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Seminar Presentation: Tuesday, April 18, 2006
Re: David Scott’s “Colonial Governmentality” in Refashioning Futures.

RERORMULATING THE QUESTION ABOUT COLONIALISM
Scott’s interest in “Colonial Governmentality” is linked to and advances the Foucauldian notion of governmentality and problematizes the “question of what is distinctive about the political rationality of forms of power, on the one hand, and on the other, on those transformations effected by modern power” (23). Scott contends that Europe has had too much influence on “our theoretical knowledges of the colonial and postcolonial world” (24). For Scott, the question remains, “what then is the conceptual level to be assigned to “Europe” … not merely as a geographical space but as an apparatus of dominant power-effects?” (24). Scott’s question presupposes—to use his phrase—that a “difference” (24) exists “between the polemical dismissal of Europe and its conceptual repositioning, between the Fanonian rhetoric of forgetting Europe and an investigaton in which … Europe’s colonial projects were organized” (24). 

Scott’s focus represents a break from contemporary discourses which “tended to center on colonialism’s attitude toward the colonized and the question of its exclusionary discourses and practices” (42). One such colonialist discourse or “strategy” (24), one which is indebted to Edward Said’s Orientalism, has sought to “demonstrate how colonialist textuality works at the level of image an d language to produce a distorted representation of the colonized” (24). Another strategy of the anticolonial / counterdiscursive textuality sought to challenge “colonialism’s claim to have introduced the colonies to liberal-democratic political principles … of good and humane government” (25) and thus permitting the “modernizing transition from the “rule of force” to the “rule of law” (25). Scott does not see his task “as a kind of writing back at the West” (25) but rather as an attempt to answer the central concern of colonialist textuality and governmentality “in which what is at stake is the way colonialism as a practice of power works to include or exclude the colonized” (25).

Included in this debate is Scott’s notion of the “political rationalities of colonial power” (25). By this, Scott means “those ways in which colonial power is organized as an activity designed to produce effects of rule” (25), the “targets of colonial power” (25), the “object or objects it aims at; and the means and instrumentalities it deploys in search of these targets” (25). What becomes important for Scott “is not a “decentering” of Europe” (26) but rather, an “interrogation of its insertion into the lives of the colonized” (26). In assessing the “problem of colonialism in relation to the political forms of modernity” (26), Scott argues, “is the emergence … of a form of power not merely coincident with colonialism” (26) but is concerned “with disabling old forms of life by systematically breaking down their conditions, and with constructing in their place new conditions … to oblige—new forms of life to come into being” (26). Scott’s “notion of a “break” with the past” (26) is critical of “how this break is configured and what it is understood to consist in” (26). While the “stories [or hi-(s)-tories] of modernization” (26) examine the “range of choice” and the “expansion of freedom” (26), the problematic Scott addresses “is interested in the reorganization of the terrain in which choice as such is possible and the political rationality upon which that reorganization depended” (26).

