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Abstract

In the Dutch welfare state elderly care is problematic. Aging of  the population takes place and remaining 

able to take care of  this aging population is a complex task for the government. From 2010 onwards the idea 

of  legalizing medical help by dying when this person reckon his or her life as completed, developed in a bill. 

In this thesis I will analyze this bill from the perspective of  Foucault. I will first explain Foucault’s perspective 

on modern Western society. From there I will argue that the intention of  the bill, ensuring the right of  self-

determination, is an ideology and technology of  power. Seen this way, if  this bill becomes law it will govern 

us in three ways. From here, the bill does not only gives us more individual freedom like the proponents 

argue. It also infringes on a different kind of  freedom. The positivity of  resistance against governmental 

power, whereby we possibly end up in a state of  domination. I will end with pointing out possible dangers of  

the bill and some recommendations for the politicians working on the the bill as well as all individuals to 

whom the bill may apply.  
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Foreword

So, this is it. My master thesis Applied Ethics. It has been a bumpy road. Where I have seen people around 

me struggle with their master thesis I thought it would be more easy for me. I would just finish it like an 

‘somewhat bigger’ assignment. The moment I started to think about the subject of  my thesis in the back of  

my mind I immediately knew that it was going to be the exact same struggle for me as that it was for those 

people around me. Apparently I needed to experience it for myself  to really understand the struggle that it is. 

How hard was it going to be? I could decide for myself  how big of  a task this was going to be, right? I think I 

have missed every personal deadline. I’ve never snoozed as much as the last half  year. I had way to many 

coffee breaks, way to many walks because it was such a nice weather, to many urgent appointments with 

friends and to many series that needed to be seen. I felt way to relaxed. I felt guilty. I worried. I told friends 

and family way to many times that I was almost finished whereby at the end I wondered who I was trying to 

convince and what needed to happen to really finish this thesis.  

	 It had become exactly this process that I had seen by the people around me. It had become exactly 

this process wherefrom I didn’t knew at what moment it would end. The need for acceptance, perseverance, 

trust and patience. A personal process wherefrom I didn’t knew the intensity till now. A personal process 

wherefore I cannot be more grateful. So I would like to thank everyone that supported me during this 

process. My friends and family that took all my complains about this difficult task and let me have my 

struggles. The people that were willing to talk with me about this idea of  a completed life. My colleagues that 

corrected the mistakes I made because I was getting my head around another difficulty in my thesis. The 

people that were willing to read my thesis and helped me improve the story I wanted to tell. And last but not 

least my teachers and my supervisor who was able to remain patient with my personal process and really 

helpful with maintaining overview on what I was doing. I think it has been this personal process wherefrom 

I’ve learned the most during my years of  study. It has been this process that helped me to get my head 

around the meaning of  the content that I wanted to write. It has been this process together with the subject 

of  this thesis that have given me a way clearer view on what Applied Ethics is for me. And even though there 

will always be points of  improvement it was this process what made the content of  my thesis exactly what I 

wanted it to be. It has been my resistance against this thesis that made this thesis mine.  
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Introduction 

In 2010 a group of  well known Dutch people that called themselves ‘Uit Vrije Wil’, meaning ‘of  our own free 

will’, initiated citizens’ initiative ‘Burgerinitiatief  Voltooid Leven’, ‘citizens’ initiative A Completed Life’. With 

this initiative, the group pleads for the legalization of  assisted dying for people that reckon their life as 

completed. We live in a time where people keep getting older than previous generations. With this extended 

lifespan a moment can arrive in one’s life that the sense and value of  life are reduced to a level where one 

might choose death over life. Therefore, Uit Vrije Wil argues, legalization should be developed to 

accommodate this desire. The initiative was offered to the chairman of  the commission on 18 May 2010 with 

116.871 statements of  support (Uit Vrije Will, 2017). From this citizens’ initiative onwards D66, a social 

liberal party, took the initiative towards true legislation. The result is a concept bill called ‘A Completed Life’ 

authored by D66 member Pia Dijkstra that was offered for consultation in January 2017. Within this bill it is 

the right to self-determination that is called upon as a strong argument. At stake is the freedom of  choice 

about one’s own life and the completion of  it. But what does this freedom of  choice really mean within the 

domain of  life and death? And can this freedom really be ensured by law? 

	 According to the French philosopher Foucault (1926 -1984), since the development of  the modern 

state “the role of  philosophy is to keep watch over the excessive power of  political rationality” (1982, p.779). 

This way there is a role for philosophy to watch over the power of  the rationality of  this bill. The idea that 

we should have more individual liberty over our own death comes with a certain political rationality. More 

individual liberty in this domain is a political rationality which comes with certain truths that assure us that 

this idea of  individual liberty is indeed a rational one. According to Foucault it is of  importance to see that 

this rationality and the truths that support it manifest a certain power and it is the role of  philosophy to keep 

watch over powers such as these. A better understanding of  how power works within a society enables us to 

better understand the relationship between these truths and the struggles surrounding them. A better 

understanding of  the power relations that work within our society enables us to better understand the 

supposed rationality of  the bill, the underlying truths that came with this bill and the struggles that arise 

around this bill.  

	 From these ideas about the role of  philosophy and political power the aim of  this thesis is to take a 

look at the bill about a completed life from the perspective of  Foucault. Hereby the main question of  this 

thesis is; How is the completed life bill of  influence on our freedom when it comes our own death from the 

perspective of  Foucault? To be able to give an answer to this question it is of  importance to firstly gain more 

understanding of  the perspective of  Foucault. Who we are as subjects, what is power and how freedom 

relates to this subject and this power will be explained. Next I will describe what according to Foucault 

happens in modern Western society with this subject, power and freedom. Hereafter I will explain the bill 

about a completed life and analyze this bill from the perspective of  Foucault. From this analysis I will 

conclude that the bill about a completed life gives us indeed more freedom like is argued for with this bill. 

The scope of  our individual freedom will become bigger. However, by giving more of  this individual freedom 
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this bill still is a way of  governing. It is a way of  governing the individual, the population and by the 

intersection of  those two it is a way of  governing by turning us into a certain type of  subject. The given 

individual freedom is a technology of  governmental power. It is the governmental power becoming stronger 

in modern society that we should be aware of  according to Foucault. By this governmentalization we can end 

up in a state of  domination whereby the possibility for resistance, the ability to counter-act becomes limited. 

The bill about a completed life, when accepted and implemented, on one level gives us more individual 

freedom but on another level possible infringe on this possibility to resistance, a different kind of  freedom. I 

will end with some recommendations for the politicians that are working on this bill as well as all whom this 

bill may concern.  

