necessary for reliably accessing an intended website. 

For decades, such functions were conducted, as a matter of convenience, by one 

individual, Jon Postel. Postel’s role in assigning names and numbers for the internet’s 

DNS was habitually done on the principle of responsibility. For Postel, determining who 

gets what address, including what sort of Top-Level Domain (e.g. .com, .edu, .org), 

should be determined not by any central coordinating body, especially not a government 

bureaucracy; rather, it should be given to the first responsible person to come along.607 To 

act otherwise, in Postel’s estimation, would be to “preserve some higher-level uniqueness 

that would require the very central coordination we [the internet community] are trying to 

eliminate!”608 Decades of such contingent and ad-hoc regulation, premised on a politics 

of individual responsibility, came to a head in the 1990s when it was clear that the 
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commercialization and expansion of the internet required formal decision making and an 

institutionalized response.  

 As Milton Mueller documents, there were three failed attempts to establish 

ownership and authority over the DNS prior to the creation of ICANN. The first came in 

1992. Vinton Cerf, then Vice President at MCIWorldcom, established the Internet 

Architecture Board as committee of the newly formed Internet Society (ISOC), intended 

to “consolidate internet standards administration.”609 By summer of 1994, Postel 

attempted to transition the IANA functions from under US government contract to ISOC, 

expecting that his illegal privatization of the internet addressing system would not face 

any opposition.610 However, the US government did indeed contest the legal basis for this 

move, though it did not authoritatively settle the issue of ownership of the root. The 

second attempt was in 1996 when ISOC approved a plan to proliferate the number of 

TLDs over a period of three years.611 Instigated by Postel’s desire to see “competition” 

among DNS registration services, the new TLDs would be sold to registries, and the 

income would go to ISOC, but this plan quickly ran into opposition from trademark 

interests as well as the ITU.612 It was the third attempt, however, that sparked strong US 

government response and set off a series of events that led to ICANN. In the fall of 1996, 

ISOC developed the International Ad Hoc Committee (IAHC), a body that explicitly 

represented portions of the technical community, trademark interests, and the ITU.613 In 

order to find a workable solution regarding authority over and means of regulating the 
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internet, IAHC developed a proposal that culminated with “an official signing ceremony” 

between ISOC and the ITU in March 1997, prompting harsh denunciation from the US 

government.614 The proposal, known as the gTLD-MOU, referenced the “internet 

community and other stakeholders” as responsible for maintaining the internet’s technical 

resources. Though there is no clear definition and rationalization given for the inclusion 

of “other stakeholders,” the language suggests that the category refers to intellectual 

property interests. Nonetheless, with good reason, the US government saw such an 

accord as well beyond the scope of the ITU, as an intergovernmental body made up of 

member states, and as claiming ownership of a technical infrastructure that belonged to 

the United States. 

 Thus, the attempts by private organizations to assert full authority over the DNS 

system, coupled with technological developments and the proliferation of internet users, 

made the internet uncertain. As an object of governance, the internet could no longer be 

managed by a handful of individuals. This was the immediate context in which the US 

government, under the Clinton administration, began to formulate policy which led to the 

creation of ICANN. The institutional outcome no doubt appeared curious: as a private 

body emphasizing market-based solutions to governance problems, ICANN was 

organized around industry self-regulation; as a multistakeholder body, representing 

various kinds of private and public interests, ICANN also contained strong provisions for 

the protection of intellectual property, with legal disputes being handled by the World 

Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO); as a nonprofit incorporated in the United 

States, linked to the Department of Commerce by a Memorandum of Understanding, the 
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US government would maintain final ownership and authority over the DNS. This 

mixture of privatization, self-regulation, government intervention, and juridical resolution 

through international organizations appeared to be the curious, “ad hoc” product of 

multiple conflicting interests. For Mueller, the notion that ICANN was in actual practice 

a private and self-regulatory body belied reason. Not only did the resulting organization 

maintain the ultimate authority of the US government over the root, indicating a “major 

pullback from the policy of self-regulation,” but it represented the particular demands of 

a dominant coalition of ISOC, the US government, and intellectual property interests 

rather than broad consensus of all “stakeholders.”615 The process of creating ICANN 

appeared not as the consequence of a coherent philosophical position but a messy 

improvisation.616 To advance actual “self-regulation” would simply allow ISOC and 

others within the technical community and private industry to work out appropriate 

solutions. As such, there was a fundamental contradiction at the core of ICANN: the 

simultaneous call for private sector self-regulation and the practice of government 

intervention that advanced the interests of specific corporations. Thus, for many, the 

white paper issued by the Clinton administration that specified the organizing principles 

of ICANN represented a “profoundly mixed message.”617 

 While I do not contend that a coherent neoliberal philosophy shifted actor 

behavior, the practical rationalization of governing around selective state intervention and 

encouragement of private, self-governance evidences the logic of neoliberalism. Recall 

that the rationality of neoliberal governance is not reducible to the removal of 
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government intervention, but the organization of interventionist policy around 

encouraging social groups to take responsibility for their own governance. To be sure, as 

Wendy Brown argues, the “marketization” of sociopolitical life – or extending the logic 

of rational exchange among rational, profit-maximizing actors – is a key principle of 

neoliberalism, but this practice never results in the full retreat of the state.618 The market 

is not left alone as in classical liberal political economy; instead, the political rationality 

of neoliberalism involves producing the conditions of a competitive market. Competition, 

in neoliberal reason, is not a natural product of market exchange, so the problem of 

governing becomes how to selectively intervene in the market such that competition and 

innovation can proliferate.619 This principle speaks to a fundamental contradiction present 

in both liberal and neoliberal logic: while some objects of governance, whether 

individuals or populations, are produced as free and agentical subjects responsible for 

conducting themselves, this “agency” always has the potential to undermine conditions of 

freedom from the start.620 Self-conduct or self-regulation is a process of becoming that 

always contains the possibility of threatening the conditions that allow freedom to 

flourish. A mundane example can be marshaled from political-economy: profit-seeking 

firms may find it beneficial to collude or establish monopolies, thereby undermining free 

competition and exchange in the marketplace. Thus, neoliberal rationalities do not depend 

on the complete retreat of the state but a form of government intervention, a selective 

mode of policymaking that produces the conditions for self-governance. As Brown nicely 

puts it: 
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[Controlling subjects through their freedom] also means that the withdrawal of the 

state from certain domains and the privatization of certain state functions does not 

amount to a dismantling of government but, rather, constitutes a technique of 

governing, indeed the signature technique of neoliberal governance in which 

rational economic action suffused throughout society replaces express state rule or 

provision. Neo-liberalism shifts “the regulatory competence of the state onto 

‘responsible’ and ‘rational’ individuals [with the aim of] encouraging[ing] 

individuals to give their lives a specific entrepreneurial form.”621  

 