In effect, Scott is exploring three concerns, which are: First, “to examine colonial power with a view to setting off the kinds of questions [that] are important” (26); second, “to say how the problem of modern power might more usefully be [conceived of] … and why … Foucault’s notion of “governmentality” … might be helpful in this” (26); and third, “to rethink in these terms the story of the formation of modern colonial power in Sir Lanka” (26).
THE PROBLEM ABOUT COLONIAL POWER
Scott takes issue with Partha Chatterjee, who sees a “distinction between colonial and modern power in such a way as to bring into focus the specificity of the former” (27). Scott, however, regards this “formulation … [as] not a conceptually adequate one” (27), believing it may “run the risk of too-hasty homogenization of colonialism as a whole” (27). Chatterjee’s case study was the “historiography of colonial India” (28), and was directed at the “revisionist” (28) and the “new Cambridge” schools of colonialist historians. Chatterjee argued that they are “two parts to the revisionist argument” (28), which he outlined as follows: First, “a periodizing distinction between earlier and later phases of colonial rule … is roughly 1780-1830” (28), which indicates that colonialism maintained “an organic, internal connection with the past” (28); and second, that the “revisionist argument turns on the assignment of “agency” in the establishment of empire” (28). The revisionists, Scott suggests, are critical of the “question of making history” (28), as argued by “radical Third World scholars” (28), and are explicitly mindful to show that “Indians have always been the active subjects of their own history and not the mere passive victims of it” (28). For Chatterjee, “in this revisionist view, colonialism as a distinctive formation all but disappears” (28).
Scott admits the need for making a “distinction between earlier and later forms of colonial rule” (29) but maintains it is more useful to address “the kind of elaboration of structure and project of colonial power it is made to turn on” (29). For Chatterjee, the “deployment” (29) of colonial power—its “rule of colonial difference” (29)—positions the colonized as “inferior, as radically Other” (29). On this basis, “race” (29) becomes the “defining signifier of this rule of difference. It is “race” that marks the specificity of colonial power” (29). This formulation of the problem of colonial power, Scott suggest, raises three questions. First, “did this rule of difference operate in the same way across the entire length of colonial dominance?” (29); second, “if the rule of colonial difference is a rule of exclusion/inclusion … what are the specific power-effects of “race”?” (29); third, can “race” be said “to characterize the Othering practices of colonial discourse” (30)? The crucial question that Scott is formulating is “how to impose an historicity on our understanding of the rationalities that organized the forms of the colonial state” (30). In other words, Scott seeks to understand how colonial power included/excluded portions of the native population. To these are added another set of questions which take the following from:

what does colonial power take as the target upon which to work? Moreover, what project                     does it require that target for? And how does it go about securing it in order to realize its ends? In   short, what in each instance is colonial power’s structure and project as it inserts itself into—or more properly, as it constitutes—the domain of the colonial? (31).
What is important to “this problematic is historicizing European colonial rule in such a way as to distinguish different modes of organizing colonial power and the different politically rationalities they depended upon” (31).

THE PROBLEM ABOUT MODERN POWER
The concern here is “not less Europe, but a differently configured one; not a reified Europe, but a problematized one” (31). The reason given by Scott for “is because those “structures, projects, and desires” of Europe generated changing ways of impacting the non-Western world, changing ways of imposing and maintaining rule over the colonized, and therefore changing terrain within which to respond” (31-32). Scott identifies “two distinctive features of the political rationality of modern power” (32), these are: One, “the point of application of modern power” (32); two, “the field of its operation” (32).

Talal Asad, Scott notes, has suggested that “modern power is distinctive for its point of application” (32). This view of modern power is influenced by its “relation to Enlightenment reason” (32) who elevated reason above “superstition and prejudice” (32). The Enlightenment, Scott argued, fostering a “disabling [of] individual rational judgment and encouraging timidity and fear, left people in blind obedience to the capricious tyranny of despots and priests” (32-33). Two emancipatory alterations to this abuse of power were required: First, a “fundamental uprooting by means of a broad attack on the conditions that were understood to produce them, and second, their systematic replacement by the inducement of new conditions based on clear, sound, and rational principles” (33).
Scott asserted that Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France is a documentation of a society’s “changing and adjusting as contingencies warranted” (33) over a period of “uncountable years” (33). Scott is of the view that “if modern power is concerned with disabling non-modern forms of life … then its aim … is above all to produce governing-effects on conduct” (34). For Scott, then, “if the government of conduct is the distinctive strategic end of modern power, then the decisive … locus of its operation is the new domain of “civil society” ” (34). This, Scott states, is the “great theme of Jürgen Habermas’s early work, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere” (35). Habermas’s concern was “to provide an historical and sociological account of … the bourgeois “public sphere” ” (35) which emerged in the eighteenth century “as a product of new commercial relationships that involve a traffic in commodities and news” (35). The emergence of a “new … political rationality” (36) influenced “free social exchange … free will and rational, autonomous agency” (36), thereby, “enabling/constraining” (36) the Foucauldian notion of “governmentality” (36). 
What interest Foucault, maintains Scott, “is the emergence in early modern Europe of a new form of political rationality that combines simultaneously two seemingly contradictory modalities of power: one, totalizing and centralizing, the other individualizing and normalizing” (36-37). This form of “governmentality” raises the following questions: ““How to govern oneself, how to be governed, how to govern others, by whom the people will accept being governed, how to become the best possible governor” ” (37). Two distinctions are drawn from “Foucault’s conceptualization of the political rationality of government” (38), these are: one, relations between “sovereignty and government; and the second between discipline and government” (38). The former, Scott argues, makes individuals “dependent upon the absolute authority of the prince” (38) as “subjects of, and subject to, his power and protection” (38). This power divide is maintained by the “instrumentality” (38) of the “law” (38). By contrast, says Foucault, government uses the law as a means to and end. Scott suggests these instrumentalities of power are used to arrange “public opinion, private property, the division of labour, the market, [and] the judiciary” (38). To be sure, disciplinary power “operates at the microlevel and through technologies and apparatuses” (38). Discipline, therefore, has to do with “habituating the mind or body to a particular activity” (38).
GOVERNING COLONIAL CONDUCT
Generally, Scott’s line of argument requires a rethinking of the “modernization narrative” (40) which “entail[s] displacing … the normalized telos of a developmental process” (40). In other words, “the formation of colonial modernity … is characterized by the emergence of a distinctive political rationality—a colonial governmentality—in which power comes to be directed at the destruction and reconstruction of colonial space” (40). Eric Stokes points out in his classic work, The English Utilitarians and India, that “colonial rule in India” (40) was linked to the “Industrial Revolution, the Reform movement, and Evangelicalism” (40). Scott notes that the combination of the “Cornwallis and Munro … reforms” (40) and the “liberals, Evangelicals, and Utilitarians” (40) intervention marked two important political moments in English political ideas in colonial India. 