	 My intention with this analysis is to give ground for a broader understanding of  the discussion about 

the completed life bill. This analysis can bring more understanding for the political discussion about the 

completed life question and can possibly contribute to the process of  making good policy around this 

question. Foucault (2007, p.4) argues that we should never end up in polemics. I hope that with this analysis, 

the discussion and the thinking about the completed life question is able to pursue without that we end up in 

this polemics. The given perspective in this thesis possibly gives a more clear view on the diverse values that 

are at stake in the discussion about a completed life and on the possible effects of  the bill in society. Who we 

are and how here is decided upon is the outcome of  all kind of  historical processes and structures that work 

within our society. Before this bill becomes a law I think it is of  importance to take a closer look at the 

historical processes and structures that affect us. With it we gain a better understanding of  the possible effect 

that such a bill may have has on us.  
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Theoretical Framework 

To be able to analyze this bill about a completed life from the perspective of  Foucault, first of  all it is of  

importance to get our head around the scope of  this perspective. In the first part of  this thesis I will explain 

the most important concepts that Foucault uses, to be able to use these in the second part to analyze the 

completed life bill. I will start with the explanation of  the subject and the subjectification that takes place 

within society according to Foucault. From there I will explain how Foucault understands power, how it works 

and what this means for the relation between power and freedom. Next, I will explain what Foucault means 

by governmentality, a form of  power that we find within the modern state that we live in, and how it relates 

to the idea of  a population. I will also show how pastoral technologies of  power are at work within this 

governmental power. Lastly, I will explain how the apparatuses of  security work. These are the essential 

technical instruments of  governmental power at work within modern society. 

1.1 The Subject

I will start this theoretical framework with explaining the subject and its subjectivity in accordance with 

Foucault. According to Foucault (2007), we are a subject of  our time, so who we are as subjects changes over 

time. This bill about a completed life is about the right to self-determination. It is about ensuring more 

freedom for the subject to be able to end his or her life. But what is this freedom and how does a subject 

becomes free? To see how this bill affects the freedom of  a subject it is of  importance to first take a closer 

look at this subject. First we need to understand what this subject is and how we become a subject to be able 

to understand if  and or how we can become freer as subjects. 

	  According to Foucault (1982), human beings are made subjects by different modes of  objectification 

within history. Who we are thus depends on our time in history. Before running into these modes of  

objectification and these subjects in time it is of  importance to know what Foucault means by subjectivity 

apart from it’s historical context. Five propositions can be made about this subjectivity (Kelly, 2013, p.513). 

First, subjectivity is something that is historically constituted, as previously stated. Who we are as subjects 

depends on our history. Second, the subject constitutes itself. This constitution can happen in different ways. 

Foucault calls this process subjectification (Kelly, 2013, p.513). Third, when we talk about subjectivity, we talk 

within a reality ontologically distinct from the body. Here the question of  what makes a subject is a matter of  

distinguishing a doer from the actions that he or she carries out. Fourth, subjectivity is a form, rather than a 

substance. It “is something that is fundamentally constituted by what it is not, a form that exists on the basis 

of  the underlying substance that subjectivity might appear to be…but which in fact is something else, namely 

something material” (Kelly, 2013, p.514). Lastly, this subject is constituted through practices (Kelly, 2013, p.

513). To constitute ourselves implies that there is work involved. It is through practices that we are able to 

constitute ourselves as a subject. Hence “the subject constitutes itself  in different forms at different times 
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through the use of  varied practices, but always by distinguishing itself  from the physical body that engages in 

those practices” (Kelly, 2013, p. 513). 
	 With this idea of  subjectivity, the aim of  Foucault’s work in his last 20 years of  life was to “create a 

history of  the different modes by which, in our culture, human beings are made subjects” (Foucault, 1982, p.

777). Human beings are made into subjects by three modes of  objectification according to Foucault (1982, p.

777). The first mode of  objectification is the mode of  inquiry. Within this mode, human beings are given the 

status of  sciences, they become objects of  science. By analysis of  wealth, economics, linguistics or biology, 

human beings become speaking subjects, productive subjects, breathing subjects, etc (Foucault, 1982, p.777). 

All these kinds of  subjects are possible to scientifically analyze. The second mode of  objectification happens 

by “dividing practices” (Foucault, 1982, p.777). This objectification of  the subject happens by division. The 

subject gets divided between “wrong and right”, “mad and sane”, “sick and healthy” (Foucault, 1982, p.777). 

This division occurs within the subject itself  and from others. The third mode of  objectification is “the way a 

human being turns himself  into a subject” (Foucault, 1982, p.778). Within history, people have learned to 

recognize themselves as subjects in certain domains, for instance in the domain of  sexuality wherein we have 

learned to recognize ourselves as subjects of  “sexuality” (Foucault, 1982, p.778).  
	  If  we look at these modes of  objectification by which we become the subjects that we are it is of  

importance to get a better understanding of  how Foucault understands power. The question of  power is of  

importance here because the human subject is placed within power relations that are very complex and are a 

great influence on this objectification of  the subject (Foucault, 1982, p.778). Who we become as subjects by 

these modes of  objectification depends on the total complexity of  power relations that we are in. In the next 

part of  this theoretical frame I shall explain how we need to understand power according to Foucault. From 

there we can see how these power relations are of  influence on who we are as a subject. 

1.2 Power

To be able to better understand who we are as subjects we shall now take a closer look at how, according to 

Foucault, we need understand power within modern society. Also the relation between struggle and truth and 

their relation with power mentioned in the introduction will become clearer in this part. How we understand 

ourselves as a subject and which truths are bound up with this understanding has everything to do with 

power according to Foucault and it is exactly the relation between struggle and truth that is of  importance for 

philosophical practice (Foucault, 2004, p.3). So what does Foucault mean when he talks about power? 
 	 Talking about power it is first of  all important to make a distinction between power and capacity. 

According to Foucault capacity is “that what is exerted over things and gives the ability to modify, use, 

consume, or destroy them” (Foucault, 1982, p.786). Power instead, is characterized by the relations between 

individuals or groups that bring it into play. Power in this context can be understood in the same way as we 

understand power in physics. Thus power exists only within the relation of  things. It is this relation that 

brings power into play and without this relation no power shall be measured. Like a heavy stone, a thousand 

liters of  water or a heavily loaded electric battery all have a great capacity, but the power measured will be 
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zero if  it does not stand in relation to something else. Also, power is not a substance. Like water in a water 

power plant can contain a great deal of  power but itself  is not the power. Power understood as such is not a 

fluid and it is not something that derives from a particular source (Foucault, 2007, p.2). Mechanisms of  power 

do not stand on themselves, they are not self-generating or founded on themselves (Foucault, 2007 p.2). They 

do not stand above or under other mechanisms but they “are an intrinsic part of  all these relations and, in a 

circular way, are both their effect and cause” (Foucault, 2007, p.2). Besides the distinction between capacity 

and power, their should be made a second distinction between power relations and the relationships of  

communication. Relationships of  communication are relationships that transmit information by means of  a 

language, a system of  signs, or any other symbolic medium (Foucault, 1982, p.786). It is true that 