 I argue that the creation of ICANN and the institutionalization of internet 

governance along the lines of private multistakeholder governance were made possible 

by neoliberal rationalities of rule. What appears as contradictory and a mixed message is 

not the failure of “practices” to live up to “rhetoric” but an indication of how these 

practices constitute an emerging logic of neoliberalism. The simultaneous and consistent 

intervention in the regulation of the internet by the US government in the 1990s in order 

to create a quasi-private, multistakeholder institution that encourages competition is the 

primary tactic of neoliberalism.  

 To locate the terms of neoliberalism in the practical rationalization of governing, 

consider the white paper document that outlines the principles of ICANN.622 Though the 

paper, issued by the US government after a period of public comment, refuses to specify 

a complete system of governance for the internet, there are clear political principles 

embodied in how the technical functions of the DNS should be governed. These 

principles include stability, competition, private, bottom-up coordination, and 

representation. Stability refers to the basic operability of the internet, a function that the 

white paper stipulates should not be under the authority of the US government. Though 
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the white paper acknowledges some public comments that supported locating DNS 

functions in the ITU or other intergovernmental body, it follows the broad consensus that 

government should be removed from management of the DNS. Representation, on the 

other hand, is posed on normative and epistemic grounds, such that the “development of 

sound, fair, and widely accepted policies for the management of DNS will depend on 

input from the broad and growing community of Internet users,” including those outside 

the United States.623  

 The principles of competition and private coordination speak clearly to neoliberal 

rationalities. Noting that the internet “succeeds in great measure because it is a 

decentralized system that encourages innovation and maximizes individual freedom,” the 

white paper notes that when “possible, market mechanisms that support competition and 

consumer choice should drive the management of the Internet.”624 To the extent that 

management or coordination is necessary, the white paper maintains that this process 

should fall to “responsible, private-sector action” rather than “government control.” Only 

under a “private coordinating process” will management be flexible enough to keep up 

with a changing internet, and this “private process” should “reflect the bottom-up 

governance that has characterized the development of the Internet to date.” Insofar as the 

white paper outlines market-oriented principles of a “new, not-for-profit corporation 

formed by private sector Internet stakeholders to administer policy for the Internet name 

and address system,” the creation of ICANN is evidence for the emergence of neoliberal 

rationalities of governing.  
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 Thinking this scene in terms of neoliberalism makes sense in the broader context 

of the governmental actors involved. A push towards privatization was generally 

characteristic of the Clinton administration, but particularly important in the US 

government’s position on information technology and the internet was Ira Magaziner. A 

socialist agitator in his college days, a business consultant in his early professional years, 

Magaziner rose to prominence in the Clinton administration through his work on health 

care reform with Hillary Clinton.625 Though his efforts failed, Magaziner soon became 

tasked with heading up policy on the internet, or what he then called the Global 

Information Infrastructure.626 In striking contradiction to his work on health care, 

Magaziner advocated a private, self-regulatory approach to the internet, or keeping the 

internet out of the hands of the government.627 In his “Creating a Framework for Global 

Electronic Commerce,” Magaziner outlined the political principles guiding internet 

policy.628 Whereas Magaziner notes the imperfections of the market, he maintains that it 

nevertheless provides the basis for maximizing individual freedom, and as such, he 

renders “competition and individual choice” as the “watchwords of the new digital 

economy.”629 The internet, as it were, is already at once a global marketplace, and 

Magaziner confirms that US government policy is to not over-tax, over-regulate, or 

otherwise overly involve the government in directing its future. Nor is it desirable to 
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centralize regulation in one body: governments “move too slowly to manage the Internet, 

and intergovernmental organizations [like the ITU] move even more slowly.”630 

 Having specified the practical rationalization of government, in the next section I 

turn to the antistatist postures that helped neoliberal governmentality function. 

 

Antistatist postures and the neoliberal governmentality 

In the mid-1990s, the problem of regulating the internet was such that the broader 

question of governing itself was posed: how would it be possible to manage this new 

technical infrastructure in a way that would permit competition and innovation? The 

practical rationalization of governance was made possible by the configuration of 

multiple processes, including the attempts to establish ownership over the DNS by 

members of the internet community. What emerged from this moment of 

problematization was the practical rationalization of governing along neoliberal lines. At 

this moment, governing through stakeholders was not made legible through the grid of 

systems thinking. Rather, the subject of stakeholder was plugged into neoliberal 

governmentality.  

 Yet, in the way that the decentralizing logic of stakeholder inclusion held together 

neoliberal and democratic constituencies in the turn to participatory development, it did 

the same for the various parties involved in internet governance. It is well accepted that 

contrary to the US government’s position at the time, ICANN was not the culmination of 

broad consensus among all relevant stakeholders. For several participants, the creation of 
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ICANN was done outside of a truly democratic and constitutional moment.631 And yet, 

though the specific procedures and parameters for participation were debated by 

trademark interests, private telecommunication companies, agencies of the US 

government, foreign governmental officials, and the technical community, the principle 

that all relevant affected parties should be involved was not contested. Indeed, even 

today, most of these constituencies to continue to push for greater not less stakeholder 

collaboration.  

 Put differently, if consensus on the specific dimensions of a nongovernmental 

regulatory body were missing, consensus on finding nongovernmental solutions was not. 

What drew together technical experts, government officials, trademark interests, 

academics, and corporations was the loosely defended idea that the state could not be the 

appropriate place for a management structure that also allowed creativity, innovation, and 

progress to unfold. I define this sensibility as an antistatist posture. Recall from the 

previous chapter that a posture is an attitude that signals a stance or approach to others, 

though it may or may not be theoretically reflected upon or explicitly assumed in the 

formulation of group identity. Postures are tacit, embodied, but they are always 

implicated in thinking. In the context of internet governance, such antistatism was 

expressed in the assumption that the economic and political potential of internetworking 

technologies could only be realized if they remained in the hands of the private sector. 