In the case with Sir Lanka, the making of colonial modernity saw an “attempt [by colonial power] to shift the conceptual register or alter the narrative frame in which such as account of modernity might be resituated” (41). Here, British colonialism was represented at three episodes of transition “from the medieval to the modern” (41). The first episode (1796-1802) gives a “brief story of the capture … of the island from the Dutch” (42). The second episode (1802-1832) takes the story “from the beginning of Crown Colony status and plots the early building up of the apparatuses of the colonial state” (42), and the third story tells of the “reforms … of Commissioners W.M.G. Colebrooke and C. H. Cameron” (42). Scott argues, however, that this story of Sir Lanka “invites us to suppose … the unfolding trajectory of the teleological path of a single political rationality” (43). Furthermore, states Scott, “Power deployed through this form of political rationality is directed principally at the points of extraction of wealth” (43). The crucial point here is that in this “new game of politics … the construction of a legally instituted space where legally defined subjects could exercise rights, however limited they were” (45) was insisted upon, if natives were to be included / excluded from the political game. 

Colebrooke, however, objected to “the government’s mercantilist monopolies of cinnamon and salt” (47), arguing that “the system of “compulsory services” known as rajakariya upon which these monopolies rested” (47) were “unfavourable to agricultural industry and improvement” (47). Moreover, Colebrooke held the view that “rajakariya exposed the people to undue hardships because of the manner of its administration” (47). He argued that “rajakariya” (47) was used to “maintain “absurd distinctions” based on “race” and “caste”” (47). Utilitarians, such as Charles Hay Cameron, believed Ceylon (Sri Lanka) “was an especially favourable field for experimenting with the legal reform because, unlike India” (48), the justice system developed with little or no resistance from the natives. With the introduction of the jury system by Chief Justice Sir Alexander Johnston in the Charter of 1810, the native was kept “under the overseeing “eye” of the European: the courtroom was to produce the effect of a panopticon” (50).

In summary, what is important for Scott is that while colonial power imposed “a measure of autonomy” (51) over the lives of the natives, it also represented a “transformation of power … adopting a different strategy, working on and through different targets” (51). Colonialism, “between the early modern sixteenth and the late modern nineteenth centuries, was an arena of profound alterations in the languages of the political” (51). The colonial spaces were structured and organized as “products of these changing rationalities” (52). Postcolonial modernity and power must therefore be read as a systematic displacement of an “old [political] footing” (52), with a new one “always-already transformed” (52), and always offering new “assumptions” (52) and possibilities. 
�David Scott, Refashioning Futures: Criticism After Postcoloniality (New Jersey: Princeton UP, 1999) 23-52. 