communicating always is a certain way of  acting upon another person or persons but this does not mean that 

these relationships are power relations or that power relations are relationships of  communication. Power 

relations can pass through systems of  communication but have their own specific nature. Thus power 

relations are something different than relationships of  communications and objective capacities. Though, it is 

not the case that those three different relationships are separate domains. There is always an overlap with 

those three types of  relationships. They “support one another reciprocally and use each other mutually as 

means to an end” (Foucault, 1982, p.787). Within society there is no general type of  equilibrium between 

those three (Foucault, 1982, p.787). How these types of  relationships establish themselves and relate to each 

other differs within and between societies. 
	 If  we understand Foucault’s idea of  power in the same way as how we understand power in physics, 

the exercise of  power is not just a relationship between individuals or groups. Instead, power is “a way in 

which certain actions modify others” (Foucault, 1982, p.788). With the exercise of  power the whole situation 

changes like a chain reaction. Power, as a concentrated of  defused form, does not exist this way. Power only 

exists when put into action. Here though, it is possible that power is integrated into permanent structures 

where it is put into action without an direct action. Power is not a function of  consent. It is not a renunciation 

of  freedom or a transference of  rights (Foucault, 1982, p.788). Power relations can be a result of  a prior 

permanent consent but it is not by nature the manifestation of  a consensus (Foucault, 1982, p.788). A 

relationship of  power is a mode of  action which does not act directly and immediately on others. Instead, it is 

“a mode of  action” that “acts upon the actions” of  others (Foucault, 1982, p.789). In power relations all act 

by themselves, actions are only acted upon by other modes of  action whereby it is influenced. Power is “an 

action upon an action, existing actions or actions that may arise in the present or the future” (Foucault, 1982, 

p.789). Power differs from violence this way. Where violence acts upon a body or things, power acts upon 

actions (Foucault, 1982, p789). Two elements which are each indispensable for a power relationship to be a 

true power relationship are that ‘the other’ needs to be “thoroughly recognized and maintained to the very 

end as a person who acts”, and “the possibility that a whole field of  responses, reactions, results, and possible 

inventions may open up” when one is faced with a relationship of  power (Foucault, 1982, p.789). With this 

said it is clear that the exercise of  power is not violence but it isn’t a consent either. Power is “a total structure 

of  actions brought to bear upon possible actions; it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more 
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difficult; in the extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a way of  acting upon an 

acting subject or acting subjects by virtue of  their acting or being capable of  action. A set of  actions upon 

other actions” (Foucault, 1982, p.789).  
	 Now, of  importance is the element of  freedom. According to Foucault power can only exist the 

moment there is a certain kind of  freedom as well. Power can only be exercised over free subjects. Subjects 

this way should have a field of  possibilities in which they can behave. If  not, there is no relationship of  power. 

“Where the determining factors saturate the whole, there is no relationship of  power; slavery is not a power 

relationship when man is in chains” (Foucault, 1982, p.790). Power and freedom are this way mutually 

exclusive (Foucault, 1982, p.790). Everywhere power is exercised, freedom disappears, but there is no face-to-

face confrontation of  power and freedom (Foucault, 1982, p.790). Instead, there is a much more complicated 

interplay between power and freedom where, freedom appears as the condition for the exercise of  power. 

This way the relationship between power and freedom’s refusal to submit cannot be separated (Foucault, 

1982, p.790). “The crucial problem of  power is not that of  voluntary servitude. At the very heart of  the 

power relationship, and constantly provoking it, are the recalcitrance of  the will and the intransigence of  

freedom”(Foucault, 1982, p.790). Instead of  essential freedom, it is probably better to speak of  a kind of  

agonism according to Foucault (1982, p.790). A relationship “which is at the same time reciprocal incitation 

and struggle”, a relationship of  “permanent provocation” (Foucault, 1982, p.790). 

	 We see this relationship of  permanent provocation back in the struggles that we find in our society. 

By looking at these struggles we can understand how power and truth are connected. Struggles that can be 

taken as an example here are the struggles within the power relation of  men over women, parents over 

children, medicine over population (Foucault, 1982, p.780). The target of  all of  these struggles is the effect of  

this power as such (Foucault, 1982, p.780). What these struggles also have in common is that they question 

the status of  the individual. They defend the right to be different on the one hand, on the other they attack 

everything that separates the individual and ties him to his own identity in a constraining way (Foucault, 

1982, p.780). Furthermore, they are struggles that are an opposition to the effects of  a certain power that is 

linked with knowledge, competence and qualifications. The struggles are against the privilege of  knowledge 

(Foucault, 1982, p.780). They question the way in which knowledge circulates and functions, how this 

knowledge relates to power. Lastly, within these struggles it is the question “Who are we?”(Foucault, 1982, p.

781) that is of  importance. These struggles refuse the abstractions like man and woman, parent and child, 

doctor and patient. These struggles refuse the given truths about who one is. Those are abstractions of  

power, truths that are connected with this power, which ignore who we are individually. These struggles 

refuse the scientific or administrative inquisition that determines who one is (Foucault, 1982, p.780). They are 

struggles against a form of  power that “categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, 

attaches him to his own identity, imposes a law of  truth on him that he must recognize and others have to 

recognize him” (Foucault, 1982, p.781). They are struggles against a form of  power that make individuals 

subjects, a form of  power that decides the conditions, the truths about who we are as a subject. 
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	 Now, power relations are found everywhere within human relationships and with the complexity of  

all these different human relations, a whole range of  power relations come into play. This way there are 

power relations within families, within pedagogical relationships, within businesses, political life and so on. All 

these relations come with certain truths about who we are, all relations decide upon the conditions, they all 

define and subjectivize us in a certain way. All relations are different and complex (Foucault, 2000, p.293) and 

it is this diversity of  power relations within society that makes this relationship of  permanent provocation, 

this struggle, this agonism of  power and freedom, possible. It is the diversity of  these power relationships that 

makes it possible for a subject to refuse to submit to a certain power relation, to a certain truth about who one 

is as a subject. The diversity of  power relations provides a subject with other possible ways of  subjectivication 

to constitute oneself. According to Foucault, it is this possibility of  resistance that is needed for a power 

relation to remain a power relation. If  these possibilities to resist, these practices of  freedom, disappear we 

don’t speak of  a power relation anymore. Instead we end up in “a state of  domination” (Foucault, 2000, p. 

283). Freedom is a condition for the exercise of  power and if  we don’t want to end up in such a state of  

domination, we need these practices of  freedom (Foucault, 2000, p.294). States of  domination are situations 

in which “power relations are not mobile anymore, they remain blocked and frozen" (Foucault, 2000, p. 283). 