This antistatism is what linked various constituencies whose political agendas were 

markedly different: government representatives wanted to proliferate and extend a global 

market while protecting trademark interests, many in the technical community wanted to 
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control and extend a reliable communications platform, and corporations, like Network 

Solutions (NSI), wanted to shore up their position as sole registrar. Even if we follow 

Mueller and others in asserting that there was no coherent philosophical position guiding 

these complex policy negotiations, there was, I argue, shared antistatist postures that 

linked diverse groups together. 

 Previously, I brought out the antistatism that runs throughout the practices of the 

technical community, concisely summarized in the principle of “rough consensus and 

running code.” There is no explicit defense of why the IETF, for instance, should reject 

presidents and kings, should reject the value of electoral politics, but in these statements, 

there is implicit devaluation of what government can and should do. Government stands 

in as a degradation of free exchange of knowledge, a stifling of creativity and innovation. 

Even though it was government funding that made their work possible, the attitude of the 

technical community’s “apolitical” pragmatism runs against the political inefficiencies of 

the state. Like the discussion of participatory development organizations in the global 

South and neoliberal development programs from the World Bank, the technical 

community’s “bottom-up” governing practices are affirmed through anti-statism. It is this 

antistatism which connects neoliberal and techno-libertarian drives and accounts for how 

the internet became governed through stakeholders.  

 The links can be found in some key documents developed by US government 

officials. In the July 1997 Framework for Global Electronic Commerce, the Clinton 

administration laid out early principles for managing the internet, or “global information 

infrastructure.”632 Despite the emphasis on “infrastructure,” the responsibility for 
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maintaining and expanding the “information superhighway” would not be governmental, 

would not be public. “Though government played a role in financing the initial 

development of the Internet,” the framework explains, “its expansion has been driven 

primarily by the private sector.” To push forward innovation and broad participation 

requires a “market-driven arena,” not a planned one. As is typical with neoliberal 

policies, the role of government is relegated to supporting or enabling roles: providing the 

environment by which private actors may creatively innovate and responsibly self-

regulate. Indeed, in “some areas, government agreements may prove necessary to 

facilitate electronic commerce and protect consumers,” but the limits of such intervention 

must be a “predictable and simple legal environment based on a decentralized, 

contractual mode of law rather than one based on top-down regulation.” Government is 

not absent, but the problem of neoliberalism becomes how to intervene, how to produce 

the conditions whereby subjects realize their full entrepreneurial potential.633 Such 

intervention must not just be minimal but fragmented, it must be decentralized to prevent 

the kind of state control that would stifle progress. Significantly, the policy framework 

explains how governing this new domain must align with the “decentralized nature” and 

“tradition of bottom-up governance” that permitted its success.634 

 It is not only in the white paper that the specific language of stakeholders is 

introduced and connected to the neoliberal principles discussed above. In a speech, 

Magaziner explains that governing through “private, nonprofit, stakeholder-based 

groups” is necessary because the internet “grew up that way.”635 Citing the IETF and 
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IAB, Magaziner equates governing through stakeholders with “bottom-up” consensus-

oriented rule making generally. But it is not due to complexity and the necessity of 

systems-oriented practices that makes stakeholders the necessary subject of governance; 

in fact, Magaziner notes that such stakeholder governance become more difficult when 

the problems become more complex. Instead, “part of the reason” for institutionalizing 

stakeholder governance is that “it is a democratic way, which respects the nature of a 

medium.”636 There is, however, another reason that Magaziner develops in far greater 

detail: 

The Internet moves rapidly, mutating as technology changes. Governments 

inherently move slowly, bureaucratically — slower than is necessary for the 

Internet to flourish. 

 Stakeholder-based groups can be more flexible; they can change as 

markets and technologies change, they can be more directly responsive to 

stakeholders, and they can move more quickly. Therefore, when possible, we 

think those kinds of organizations are most effective in helping set rules.637 

 

Thus, the practice of governing through stakeholders comes to stand in for several things. 

First, it is said to capture the bottom-up governing practices of the technical community, 

even though there is no evidence that “stakeholders” were ever considered in such terms 

within the internet community. Though the meritocratic inclusion of interested 

individuals in developing protocols operates on a parallel register, governing through 

affected parties – whether that be individuals, NGOs, private corporations, etc., is not 

identical. Second, Magaziner tries to normatively legitimate stakeholder governance by 

gesturing at its possible democratic credibility, even while undermining it. The 

participatory quality of stakeholder-based governing appears democratic, but this cuts 
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against democratic government which operates more slowly. Finally, though stakeholder 

inclusion is not necessarily needed for the stability of a system, it is necessary to 

proliferate innovation and adapt to the changing needs of the internet.  

 In sum, the category of “stakeholder” as opposed to citizen, individual, or 

community became the political subject within the neoliberal governmentality, and the 

strength of this logic, its ability to function similarly capitalized on antistatist postures 

among competing constituencies. While neoliberal rationalities mark the organization of 

governing at this moment of problematization, in the next section I discuss how 

corporatism came to inform the making of multistakeholder rationalities at a series of 

UN-related conferences. 

 

 

Corporatist Rationalities and Multiple Stakeholders 

ICANN’s initial years were controversial among those close to the internet community, 

but the organization proved – and continues to prove – resilient. Despite its failings, 

despite its nonconsensual institutional roots, the logic of stakeholder inclusion to promote 

competition and privatization accommodated multiple constituencies. The creation of 

ICANN, then, was significant in the evolution of internet governance in that it 

institutionalized what became known as a “multistakeholder” model of decision-making. 

In this section, I focus on how the problem of government emerged at a series of UN 

sponsored conferences on the information society, examining the practical discourse by 

which multiple stakeholders were included in the future of internet governance. Whereas 

the problem emerging in the creation of ICANN included how to produce competition 
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and innovation, the problem here was framed in terms of how the internet and 

information communication technologies could enable development across the globe. The 

broader solution, then, organized the inclusion of multiple stakeholders, defining 

functional roles and responsibilities for each.  

