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Course Description:

This is an introductory course for PhD students interested in critical analyses of state power. Each week, we
will read two texts which critically examines the role of the state and how it governs. The first reading will be
a foundational text which has had significant influence on the theme of that week. The second reading will
be by a theorist that has developed the ideas in that foundational text, applying the ideas to new contexts or
stretching the theory in question to address conceptual gaps.

1) Life, health and the state

We will begin the course by reading one of the most scathing critiques of the state, that of Michel Foucault.
The text will explore how some of the forms of state institutions which hold most legitimacy, health care,
can be considered part of a regime of coercive state governance. This is done by tracing the emergence of
the asylum in early modern Europe, through which Foucault contends with the state’s power over every
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multiple spheres of our everyday lives. Complimenting this reading, we will be reading Benjamin Bratton’s
sober reflection on the necessity of state regulation during and after the Covid 19 pandemic. In contrast to
Foucault, Bratton urges his readers to reconsider governance and technological infrastructure to better
respond to global crises.

2) Work, time and the state

Following Foucault, we will explore one of Marx’s analyses of the state, focusing on the regulation of the
working day. Here, Marx identifies how capitalists and workers struggle for power, and how the state is
influenced by both these actors in how it regulates working conditions. Alongside Marx, we will be reading
Bhattacharyya’s Futures of Racial Capitalism, which identifies the way capitalism differentiates between
different workers in order to exploit them differently. For Bhattacharyya, the state plays a crucial role,
through it’s capacity to selectively regulate/deregulate different sectors of the economy, particularly for
those working in the platform economy in which the traditional working day rarely applies.

3) Gender, family and the state

In week three we will consider the role of the state in governing the private sphere, specifically through the
regulation of sexual and gendered norms. Reading Butler’s Gender Trouble, we will consider the role of the
state in a wider constellation of social forces in governing how bodies should look, act and be treated by
others. Building on Butler’s work is Marxist feminist Sophie Lewis, who, in considering how both liberal and
illiberal states have sought to appropriate feminist discourse in order to consolidate government legitimacy.

4) Culture, hegemony and the state

In week 4, we will consider the role of culture and state power, focusing on Gramsci’s development of
hegemony. Here, we will consider how the state wields power through dominating popular culture, in a
manner more powerful than coercion. Writing in fascist Italy, Gramsci considers how the state gains popular
consent among the masses, by developing a coalition of social forces it class an historical bloc. These ideas
are utilised by Stuart Hall in our second reading, which will be using them to diagnose the crisis facing Britain
in the late 20™ century. His work explores how times of crisis require the development of new hegemonic
formations in order for the ruling bloc to gain legitimacy and considers the ways in which new social
formations may arise from a crisis.

5) Violence, death and the state

We will end the course by thinking about violence and death, but these texts are not intended to dampen
our spirits, but to consider the circumstances that must be contended with for a better world to built. In
doing this, we will consider people subjugated by colonialism, racism and capitalism. First, we will look at
Fanon’s Concerning Violence, a seminal text in postcolonial theory. We will consider the physical,
psychological, and structural forms of oppressive violence employed to maintain control in colonial contexts,
and how those subjected to it considered how they could build a free democratic society in the aftermath of
decolonisation. We will then move on to the work of geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore who analyses the role
of the American state in the emergence of mass incarceration, and how resistance to imprisonment can be a
route to envisioning a radically freer society.

Learning Outcomes:

This course will provide an introduction, or revisiting, of some of the key theoretical texts interrogating the
effectiveness, ethics and ideologies of state power. By the end of the course you will:
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1) Be familiar with foundational critiques of the state from post-structuralist, Marxist, feminist and
postcolonial perspectives.

2) Have the ability to see how critiques of state power published in the 19'" and 20" centuries have
been updated and reformulated in the 21 century.

3) Have a developed understanding of how critical theories of the state can be used to analyse
contemporary problems of state power relating to class, gender, sexuality, racialisation and
disability.

Pre-course preparation:

Two readings for each week (listed below) are crucial for each corresponding seminar — students are also
encouraged to consider the discussion questions for each week.

Reading list:

Life, health and the state

Foucault, M ‘Part lll: Discipline — Chapter 3. Panopticism’, in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison.
Vintage Books: New York. Pp195-230

Bratton, B (2024) Chapter 1, 2, 3 4 5 and 17 of The Revenge of the Real: Politics for a Post-Pandemic World.
London: Verso

Questions to consider:
How are critics of state power forced to reconsider Foucault in the face of the Covid 19 pandemic?
Is it possible to strike a balance between avoiding coercive state power while enabling the governing

power necessary to regulate life during a pandemic?

Work and the state

Marx, K (1867, 2015) Chapter 10: The Working Day’, in Capital Vol I. A Critique of Political Economy

Bhattacharyya, G (2024) “Chapter 6: Platform Capitalism as a Remaking of Racial Capitalism”, in Futures of
Racial Capitalism. London: Polity

Questions to consider:
How can we understand the retreat of the state as being just as powerful as state intervention?

Is the state a neutral entity which can work in the interests of capital or labour?
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Family and the state

Butler, J (2024) ‘Introduction and Chapters 1, 2 and 3’ in Who's Afraid of Gender?. London: Penguin

Lewis, S (2025) ‘Chapter 10: The Femonationalist’, in Enemy Feminisms: Terfs, Policewomen and Girlbosses.
Haymarket Books

Questions to consider:
What is the role of the state in producing gendered norms?

How are gendered norms connected to wider forms of governance and social regulation?

Culture and the state

Gramsci, A (1971), Part Il Notes on Politics, Chapter 2: State and Civil Society, in Selections from the Prison
Notebooks. Pages 206-246 (feel free to skip the subsections titled ‘The Fable of the Beaver’ and ‘Agitation
and Propaganda’ pages 223-228)

Hall, S (1988) Gramsci and Us, in The Hard Road to Renewal: Thatcherism and the Crisis of the Left. London:
Verso, available at https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/2448-stuart-hall-gramsci-and-us

Questions to consider:
How is economism critiqued by both Gramsci and Hall?

How does Hall go about comprehending the conjuncture in which Thatcherism has arisen?

Violence, death and the state

Fanon, F (1967) ‘Chapter 1: Concerning Violence’ in The Wretched of the Earth.

Gilmore, R W (2022) ‘Chapter 8: Race, Prisons And War: Scenes From The History Of Us Violence’ in
Abolition Geographies: Essays Towards Liberation. London: Verso

Questions to consider:
Is violence an inevitable feature of state governance under capitalism?

How are racial violence and capitalist exploitation connected?

Meet your convenor(s):

Adam Elliott-Cooper is a lecturer in social and public policy in the School of Politics and IR, QMUL. His
research focuses on policing and social movements, and informed by theories of racial capitalism,
postcolonialism and Black feminism. His first monograph, Black Resistance to British Policing, was published
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by Manchester University Press in May 2021. He is also co-author of Empire’s Endgame: Racism and the
British State (Pluto Press, 2021).

Adam sits on the board of The Monitoring Group, an anti-racist organisation challenging state racisms and
racial violence.

Eligibility:

All PhD students are welcome to attend
Number of students:

Minimum number required to run: 6

Maximum number of places available: 20