In such a situation where a field of  power relations is blocked, it is certain that “practices of  freedom do not 

exist or exist only unilaterally or are extremely constrained and limited” (Foucault, 2000, p.283). Who we are 

as subjects within such a state of  domination is totally or mostly defined by the truths that dominate, and 

other ways of  subjectivication are difficult. Who we are and how we behave in such a state is totally defined 

by one dominant truth. If  we find ourselves within such a state of  domination, a political or historical 

condition of  liberation is needed to unblock these power relations that dominate. Take for example what 

happened in the domain of  sexuality. Liberation here was required towards male power. An oppressive 

morality concerning heterosexuality as well as homosexuality existed and a liberation of  this oppression was 

only possible by practices of  freedom, by giving resistance against this oppressive morality. Different forms of  

subjectivication, of  constituting oneself  were needed and it was this liberation that laid the basis for new 

power relationships, relationships that were controlled by practices of  freedom (Foucault, 2000, p.283). 

	 According to Foucault, the exercise of  power “consist in guiding the possibility of  conduct and 

putting in order the possible outcome” (1982, p.789). The possibility to counter-conduct, the ability of  giving 

resistance, is necessary to not end up in a state of  domination. In this context power is a question of  

government in the broad sense. Here, ‘government’ refers not only to political structures or the management 

of  states, but to something broader. Government is about “the way in which the conduct of  individuals or 

groups might be directed” (Foucault, 1982, p.790). From this broad idea that governing is about the exercise 

of  any power whatsoever, within the modern state this governing becomes more and more the task of  state 

and its government. This way the exercise of  power becomes the task of  the state. The 

“governmentalization” of  the state happens (Foucault, 20077, p.109). In the next part of  this thesis I will 

explain how this happened in history. I will first take a closer look at the history of  the ideas on governing. 
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Afterwards, I will show how, with the idea of  humankind as a population, these ideas on governing became 

reality and how governing became more and more the task of  politics in the modern state. 

1.3 Governmentality

The exercise of  power is about “guiding the possibility of  conduct and putting in order the possible 

outcome” (Foucault, 1982, p.789). The exercise of  power is a question of  government in the broad sense. 

Government in this context is about how the conduct of  individuals or of  groups might be directed, and 

forms and specific situations of  government are multiple in society (Foucault, 1982, p.790). In contemporary 

society, according to Foucault (1982, p.790), the state is not just one of  the forms of  this government 

anymore. Instead, the state became a form of  government where in some way all other forms of  governance 

refer to it (Foucault, 1982, p.793). Here, other forms of  governance do not derive from this state governance, 

but they “have come more and more under state control” (Foucault, 1982, p. 793). According to Foucault, 

“power relations have been progressively governmentalized” in the restricted sense of  the word; they have 

been “elaborated, rationalized, and centralized in the form of, or under the auspices of, state 

institutions” (Foucault, 1982, p.973). All power relations have become governed by the state in a certain way. 

Within the modern state, power has become more and more the domain of  the state. Governmentalization 

of  the state takes place within the modern state. 

	 Governing in the broad sense of  the word covers all of  our modes of  action. Governing is behaving, 

directing, leading. Here it is not only about the legitimately constituted forms of  political or economic forms 

of  leading, but it is every way of  leading or directing the conduct of  individuals or groups (Foucault, 1982, p.

789). So we observe the government of  children, the government of  souls, government of  communities, 

government of  families, government of  the sick or of  old people. Governing is a way to structure the possible 

field of  action of  others. Governing is the exercise of  power and it is within the modern state that this 

governing becomes especially the domain of  the state (2007, p.88). The roots of  this governmentalization lie 

within the sixteenth century, according to Foucault (2007, p.88). In the sixteenth century, there is an 

intersection of  two movements. The process of  the dismantling of  feudal structures that goes with the 

organizing and setting up of  the great territorial, the administrative and colonial states, and the movement of  

the Reformation and then the Counter-Reformation that poses the question “how one wishes to be spiritually 

directed here on earth for one’s salvation” (Foucault, 2007, p.89). These processes interact with each other 

and it is at the meeting point of  these movements where the problem of  government in the political sense 

arises and starts to develop. The problem of  “how to be governed, by whom, to what extent, to what ends, 

and by what methods” (Foucault, 2007, p.89) comes up and the political form of  government, the 

government of  the state, becomes important. Theories about the art of  government develop in reaction to 

The Prince written by Machiavelli to explain how a governor differs from a prince and to show that the art of  

government differs from the ability to be and to stay the sovereign prince. This way, the essence of  the art of  

government lies in the form of  economy that arises from the government of  the family. Furthermore,  

governance is not about territory, like the power for the sovereign prince was, but about a sort of  complex of  
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men and things. “Government is the right disposition of  things arranged so as to lead to a suitable 

end” (Foucault, 2007, p.96) whereby “things” do not refer to a territory, but to this sort of  complex of  people 

and things. “Men in their relationships, bonds, and complex involvements with things like wealth, resources, 

meaning of  subsistence, and of  course, the territory with its borders, qualities, climate, dryness, fertility, and 

so on” (Foucault, 2007, p.96). Finally, the art of  government is about “a suitable end” (Foucault, 2007, p.98). 

Governing has a purpose here, it arranges things. It has an end and in comparison with the sovereign prince 

that is his own end, the art of  government has a new finality. “The objective of  government will be a set of  

specific finalities” (Foucault, 2007, p.99).  

	 It is from the beginning of  the eighteenth century that this theory about the art of  government, 

about what is good governance, is able to rise to its full glory. From this period the fundamental fact that 

human beings are a species is taken into account (Foucault, 2007, p.1). This human species becomes the 

objective of  government, and the suitable end for the art of  government appears. Foucault calls this the rise 

of  bio-power (2007, p.1) “A set of  mechanisms through which the basic biological features of  human beings 

become the object of  a political strategy, of  a general strategy of  power” (Foucault, 2007, p.1). From this idea 

the problem of  the population arises and it is exactly this population that is needed to practice the art of  

government upon. Within the administrative framework that functioned for the juridical sovereignty, the 

regularities of  the population are being discovered. Statistics show that the population has its own 

regularities, like “death rate, its incidence of  diseases and its regularities of  accidents” (Foucault, 2007,p.104). 

The population now is an end and a final instrument of  government. The population is the subject of  needs 

and aspirations from its government but also the object of  the governments' manipulations (Foucault, 2007, 

p.105). Each individual makes up the population and is of  interest for this population. It is this individual 

interest that will be the ambiguous fundamental target and instrument of  the government of  this population 

(Foucault, 2004). With this birth of  the population, this bio-power, this new art of  government with new 

power tactics and techniques and the form of  the modern State is born. The population will be the object 

that government will have to take into account in its observations and knowledge, in order to govern 

effectively in a rationally reflected manner (Foucault, 2004, p. 106). “The constitution of  a knowledge of  

government is absolutely inseparable from the constitution of  a knowledge of  all the processes revolving 

around population in the wider sense of  what we now call ‘economy’” (Foucault, 2004, p.106). The art of  

government, what good governance means now, totally depends on this idea of  the population. It is by 

dependence on this idea of  population that the art of  government becomes the concern of  the state. Where 

governing in a broad sense used to be about directing or leading in any sense, we now talk about governing as 

in political government. The government of  the state over its population in its strict sense. According to 

Foucault (2007, p.109), here it is of  importance to keep in mind for our modernity not that the state takes 

over society but the occurrence of  the ‘governmentalization’ of  the state.  