 

WSIS, the IGF, and the making of multistakeholderism 

ICANN’s founding principles demanded international representation, but in the late 

1990s, the potential of the internet was only glimpsed by some. In many parts of the 

world, yet to be connected to what would become a global medium, there was no interest 

in how the internet would be globally regulated.638 In a few short years, this would 

change. At the turn of the century, governments and nongovernmental organizations from 

around the world were concerned about what the internet could do and interested in the 

equitable distribution of its benefits. As such, in 2003, the ITU convened a World Summit 

on the Information Society (WSIS) to be held in two phases, one in Geneva and one in 

Tunis. This process marked serious global engagement with internet governance, but it is 

historically significant for converging on multistakeholder ways of governing, on 

including a variety of groups in the process of global policymaking. Whereas the initial 

turn to stakeholder governance in ICANN had neoliberal principles, government 

intervention to produce responsible, private sector self-regulation, the inclusion of 

“multiple stakeholders” in UN-sponsored conferences was directed toward collaboration 

among states and nonstate actors. In the Geneva Declaration of Principles, for instance, 

the coming information society demanded “new forms of solidarity, partnership and 
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cooperation among governments and other stakeholders, i.e. the private sector, civil 

society and international organizations.”639 While placing emphasis on the role of 

governments in developing and advancing the possibilities of an Information Society, the 

Geneva declaration is consistent that doing so involves cooperation among all 

stakeholders:  

Governments, as well as private sector, civil society and the United Nations and 

other international organizations have an important role and responsibility in the 

development of the Information Society and, as appropriate, in decision-making 

processes. Building a people-centered Information Society is a joint effort which 

requires cooperation and partnership among all stakeholders.640 

 

Whereas previous turns toward stakeholder inclusion have done so through general forms 

of voluntary participation among affected actors, the WSIS documents begin to cohere 

specific stakeholder groups and their “respective roles and responsibilities.” 

Governments, the private sector, civil society, and international organizations are specific 

categories of participation that carry with them the burden of differing responsibilities. 

For instance, the private sector’s role is to develop and diffuse ICTs, whereas 

international organizations are responsible for integrating ICTs in development 

strategies.641 These principles are reaffirmed in the Tunis Commitment document, while 

“acknowledge[ing] the key role and responsibilities of governments.”642 Multistakeholder 

internet governance would require the expertise of different constituencies including 

governments. 
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 According to preparatory meeting documents, multistakeholder working groups 

were established very early on, but as John Mathiason argues, the principle of stakeholder 

inclusion was not a necessary outcome of the WSIS process.643 At the first preparatory 

meeting in Geneva in 2002, government representatives debated over whether 

nongovernmental organizations should take part in defining the future of internet 

governance, with some officials fearing a hostile response.644 However, by the second 

preparatory meeting, the number of participating NGOs exceeded private corporations 

and the working language of the Geneva documents converged on principles of 

multilateralism, democracy, and transparency. At the third preparatory meeting, it was 

established that WSIS, being a UN-organized conference, would adopt the rules of active 

NGO participation that have come to characterize major UN conferences on women’s 

rights and the environment.645 By the final preparatory meeting before WSIS, the 

inscription of multistakeholder mechanisms (or means for governments, private sector, 

and civil society to participate) were set.646 As such, two factors made possible the 

inclusion of multistakeholder principles in the WSIS outcomes documents: (1) the prior 

institutionalization of rules and practices encouraging nonstate participation in UN 

conferences throughout the 1980s and 1990s; (2) the mobilization of civil society 

organizations.  

 In comparison to the creation of ICANN, the WSIS documents do not emphasis or 

even mention the “innovation” or “progress” permitted by market-based solutions, nor 
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does it only focus on encouraging responsible, self-governance among industry. Outside 

of the broad analytics of encouraging civil society participation, there is little in these 

documents to suggest neoliberal organizing principles or logics. This of course is not to 

deny that market-based solutions were favored by many parties, including Western 

governments, telecommunications companies, and some NGOs. Instead, the practical 

rationalization of who should be a subject of governing reflected the expertise that 

differing constituencies could play in advancing ICTs and sustainable development goals.  

 In terms of institutional practices, the most notable achievement of WSIS was the 

creation of the Internet Governance Forum (IGF) as a deliberative, multistakeholder 

forum. Though the IGF would not produce legally-binding policy programs, the global 

forum would serve as a collaborative and deliberative space by which to articulate best 

practices for the internet governance ecosystem. Held annually in different parts of the 

world, the IGF has been in recent years focused on developing mechanisms for 

“enhanced” multistakeholder participation. Critically, the definition of 

“multistakeholderism” exceeded previous formulations, emphasizing its democratic 

virtues: 

Multistakeholderism is the study and practice of forms of participatory democracy 

that allow for all those who have a stake and who have the inclination to 

participate on equal footing in the deliberation of issues and the design of policy. 

While they may assign implementation to a single stakeholder group, 

implementers are accountable to the decision making stakeholders. 

 

Though ongoing definitions of multistakeholder governance include reference to 

governments, private sector, civil society, etc., the IGF formulation is notable for not 

specifying constituent groups and their respective roles and highlighting democratic 

characteristics. Nonetheless, the division of stakeholders into governments, private sector, 
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civil society, and technical expertise continue to define many models of multistakeholder 

inclusion.  

 

The fragility of multistakeholder futures 

The WSIS process, the IGF, and other fora were sites of an emerging rationality of 

governing through functionally defined stakeholder groups. However, the emergence of 

this governmentality was not without challenges. Whereas the United States, Canada, the 

EU, and others have continued to support decentralized, bottom-up solutions to internet 

governance, many states – notably rising powers like Russia, China, Brazil, and India, 

have pushed for centralization in the ITU. The ITU, after all, is not only one of the oldest 

international organizations, but it has traditionally been the institutional home for 

regulating global communications. Moreover, it offers a democratic one state, one vote 

policy. It is precisely the latter that worries the US government and others, as 

intergovernmental control promises that the internet will be overly-regulated, controlled, 

and ultimately fragmented. These opposed positions came to a head at the World 

Conference on International Telecommunications in 2012 (WCIT-12) where, faced with 

the possibilities of the ITU regulating the internet, the United States and its allies refused 

to sign the outcome document.  

 Since 2014, Brazil and India have shifted positions and the US government has 

ceded authority over the root, effectively shoring up the future of internet governance in 

multistakeholder directions. Somewhat ironically, integral to this outcome is Edward 

Snowden and his revelations of the US government’s global surveillance program.647 

                                                      
647 Derrick L. Cogburn, “The Multiple Logics of Post-Snowden Restructuring of Internet Governance,” in 

Francesca Musiani et al., The Turn to Infrastructure in Internet Governance (Springer, 2016). 
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That is, the convergence toward multistakeholder governance, long defended by the 

United States, was made possible by the revelation that a “free and open internet” was in 

fact constantly surveilled. The Snowden leaks could have destabilized the internet 

governance ecosystem and shifted its form toward other directions. However, the 

processes that were unleashed following the leaks shored up a multistakeholder approach.  

 In June of 2013, Edward Snowden, a contractor with the United States National 

Security Agency (NSA), released information documenting the extent of government 

surveillance of private communications, including the ways in which telecommunications 

corporations were complicit. These leaks revealed that the US government was not only 

collecting data on its own citizens but actively surveilling allies abroad. In the fall of the 

same year, then Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff adamantly denounced the United 

States, joining with other internet governance organizations to call for a truly global and 

multistakeholder approach to regulating the internet.648 In this post-WCIT and post-

Snowden moment, there was a real possibility for rising powers to resist privatized forms 

of governing the internet, dismissing them as inherently tied to US authority over the 

root. Instead, two events unfolded: Brazil hosted the NETMundial meeting in spring of 

2014, a global multistakeholder conference that inscribed multistakeholder solutions to 

internet governance while supporting the institutional role of governments; and at the 

same time, the US government announced its decision to transfer authority of the root to 

the “global multistakeholder community,” provided that stakeholder produced a transition 

plan that ensured the operability of the internet and maintained a private, 

                                                      
648 Harold Trinkunas and Ian Wallace, “Converging on the Future of Global Internet Governance,” The 

Brookings Institution, accessed February 1, 2016, 

http://www.brookings.edu/research/reports/2015/07/internet-governance-brazil-us-trinkunas-wallace. 
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nongovernmental solution. Given the amount of legitimacy lost on this issue, the US 

government’s actions were largely unsurprising, but Brazil’s actions are more of a puzzle. 

For years, Brazil joined other rising powers in pushing for centralization in the ITU, or a 

multilateral solution to internet governance. This international position stood in contrast 

to Brazil’s domestic internet policy which pursued collaborative, multistakeholder 

practices. However, Brazil’s desire to shift governance away from ICANN toward the 

ITU was primarily due to the US government’s influence over ICANN; in other words, 

Brazil saw internet governance as already centralized within one site, the United States. 

Once its own domestic constituencies and transnational civil society actors pushed for 

rebuke of US control over the root through intensifying truly, multistakeholder 

mechanisms, Brazil shifted away from its quasi-alliance with Russia, India, and China 

toward championing multistakeholderism as a logic that included both states and nonstate 

actors on equal footing.649 

 In sum, whereas the initial making of ICANN, as a key site of governing the 

internet through multistakeholder practices, speaks to the rationalities of neoliberalism, 

the amplification of this logic on a global scale is not so easily captured. The period 

between 1998 and 2016 – or the creation of ICANN and the cessation of US government 

authority over ICANN – is not reducible to the instantiation of neoliberalism on a global 

scale. Rather, multistakeholder internet governance involves a variety of “public” and 

“private” constituencies. States are not simply encouraging private, industry-led 

regulation, intervening to produce responsible subjects, but are one constituency among 

many that have a role and responsibility in negotiating global policy.  

                                                      
649 Trinkunas and Wallace, 13–17. 
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Conclusions 

In this chapter, I’ve organized the emergence of political rationalities of governing around 

two historical problematizations: the creation of ICANN in 1998 and the series of UN 

conferences leading to the severing of US authority over the IANA functions in 2016. 

The play of governmentalities emerging are distinct from the problems and knowledges 

that underpinned initial turns toward stakeholder inclusion. In relation to the object of the 

internet, neoliberal and corporatist rationalities appear to organize who and what should 

govern. The subject of stakeholder, in other words, was plugged into different ways of 

practically rationalizing governance.   

 What this chapter demonstrates then is how the object and subject of stakeholder, 

produced through the grid of systems thinking to respond to problems of complexity, 

became plugged into other political rationalities of governing. Indeed, this chapter 

demonstrates the interaction and overlaps of global governmentalities in their concrete 

articulations. Rather than suppose that neoliberalism is the single overarching framework 

that positions and gives meaning to global politics, governing the internet tells us how 

different rationalities play off one another. As Foucault notes: 

…in the world we have known since the nineteenth century, a series of 

governmental rationalities overlap, lean on each other, challenge each 

other, and struggle with each other: art of government according to truth, 

art of government according to the rationality of the sovereign state, and 

art of government according to the rationality of economic agents, and 

more generally, according to the rationality of the governed themselves. 

And it is all these different arts of government, all these different ways of 

calculating, rationalizing, and regulatinf the art o government which, 

overlapping each other, broadly speaking constitute the object of political 

debate from the nineteenth century. What is politics, in the end, if not both 

the interplay of these different arts of government with their different 

reference points and the debate to which these different arts of government 

give rise? It seems to me that it is here that politics is born.650 

                                                      
650 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 313. 
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Indeed, part of the strength of stakeholder inclusion within different international 

organizations and institutions is that the technique of governing through affected parties 

forms part of the political reason of multiple governmentalities: stakeholder, neoliberal, 

and corporatist. Understanding how these different rationalities work together (and push 

apart) is necessary in understanding the current form of global politics.  

 In fact, to conclude: consider how systems thinking reappears in certain internet 

policy spaces. In 2014, the Centre for International Governance Innovation launched the 

Global Commission on Internet Governance (GCIG) to investigate and propose practical 

solutions for the future of internet governance. In addition to the several papers 

commissioned, CGIG issued a final report entitled, One Internet.651 As opposed to other 

programmatic documents reviewed above, One Internet specifies fundamental 

governance problems in terms of complexity. Internet governance, the report notes, “is 

complex and challenging to those who wish to participate,” but this complexity is not 

only because of the multidimensional quality of the internet, which touches upon 

economic, political, and police functions, but because of its multistakeholder form.652 

Complexity defines internetworking technologies, but regulating them is made more so 

by the multiple constituencies that need to be effectively included in policymaking. 