	 At this point it is important to get a better understanding of  Foucault’s idea of  population. What is 

good governance depends on this idea. It is by the truths about and the knowledge of  this population that 
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governmental power is able to work within modern society, so it is important to know these truths. In the next 

part I will explain more about this idea of  population and the truths that come with it.  

1.4 The population

From the beginning of  the eighteenth century the theory about the art of  government is able to rise to its full 

glory because from this period on the idea of  the population arises (Foucault, 2007, p.67). Before the rise of  

this idea the population appeared as a collection of  subjects, of  rights and wills who must obey the sovereign 

will by following the regulations, laws, edicts, and so on. It is from the eighteenth century forward that the 

population will be considered as “a set of  processes to be managed at the level and on the basis of  what is 

natural in these processes” (Foucault, 2007, p.70). This naturalness of  the population appears in three ways.  

	 First, “the population is not an primary datum; it is dependent on a series of  variables” (Foucault, 

2007, p70). The population varies with the climate, with the material surroundings, it varies according to the 

laws to which it is subjected, it varies with the moral or religious values associated with a different kind of  

conduct and it varies with the condition of  means of  subsistence (Foucault, 2007, p.70). The population now 

is a datum that depends on a series of  variables and this cannot be transparent to the sovereign’s action. The 

population appears as a kind of  thick natural phenomenon in relation to the sovereign’s legalistic voluntarism 

(Foucault, 2007, p.71). It is exactly this naturalness identified in the population that is constantly accessible to 

agents and techniques of  transformation. Secondly, this naturalness of  the population appears in the fact that 

the population is made up of  individuals who are quite different from each other and whose behavior cannot 

be accurately predicted (Foucault, 2007, p.72). At the same time, the population as a whole has one and only 

one mainspring of  action; desire (Foucault, 2007, p.72). Desire appears within techniques of  government in a 

way that every individual act out of  desire. “One can do nothing against desire” (Foucault, 2007, p.72). 

However, “this desire is such that, if  one gives it free play, and on condition that it is given free play, all things 

considered, within a certain limit and thanks to a number of  relationships and connections, it will produce 

the general interest of  the population” (Foucault, 1978, p.73). It is the naturalness of  this desire that marks 

the population and makes it accessible to governmental techniques. Where desire is the pursuit of  the 

individual interest, the spontaneous or at any rate both spontaneous and regulated play of  desire will allow 

the production of  an interest, of  something favorable for the population (Foucault, 2007, p.73). This 

production of  a collective interest through the play of  desire “is what distinguishes both the naturalness of  

population and the possible artificiality of  the means one adopts to manage it” (Foucault, 2007, p.73). 

Thirdly, this naturalness of  the population appears in a way that phenomena are constant, where you would 

expect them to be variable since they depend on accidents, change, individual conduct and conjectural causes 

(Foucault, 2007, p.74). 

	 Who we are as subjects, how we constitute ourselves in this modern time is now influenced by this 

idea of  the population, its naturalness and how its elementary fragments relate to it. It is this knowledge, 

these truths that come with certain power. Individuals will recognize themselves as these subjects that have 

certain desires that will produce the general interest of  the population. They will recognize themselves as 
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these elementary fragments of  the population that change their ways depending on different variables that 

accessible to agents and techniques of  transformation. It is only by these ideas of  the population, its 

naturalness and how its elementary fragments relate to it, it is only by these truths about who we are, that 

governmental power can exist. 

1.5 The influence of Pastoral Power 

Now, according to Foucault, in the modern Western state where the government governs the population, an 

old power technique is integrated. This power technique is, what Foucault calls, a ‘pastoral power’ and has its 

roots in the Christian institutions of  the 16th century (Foucault, 2007). In this part I will explain what this 

pastoral power is to get a better grip around the pastoral technique that is found back within governmental 

power.	   

	 The origin of  this idea and the organization of  the pastoral type of  power should be sought in the 

Christian pastoral power and in the practice of  spiritual direction, the direction of  souls (Foucault, 2007, p.

123). This practice is influenced by the idea of  governing, of  conducting someone that is found by the 

Hebrew shepherd and his flock of  sheep that lived in the pre-Christian East (Foucault, 2007, p.123). This 

governing is characterized first by the fact that power is exercised over a flock in its movement from one place 

to another in contrast with the power of  the sovereign that is exercised over a territory (Foucault, 2007, p.

125). Second, the power of  the shepherd is fundamentally a beneficent power, it is entirely defined by doing 

good. The essential objective of  the shepherd is the salvation of  the flock. It is a power of  care and manifests 

itself  as a duty (Foucault, 2007, p.127). Lastly, this pastoral power is an individualizing power. Though the 

Hebrew shepherd directs his whole flock, he can only do this if  not a single sheep escapes him. So, he takes 

care of  every sheep individually. According to Foucault, here arises a paradox (2007, p.128). The paradox of  

the sacrifice of  one for all, and the sacrifice of  all for one (Foucault, 2007, p.128). This paradox will be the 

great problem in Christian pastoral power techniques that will later come back in modern techniques of  

government. It is this idea of  government from the Hebrew shepherd that later will be introduced into the 

Western world by the Christian Church (Foucault, 2007, p.129).  

	  According to Foucault, this Hebrew idea of  government is able to come back in this governmental 

power of  the modern state by the Christian Church of  the sixteenth century (2007, p.148). What 

distinguished the Christian religion from other religions is that Christianity organized itself  as a church 

(Foucault, 1982, p.783). With this organization, it postulates that certain individuals can, by their religious 

quality, serve others as pastors (Foucault, 1982, p.783). This pastor now comes with the same sort of  power as 

the Hebrew shepherd. The ultimate aim of  the pastor is to assure individual salvation in the next world 

(Foucault, 2007, p.166). The pastor must “be prepared to sacrifice himself  for the life and salvation of  the 

flock” (Foucault, 1982, p.783) like the shepherd would for his flock. He “does not just look after the whole 

community but each individual in particular, during his entire life” like the Hebrew shepherd looks after 

every individual sheep (Foucault, 1982, p.783). This pastoral power is “a form of  power that cannot be 
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exercised without knowing the inside of  people’s minds” (Foucault, 1982, p.783). It is “salvation orientated”, 

“oblative”, “individualizing”, “coextensive and continuous with life”, and it is “linked with a production of  

truth, the truth of  the individual himself ” (Foucault, 1982, p.783).  