Nevertheless, to deal with the challenges facing the open and reliable internet, GCIC by 

no means recommends a centralized solution but the “engagement of all stakeholders in 

the Internet ecosystem.”653 Specifically: 

                                                      
651 “One Internet” (Centre for Governance Innovation and Chatham House, 2016), 

https://www.ourinternet.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/GCIG_Final%20Report%20-%20USB.pdf. 
652 “One Internet,” 8. 
653 “One Internet,” 13. 



 227 

Success in this endeavour will require that we collaborate to refresh and extend 

the model of multi-stakeholder governance that has thus far empowered the 

growth of the Internet: to conceive of a new model that embraces greater 

involvement by those whose lives are affected by governance decisions. This new 

vision of multi-stakeholderism requires: a more collaborative, global and 

decentralized model of decision making…654 

 

 GCIG, in other words, advances a complex solution to complex problems. 

Paralleling midcentury formulations of firm management as requiring flexible, 

nonhierarchical approaches for long-term survival in complex and dynamic 

environments, governing the internet requires “adaptability” and “resilience.”655 Indeed, 

evolutionary metaphors pervade the document: 

In the Internet governance context, to be able to survive and thrive, there is an 

increasing need to share information about new developments that may have 

implications for Internet governance, to be open to unpredictable change and to 

learn to adapt. Clearly, the private sector, civil society, the technical community, 

governments and international institutions each bring to the table their unique 

sources of information and unique perspectives that can help to understand 

emerging opportunities and challenges in Internet governance that cannot be dealt 

with by one interest group alone.656 

 

Intensifying multistakeholder governance practices is the only means by which an open 

internet may survive in a changing and uncertain future; failure to adapt, failure to 

participate will produce global inequalities. An “adaptable governance response crafted 

through the multi-stakeholder approach” is the way forward.657 

 In sum, there are multiple rationalities working to organize the field of internet 

governance, all of which are producing stakeholders as the primary political subject.

                                                      
654 “One Internet,” 13. 
655 “One Internet,” vi. 
656 “One Internet,” 91. 
657 “One Internet,” 91. 
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Chapter Six 
 

Conclusions: The Future of Democratic Global Governance 

 

 

With the creation of the Internet Governance Forum, John Mathiason claims, an 

experiment in global democracy was advanced.658 Bringing individuals from across the 

globe to deliberate and produce best practices for creating information-rich communities, 

the IGF’s multistakeholder structure holds the promise of a more democratic future for 

global governance. Indeed, according to Mathiason, as globalizing forces deepen and 

proliferate, multistakeholder processes will similarly deepen and proliferate.659 Terry 

Macdonald also celebrates the possibilities of something like “stakeholder democracy,” 

developing several reasons for how stakeholder representational models can help to 

democratize global governance.660 Karin Bäckstrand, shares a modest enthusiasm for 

stakeholder models of democracy, arguing that it has the capabilities of increasing 

participation, representation, and legitimacy in governance.661 For Bäckstrand, an 

environmental governance scholar, multistakeholder dialogues and partnerships are key 

innovations in the context of complex and hybrid regimes.662 However, Bäckstrand is far 

from sanguine about the current state of multistakeholder institutions, arguing that in 

                                                      
658 Mathiason, Internet Governance, 124–25. 
659 Mathiason, 150. 
660 Macdonald, Global Stakeholder Democracy. 
661 Karin Bäckstrand, “Democratizing Global Environmental Governance? Stakeholder Democracy after 

the World Summit on Sustainable Development,” European Journal of International Relations 12, no. 4 

(December 1, 2006): 468, https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066106069321. 
662 Bäckstrand, 468. 
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reality they are often characterized by poor participatory mechanisms and the persistence 

of power inequities.663 She maintains it as an “ideal-type,” but: 

…the model is not an embodiment of hopeless idealism. One might say 

that it represents a middle way between the cosmopolitan dreams of world 

government, the realist dismissal of global democracy and radical 

perspectives’ depiction of all attempts to democratize global governance 

as inevitably hegemonic. Stakeholder democracy can be conceived of as a 

contribution to ongoing debates about new and innovative modes of 

governance at the global level and their democratic potential as well as 

problem-solving capacity.664 

  

 Confronted with the appearance of several nonstate actors in global governance 

institutions, witness to individual activists speaking alongside governmental bureaucrats 

at deliberative fora, it is no surprise that multistakeholder processes warrant attention and 

a great deal of political commitment from scholars and practitioners. The amount of 

resources – time, money, and bodily investment – poured into multistakeholder 

organization belie any immediate dismissal of these practices as all rhetoric and no 

substance. No doubt, the voluntary, decentralized, and flexible nature of many of these 

regimes means that regulation of certain behaviors may be less effective or enforceable, 

but it is difficult to dismiss such material investments as without any political 

consequences. At the very least, we are all “stakeholders” now, a novel subject with 

global political standing.  

 However, to immediately accept that multistakeholder processes promise 

democracy, that by allowing access, participation, and deliberation to all affected parties 

is indicative of democratic governance, is to theorize without sufficient historical and 

social context. Thus, I wager that we need an historical account of how different actors 

                                                      
663 Bäckstrand, 488–92. 
664 Bäckstrand, 494. 



 230 

have been included as stakeholders not only because it gets at an empirical question but 

because it has political implications for how we think about the governmentalization of 

global politics. As it stands, multistakeholderism, in its desire to include all affected 

parties, affords equal political status to qualitatively different constituencies: for example, 

profit-seeking corporations and public-oriented community groups. That these two 

groups, with vastly different purposes, are considered as equally necessary for democratic 

global governance should give all committed democrats pause. There are consequences to 

having corporations and other powerful actors involved in the making of policy intended 

to regulate these same corporations. Of course, the irony, as my genealogy suggests, is 

that the very rationality that stipulates the involvement of all stakeholders in regulatory 

regimes emerges from corporate managerial practice itself. By taking up the logic 

systems-oriented managerialism, institutions of global governance now routinely include 

corporations in setting policy. Of course, this was not a deliberate or conscious attempt to 

manipulate or increase the power of corporations in governance regimes. Rather, its 

circulation and uptake were made possible by a shared grid of systems thinking. No 

doubt, many scholars recognize the imbalance of resources between different stakeholder 

groups,665 but few question the very logic or rationality of including all affected parties. 

 In concluding this dissertation, I want to provide (1) a summary of the main 

arguments and claims, (2) the primary contributions to the extant literature in IR, and (3) 

the implications for democratic governance, or the questions this project opens up for 

thinking about democracy beyond borders. 

 

                                                      
665 Hill, “Internet Governance, Multi-Stakeholder Models, and the IANA Transition”; Hofmann, “Multi-

Stakeholderism in Internet Governance.” 
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Summary 

This dissertation starts with a familiar premise: nonstate actors play an important role in 

global politics, so much so that their participation is now institutionalized in international 

organizations through multistakeholder mechanisms. Certainly, nonstate actors have long 

been involved with the unfolding of global politics, whether as agents of modern imperial 

occupations (e.g. the East India Company) or organizers of transnational movements (e.g. 

early 20th century women’s peace movements). Yet the curiosity of the present moment is 

not simply their quantitative increase but a qualitative shift in their roles. A variety of 

nonstate actors, from corporations to academics, management consultants to indigenous 

community groups, do not just pressure states from the outside but are institutionally 

included in transnational regulatory regimes. This may be through public-private 

partnerships, consultancy, focus groups and surveys, community dialogues, or 

deliberative fora. Though the breadth and depth of stakeholder processes are not identical 

across institutional space, nor are they substitutable for global governance writ large, 

across multiple domains, governance is increasingly structured around new relationships 

between states, IOs, and nonstate actors.  

 Whereas many celebrate the pluralization of global governance as indicative of 

democracy, some are far more skeptical. Rather than interpreting the influence of 

nonstate actors as indicative of diminished state power, most governmentality approaches 

render nonstate actor participation as derivative of (neo)liberalism.666 From this 

perspective, state power is not challenged by the presence of other actors but rearticulated 

as a productive form that encourages civil society to take responsibility for its own 

                                                      
666 Lipschutz and Fogel in Hall and Biersteker, The Emergence of Private Authority in Global Governance; 

Neumann and Sending, Governing the Global Polity. 
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governance. “Global civil society” then is not an autonomous force but something 

produced through neoliberal rationalities of governance. As such, the proliferation of 

multistakeholder institutions only instantiates the governing logic of neoliberalism. To be 

sure, public-private partnerships, the strategic retreat of the state, practices that encourage 

voluntary self-regulation, market-based solutions, and other practices hint at the 

neoliberal dimensions of multistakeholder processes.  

 To the extent that the concept of governmentality focuses on rationalities of rule, 

the governmentality literature has made strong contributions to the study of how 

governance is organized across borders. However, to really get at the question of how 

nonstate actors have been brought into governance institutions, it is not enough to 

analytically apply “neoliberalism” to empirical practices. Instead, I wager that we need a 

genealogical account, an examination of the practical discourse through which the 

institutional participation of nonstate actors has been rationalized. This dissertation does 

just that, tracking the ways in which various institutions have turned to governing through 

stakeholders.  

 I argue that the origins of stakeholder governance were made possible by the 

rapid introduction of systems thinking in the management of complex problems. It was 

through systems thinking – rather than democratic or neoliberal reasoning – that several 

organizations initially came to govern by principles of stakeholder inclusion. To 

substantiate this argument, I provide an historical account of the problematic conditions 

under which institutions have come to reflect on questions of governance, examining the 

practical discourse through which they then rationalized governing through stakeholders. 

I begin with the emergence of “stakeholder” as an object in midcentury corporate 
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managerial practice. In the 1960s, systems thinking shifted corporate managerialism from 

hierarchical ordering of labor and capital within the firm (i.e. Taylorism) to more flexible 

and dynamic management of internal and external components. More specifically, 

through the lens of systems thinking, the firm was understood as an organism embedded 

in a complex and changing environment. For it to survive in the long-term, the firm had 

to identify and manage all the various parts that were affected by and therefore could 

affect corporate activity. The name given to these various affected parties was 

stakeholder. Working with archival documents, I traced these stakeholder practices and 

rationalities to public institutions: US governmental agencies, the World Bank, ICANN, 

and the UN. I find that initially, what made stakeholder governance practices legible was 

not neoliberal logic but systems thinking.  

 Thus, what emerges from this account are three arguments about the nature of 

contemporary global governance. First, this project provides an alternative history of how 

nonstate actors have become institutionally included in global politics. While neoliberal 

and democratic categories are not absent from my account, the origins of 

multistakeholder thinking are connected to the emergence of systems thinking to deal 

with problems of complexity. Because this is not a linear history, I do not argue that 

because of systems-oriented corporate managerial practice we get multistakeholder 

global governance. As the scenes make clear, the emergence of stakeholder rationalities 

within institutions governing the internet follow a different historical trajectory than that 

of the World Bank. Nonetheless, systems logic remains an important component of how 

government beyond borders is rationalized. The turn to resilience and complexity theory 
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in global security and governance point to the resonances among systems thinking and 

neoliberal political economy.667 

 Second, by directing attention to the role of systems thinking in the adoption and 

circulation of stakeholder practical rationalizations, this project offers a cautious 

rejoinder to how political scientists study the world. Versed in long favored concepts of 

liberalism, modernity, sovereignty, and democracy, it is tempting to analyze social 

practices in these terms. When the World Bank engages poor people in the planning of 

development projects, perhaps this appears on democratic or neoliberal registers. 

However, if we focus on the actual rationales and practices, if we examine the discourse 

through which forms of governance are discussed, enacted, and reasoned, then we can see 

other categories or knowledges that are important in the constitution of political 

arrangements. Systems thinking may be a scientific frame, but that does not mean it is 

apolitical. In specifying subjects and objects of governance, it performs political 

functions. As such, I argue that scholars of global governance should pay attention to the 

practical ways in which institutions think about governing people and things across 

borders. 