	 This pastoral power is not of  importance for the question where to govern to. Instead, it is of  

importance for the art of  governing. It is a technique of  power that taught some people how to govern all, 

the entire population, independently from in which direction. At the same time, it taught others to let 

themselves be governed by certain people (Foucault, 2007, p.151). It was the Christian pastor in the sixteenth 

century that showed the government of  the state how to lead the flock, the population, in a way that this 

flock, as a whole and as all individuals, will be led (Foucault, 2007). It is this Christian pastor, not the figure 

itself  but the institution, that was of  influence on the theory about the art of  government of  the state over the 

population. The states power comes comes with this pastoral power. It becomes the shepherd over its 

population. In modern society it is not about the salvation towards the next world anymore but about 

ensuring salvation in this world (Foucault, 1982, p.784). It is about health, well-being, security, and protection 

against accidents (Foucault, 1982, p.784). The pastoral power techniques got integrated at the moment we 

became a population. The modern state is born at the moment that this governmentality became a 

calculated and reflected practice (Foucault, 2007, p.165). According to Foucault (1982), it is this pastoral 

power technique within the modern state that is dangerous for modern society. By the integration of  this old 

power technique within the state, the state’s power is both an individualizing and a totalizing form of  power 

and it is this combination that is very tricky (Foucault, 1982, p.782). 

1.6 Apparatuses of security

Now, we find ourselves in the modern state wherein governmental power that has this individualizing pastoral 

power technique is at work. As stated before, the exercise of  power becomes more and more the concern of  

the state. The essential technical instruments of  the governmental power are the apparatuses of  security 

(Oksala, 2013, p.324). In the next part I will explain how these apparatuses of  security work. In explaining 

these apparatuses of  security, it becomes clear how we become subjectivized by the governmental power 

using these apparatuses of  security. 

	 According to Foucault we can understand security in different ways. We can understand security as a 

judicial form. Security this way occurs by laying down a law and fixing punishment for the person who 

breaks it (Foucault, 2007, p.5). Security is guaranteed here by a system that tells us what is permitted and 

what is prohibited. We also see a form of  security within disciplinary mechanisms. Security within these 

mechanisms is guarded because subjects are being disciplined in the right direction, this discipline will give 

the subject security that he or she will be disciplined in a certain way (Foucault, 2007, p.5). Finally, we can 

understand security as an established average considered as optimal on the one hand, while on the other 

there is a bandwidth of  the acceptable that must not be exceeded (Foucault, 2007, p.6). It is this last idea of  

security that will be ensured by these apparatuses of  security. The purpose of  these apparatuses so is to create 

as much security over the population as possible so that the state government is able to govern this population 
"  / "16 33



in its best way. These apparatuses of  security, explained by Foucault (2007), have four general features that let 

us better understand the meaning of  security. 

	 The first feature is the space that is of  interest to gain this security. Schematically we could say that 

the juridical form of  security can be gained within the borders of  the sovereign’s territory. Security within 

disciplinary mechanisms can be gained over the bodies of  individuals, and the security that is gained by 

governance through the apparatuses of  security is security over a whole population. With this security seen as 

security over a whole population, it has its own problems. The space wherein the population moves, the space 

that the government wants to gain security over is temporal and uncertain. Such a space, that is temporal and 

uncertain, can be called “a milieu” according to Foucault (2007, p.20). Within such a milieu, problems of  

circulation and causality are at stake and it is this ‘artificial’ milieu that is seen as a field of  intervention for 

the apparatuses of  security (Foucault, 2007, p.21). They will try to affect the population by intervention 

within the milieu where the population lives, the milieu that the population is a part of. It is by this 

mechanism of  security that “the problem of  the ‘naturalness’ of  the human species within an artificial 

milieu” comes into mind (Foucault, 2007, p.22). If  we can intervene within our milieu and effect the 

population, what then remains of  the ‘naturalness’ of  the human species? 

	 The second feature of  these apparatuses of  security is “the problem of  the treatment of  uncertainty” 

(Foucault, 2007,p.11) The apparatuses of  security here consist of  that which is “connected up to a reality that 

is neither valued nor depreciated but simply recognized as nature” (Foucault, 2007, p.37). Instead of  trying to 

prevent in advance like law or discipline do the apparatuses of  security work in “the reality of  

fluctuations” (Foucault, 2007, p. 37). The apparatuses of  security, in contrast with the disciplinary mechanism 

“let things happen” (Foucault, 2007, p.45) and the uncertain will sort itself  out on the level of  the population. 

By the apparatuses of  security, the point of  view is standing back sufficiently so that one can grasp the point 

at which things are taking place, whether or not these things are desirable (Foucault, 2007, p.46). Trying to 

grasp the things that happen at the level of  their nature, at the level of  their effective reality (Foucault, 2007, 

p.46). Where “the law prohibits and discipline prescribes”, the essential function of  the apparatuses of  

security is not prohibiting or prescribing. Instead its function is “to respond to reality in such a way that this 

response cancels out the reality to which it responds” (Foucault, 2007, p.47). It nullifies, limits, checks or 

regulates the reality to which it responds (Foucault, 1982, p.47). According to Foucault (2007, p.47), this 

regulation within the element of  reality is fundamental in the apparatuses of  security. The task of  politics in 

modern political societies nowadays is not to see to the establishment of  men’s behavior of  the set of  laws 

imposed by God or necessitated by men’s evil nature (Foucault, 2007, p.47). Instead, to act in the domain of  

politics now is still to act in the domain of  nature (Foucault, 2007, p.47). Politics and nature are not separated 

anymore. Politics is not about overcoming nature, it is situated right in the middle of  nature. This idea about 

how nature and politics relate to each other is linked to the general principle of  what is called liberalism 

(Foucault, 2007, p.48). Here the game of  liberalism is “not interfering, allowing free movement, letting things 

follow their course … acting so that reality develops, goes its way, and follows its own course according to the 

laws, principles, and mechanisms of  reality itself ” (Foucault, 2007, p.48). Within this game of  liberalism we 
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should understand the idea of  freedom, that is both ideology and technique of  government, within the 

mutations and transformations of  technologies of  power according to Foucault. Freedom here is “nothing 

else but the correlative of  the deployment of  apparatus of  security”(Foucault, 2007, p.48). The apparatuses 

of  security cannot operate well except on the condition that there is certain freedom, the possibility of  

movement, change of  place, and processes of  circulation of  both people and things (Foucault, 2007, p. 49). 

This liberalist freedom is needed for the apparatuses of  security to operate well. Freedom is needed for the 

government to gain security over its population, security that the government needs to maintain its power 

over the population. We should understand freedom as “one of  the facets, aspects or dimensions of  the 

deployment of  the apparatuses of  security” (Foucault, 2007,p.49). As one of  the dimensions of  the 

deployment of  these essential technical instruments of  governmental power (Foucault, 2007, p.48). Freedom 

seen in this way is no longer freedom understood as “the exemptions and privileges attached to a 

person” (Foucault, 2007, p.48). The idea of  more freedom is “not just an ideology” (Foucault, 2007,p.49). 

“First and above all it is a technology of  power” that rises or falls by the technical instruments called the 

apparatuses of  security (Foucault, 2007, p.49).   

	 The third feature specific to apparatuses of  security is the form of  normalization. Within the 

apparatuses of  security, normalization occurs in a different way than within the mechanisms of  law or 

discipline. The relationship of  the law and the norm does indicate that there is something that we could call a 

normativity intrinsic to any legal imperative. This normativity, maybe founded on law, should not be 

confused with what is described under the name of  procedures, processes, and techniques of  normalization 

(Foucault, 2007, p. 56). Here disciplinary normalization consists of  “positioning a model, an optimal model 

that is constructed in terms of  a certain result, and the operation of  disciplinary normalization consist in 

trying to get people, movements, and actions to conform to this model, the normal precisely which can 

conform to this norm, and the abnormal that which is incapable of  conforming to the norm” (Foucault, 

1978, p.57). In disciplinary normalization the norm is fundamental and primary and what is normal or 

abnormal is derived from it. With the working of  the apparatuses of  security, normalization occurs in a 

different way. Apparatuses of  security try to find support in the reality of  the phenomenon. Here, Foucault 

gives the example of  the reality of  smallpox (2007, p.57). Instead of  trying to prevent, the apparatuses of  

security make other elements of  reality function in relation to it, in such a way that the phenomenon is, as it 

were, canceled out (Foucault, 1978, p.57). In medicine, smallpox are not actively being prevented. Instead, 

other elements of  reality, for example the reality that if  we get smallpox just once, our immune system will 

build up a resistance, function in relation to it. This happens in such a way that smallpox is canceled out as 

the great disease it once was. Through these apparatuses of  security the notion of  a case appears. The 

collective phenomena become individualized, individual phenomena get integrated in the collective field in 

the form of  qualification, in a form of  the rational and identifiable (Foucault, 2007, p.60). Also, the notion of  

risk occurs at the individual and group level (Foucault, 2007, p.60). What the individual risk or the risk for a 

certain group is becomes clear. This calculation of  risk shows that risks are not the same for all individuals. 

Higher or lower risks become clear and the dangers that these higher risks bring can be identified (Foucault, 
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2007, p.61). Finally, “the phenomena of  sudden worsening, acceleration, and an increase of  the event can 

occur” (Foucault, 2007, p.61). At this point a crisis occurs (Foucault, 2007, p.61). The phenomenon of  

sudden, circular bolting can only be checked by either a higher nature or by an artificial mechanism 

(Foucault, 2007, p.61). With these new rationalizations of  the case, risk, danger, and crisis, the ‘norm’ occurs 

in a different way than with disciplinary mechanisms. It is with these apparatuses of  security, with this 

governmental idea of  security, that the normal distribution appears (Foucault, 2007, p.62). Where in the 

disciplinary mechanism the norm comes first and, from it, what is normal and abnormal, with the 

apparatuses of  security what is normal comes first and the norm gets deduced from that.  

	 It is by these apparatuses of  security, that subjectification takes place, that we constitute ourselves as 

individuals in a certain way that corresponds with the ideas and truths about the total, the population and 

this naturalness of  the population. It is through the idea of  a milieu, through the certain treatment of  the 

uncertain, and through the forms of  normalization that are specific to the apparatuses of  security that we as 

subjects come to see ourselves as elementary fragments of  the population. The problem that arises here is 

that the ideas about the naturalness of  the population do not derive from the reality of  a human population 

but from the idea of  a population influenced by the Hebrew shepherd and his sheep. The ideas about the 

naturalness of  the population say this way nothing about our nature, it is solely bio-power, a certain truths 

and its power, that we see at work. It is governmental power within our modern society, with its pastoral 

individualizing power technique, its totalizing power and its apparatuses of  security used as instruments 

combined that turn us into subjects that move in the same governed way as those Hebrew sheep did in the 

pre-Christian East. 

	 Through the governmentalization of  the state we become more and more subjectivized by 

governmental power. We become more and more an elementary fragment of  the population. With the 

governmentalization of  the state, the possibility to resist against governmental power becomes more difficult 

because every other form of  government and of  subjectivication within society seems to relate to the power 

of  the state. The truth about who we are will be more and more defined by this idea of  the population and 

by the working of  the apparatuses of  security. The ability to resist, the ability to counter-act, becomes 

restricted. This is why in accordance with Foucault “we have to promote new forms of  subjectivity through 

the refusal of  this kind of  individuality which has been imposed on us for several centuries” (1982, p.785). 

This way we can think of  ourselves, about who we are, in different terms, within different truths. In this way, 

the ability to resist or to counter-act, this different kind of  freedom, remains possible and we don’t end up in 

a state of  domination.  
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A completed life from the perspective of Foucault 
From here on out, Foucault’s perspective will be used to analyze the D66 bill about a completed life. His 

perspective is of  interest for this bill, where the main reason for its existence is the right to self-determination. 

Especially this idea of  freedom within the bill is of  interest when looking at it from Foucault’s perspective. A 

critical look at this liberal ideology can be of  help in the discussion around the completed life bill. I think the 

completed life bill is a good example that shows that Foucault’s perspective on the modern state and all the 

mechanisms, techniques and power structures that are at work in this state can be found back in reality. 

Taking this bill as an example, it shows us how this modern state unfolds itself  in reality as Foucault 

described. In the first part of  this thesis it became clear what power is according to Foucault, how freedom 

relates to it, how we are subjects of  our time and how bio-power works within the modern state that we live 

in. From this theoretical framework, I will now look at the bill about a completed life. First I will explain more 

concretely what this bill does and which values are at stake with it. After, I will argue that the bill does not 

only give us more freedom of  choice, like the liberalist argues, but that it is still a way of  being governed. I 

will argue that with the bill about a complete life we will remain governed in three ways. Firstly, by this bill we 

will be governed as individuals. It is the individualizing pastoral power technology that works in the 

governmental power that we see at work here. Secondly, this bill is a way to govern the whole of  the 

population. Here we see the totalizing power of  the state’s government. Thirdly, this bill will govern us in a 

way that it turns us into subjects. Subjectification takes place by the governmental power. From here I will 

make some recommendations for the politicians that deal with this bill, as well as for individuals that one day 

might have to deal with their own death. 

2.1 A Completed Life

So, what exactly is meant by this bill? Why is the idea about a completed life of  such importance that there 

should be a law that provides us with possibilities in this domain? According to D66, the bill is about the right 

of  self-determination. With this bill, D66 wants to give people that feel like their life is completed the 

possibility to die in a respectful manner with the necessary medical help by their own choice.  