 Third, this also means that our own political commitments must be reexamined in 

context. For global democratic theorists, the question of democracy is not just how it can 

be instantiated without a defined citizenry or central government.668 Democracy must 

also be conceptualized in the context of systems-oriented governance. We must ask, in 

                                                      
667 Claudia Aradau, “The Promise of Security: Resilience, Surprise and Epistemic Politics,” Resilience 2, 

no. 2 (May 4, 2014): 73–87, https://doi.org/10.1080/21693293.2014.914765; David Chandler, “Beyond 

Neoliberalism: Resilience, the New Art of Governing Complexity,” Resilience 2, no. 1 (January 2, 2014): 

47–63, https://doi.org/10.1080/21693293.2013.878544; Peter A. Hall and Michèle Lamont, Social 

Resilience in the Neoliberal Era (Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
668 Tristan Klingelhöfer, “Ensuring Consistency across Levels? The Delegation Model of Multi-Level Party 

Politics and Spanish Framework Manifestos,” Party Politics 22, no. 4 (July 1, 2016): 452–64. 
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other words, how global democracy may be distinct from or equivalent to systems 

management of complex problems – a question to be taken up in future work. 

  

 

Contributions 

I believe this dissertation makes several contributions to the literature. The primary 

contributions are to studies of governmentality, but other arguments extend to 

interventions in practice theory, debates on idealism versus materialism, and the question 

of sovereignty. 

 

Governmentality or governmentalities 

For the most part, the literature on governmentality equates the concept with (neo)liberal 

forms of political reason. This is understandable and appropriate given that Foucault’s 

development of the concept, indeed the very idea of government, was tied to genealogies 

of liberalism in the 19th century and neoliberalism in the 20th. However, by the end of 

Foucault’s lectures, he defined the concept of governmentality in more general terms 

outside the language of (neo)liberalism. Indeed, ending his lectures on the Birth of 

Biopolitics, Foucault wonders what else “politics” could be but the play and interaction of 

several governmentalities.669  

 Thus, in this dissertation, I use a more capacious definition of governmentality as 

any practical rationalization of governing, of how to arrange people and things towards 

ends. To be sure, I do not claim my definition maintains more fidelity to Foucault’s, only 

                                                      
669 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 313. 
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that reading governmentality in this way permits several productive shifts in focus. 

Dissociating the concept from neoliberalism allows other rationalities to be foregrounded 

and an examination of how different rationalities meet, resonate, and build. As this 

dissertation has made clear, stakeholder rationalities of governing emerged in the field of 

corporate managerialism due to the rapid adoption of systems thinking. The turn to 

including stakeholders at the World Bank, moreover, was directly influenced by systems-

oriented managerialism. However, the way in which these practices functioned, how they 

worked to bring in vastly different constituencies, indicates how systems approaches 

resonated with both neoliberal and democratic thinking. With internet governance, 

neoliberal, corporatist, and systems rationalities played off one another. 

 Working with this definition, rather than a strictly (neo)liberal one, also directs 

governmentality studies to start with genealogy rather than analytical concepts. The 

tendency in this literature is to use governmentality as an analytical device that helps to 

interpret real governance practices. It allows a scholar to read the world in a certain way 

and identify certain practices as within its logic. However, to begin with a general 

definition of governmentality as any practical rationalization of governance, means one 

must begin by looking at the practical discourse through which governance is 

rationalized. It must look at those moments in which government becomes a problematic 

object that is reflected upon and organized in deliberate ways. Therefore, in this 

dissertation, I have also developed a heuristic to organize genealogical accounts of the 

emergence of governmentalities. I maintain that when certain objects (e.g. the internet) 

become problematic in such an extreme way that government itself becomes a 

problematic object, reflections on how to govern best emerge. In other words, this 
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heuristic organizes my genealogy by focusing on problematizations (how something is 

made problematic) and the governmentalities that emerge. 

 

Practical thinking and practice theory 

Working with Foucault, this dissertation more generally fits within practice approaches to 

the study of global politics. In the last two decades, there has been a recovery of practices 

in IR due to the convergence of multiple theoretical shifts: the rise of new materialism, 

the introduction of Bourdieu, a new interest in American pragmatism, and an impatience 

with the constructivist focus on norms.670 Practice theories now focus on material actions, 

and there is a strong interest in the unreflective and habitual ways in which social action 

unfolds. While appreciative of this intervention, my practice account departs from this 

focus but maintains an interest in practices as a category of social action. Rather than 

starting from how habitual or unthinking practices reproduce order, I start from how the 

problematization of an object that upsets governance practices. What are the processes 

that converge to disrupt a situation, calling for new practices and ways of thinking. From 

these problematic situations, I document the set of practical rationalizations that help to 

organize order once again in a specific way.  

 

 

 

Ideal and material, revisited 

                                                      
670 Initial work in constructivist IR focused on practices; see Nicholas Greenwood Onuf, World of Our 

Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and International Relations (Routledge, 2012); Alexander E. 
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The emphasis on “practical rationalization” in the definition of governmentality is 

deliberate. Governmentalities are not disembodied ideas or knowledges about governing 

that then get implemented by governors or other political actors, but neither are they sets 

of unreflective actions taken by individuals to govern some thing or object. Instead, the 

concept of governmentality pushes against the common theory/practice dichotomy. It 

specifies the imbrications of thinking, knowing, and doing. There is no doubt that 

examining rationalities of governance involves tracking what has been written or said but 

this should not be mistaken for an interpretive approach to deciphering meaning. Texts 

for Foucault is never immaterial, free floating above the world in an ideal realm. They are 

not only creating material effects but have a materiality of their own. They are documents 

with a reality that is as ontologically significant as a building, a technology, etc. To be 

sure, we can make distinctions between kinds of texts and make judgments about their 

effects. Cultural documents (e.g. films, novels) are different from what may be called 

programmatic ones (e.g. bureaucratic reports). In tracking the practical reflections on 

government, I focus as much as possible as on programmatic texts found in different 

institutions. 

 

Challenging the state system 

If by state system we mean a system of territorial nations determining what happens 

within their borders, there have always been challenges to that picture of the world.671 

Since 1648, imperial formations have always qualified sovereign equality. A system of 

                                                      
671 Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy (Princeton University Press, 1999); Elizabeth 
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European imperial competition may have existed, but certainly not a global state system. 

In the post-WWII period, where decolonization granted legal sovereignty to people 

around the world, imperial formations persist under the banner of neocolonial economic 

policies or “quasi-empires” or debt traps. Nonetheless, the institutional inclusion of 

nonstate actors in multistakeholder organizations challenges one project of territorial 

states by offering alternatives modes of association and political principles outside of the 

state. 
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