	 According to D66, a law should be made that will make it possible for elderly people to end their life 

with medical help if  they think that it is completed. This law would be available for those people older than 

seventy-five who suffer from a life that is deemed completed (D66, 2016). Everything that is of  value has gone 

for these people. Emptiness and despondence can be experienced, which can make every day feel like an 

unbearable task (D66, 2016). The request to end one's life should be voluntary, without any pressure from the 

outside, deliberate and sustained. It should be an autonomous request. This new legislation does not fall 

under the existing euthanasia legislation (D66, 2016), because the current euthanasia legislation is looked at 

strictly from a medical perspective. It is not the quality of  life that is at stake. This bill about a completed life 

should not be about the medical perspective, but purely about the right to self-determination. The point of  
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the bill is that elderly that don’t have medical complaints, or elderly for whom age complaints don’t 

accumulate, can also decide whether their life is completed. So, the idea of  this bill is that those elderly 

people, older than seventy-five, can determine for themselves if  their life is completed, and then have the 

possibility to die with the help of  the medicines that are needed for a respectful, autonomous, self-

determined, death. 

2.2 The individualizing power

Looking at this bill from Foucault’s perspective, the thing of  interest is that the main reason for this bill is the 

right to self-determination. Here the liberal proponent argues that the bill will give individuals more freedom 

to determine for themselves if  their life is completed. This possibility of  self-determination is seen as valuable, 

so the bill will improve society by providing us with more of  this freedom. It will give us more autonomy 

where wanted. In the first part of  my argument, I will argue that even though the bill will give us more 

individual freedom, the bill is still a way of  governing the individual. Where the individual freedom may be 

broadened in a certain way, with the bill individuals will still be governed by the state. The additional 

individual freedom that will be given with the bill is a technique of  government. It is a way for the 

government to maintain its power over the individuals that it governs. The bill is thus a practical example 

that shows the individualizing pastoral power technique at work in the governmental power that works 

through modern society.  

	 Proponents of  the bill about a completed life argue that this bill will provide elderly people with more 

freedom to decide for themselves when their life is completed. Looking from the political liberal perspective 

on freedom, they have a correct argument; elderly people will indeed get more freedom to end their lives with 

medical help. However, looking from Foucault’s ideas about power and freedom, we should be aware that this 

individual freedom given by the government is above all a technology of  power. The given right to self-

determination, this individual freedom, should  from this perspective be understood as an agonism of  power. 

The governmental power at work in modern society needs this individual freedom to remain in the same 

power structure. The first way in which the bill about a completed life is a way of  governing is by how it 

governs us as individuals. We see this pastoral power technique at work here. By giving the freedom to end 

one’s life with medical help, the government is able to retain a certain power over the individuals that have 

this wish to end their life. If  individual freedom will not be given here, the possibility will arise that those 

individuals that wish to complete their lives will do this anyway, but out of  reach of  the government. By 

giving people older than seventy-five the choice to decide about the completeness of  their lives, the 

government remains in charge of  the scope of  freedom of  the individuals and remains able to govern the 

individuals that have this wish. The government retains its grip on these individuals. It is the government that 

remains in power over the scope wherein individual free movement can occur. With the bill more freedom 

indeed occurs. However, the power relation between government and individual remains the same. 

	 The comparison here can be made with a shepherd that opens a fence to another green for his sheep. 

In this case the liberal proponent will argue that the sheep now have more freedom, after all, they can now go  
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to this new green as well, they have more to choose from, more freedom of  movement. Even though the 

sheep indeed have more freedom to move, it is still the shepherd that decides on the scope of  their freedom. 

With the opening of  the fence, nothing changes in the power relation between the shepherd and the sheep. It 

is still the shepherd that is in control. By opening this fence, the shepherd has made his field of  governing 

bigger, but it is still the shepherd that is in charge. Opening the fence is a way of  the shepherd to govern 

every individual sheep. It is a technique of  government, a technology of  power. Opening the fence makes 

sure that the existing power structure maintains. It is a way to maintain power over those sheep that are 

constantly eating the grass just outside the old fences because it is tastier. By opening the fence towards the 

green that they were eating from is a technique of  government to remain in power over those sheep. Before a 

few sheep break the fence or crawl under it, before a single sheep escapes, the shepherd builds fences around 

a different part of  the green and opens a fence towards this new part. With the opening of  this fence the 

individual sheep may have gained more freedom, but they are not any freer in relation towards their 

shepherd. Opening the fence it is a technique of  the shepherd to remain able to exercise power over the 

sheep. It is a technology of  power. 

	 In the bill about a completed life, the characteristics of  pastoral power can be seen. The pastoral 

power is characterized by that it is “salvation orientated”, “oblative”, “individualizing”, “coextensive and 

continuous with life” and “linked with a production of  truth” (Foucault, 1982, p.783). The truth of  the 

individual himself. First, the pastoral power is salvation orientated. Here, it is no longer about the salvation 

towards the next world, but about ensuring it in this world (Foucault, 1982, p.784). It is about health, well-

being, security and protection against accidents (Foucault, 1982, p.784). The completed life bill can be seen as 

a tool to ensure the salvation in this world. It assures people salvation from living a life that is not of  value 

anymore because everything has already been lived in the past. It assures salvation from living through time 

that doesn’t add anything to the person’s life. It assures salvation from a meaningless and hopeless life. 

Second, the oblative characteristic can be seen in the bill. The bill gives something, it makes it possible for 

people to die in a respectful and autonomous manner. Third, the bill is individualizing. It gives freedom to 

every individual to decide for his or herself. Here, the decision to complete one’s life should be voluntary, 

without any pressure from outside. It should be a individual, autonomous choice. Fourth, the pastoral power 

is seen within this bill by the fact that it is coextensive and continuous with life. Also, if  life feels completed or 

almost completed, the government is there to take care of  us with this bill. Lastly, the pastoral power is seen 

within this bill because it is linked with a production of  truth about the individual. Like the pastoral power 

cannot work without knowing the inside of  people’s minds, this bill could also not have been made without 

knowing what people want. If  the truth that there are individuals that at some moment in life see their lives 

as completed, and are willing to die when they feel like this was not known, this bill would not have been 

proposed. 

	 By putting the completed life bill in the perspective of  Foucault, we see that the freedom given by the 

bill is still a way of  governing individuals. We see how the individualizing pastoral power technique that 

works in governmental power is active in the bill about a completed life. In addition to the individualizing 
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power that works through this bill, the bill also is a way of  governing the whole, the population. The bill has 

also this totalizing power working through it. In the next part of  this analysis I will explain how the bill also is 

a way of  governing us as a population. From here I will explain who we become as subjects by the both this 

individualizing and totalizing power that work within the bill about a completed life.  	  

	  

2.3 The totalizing power

In addition to the individualizing power that can be seen in the bill, the bill also is a way to govern the whole, 

the population. By giving more of  the right to self-determination, more individual freedom with the bill, this 

totalizing power will be seen at work.  

	 By giving individuals the possibility to die in a respectful manner if  he or she feels like their life is 

completed, the outcome is not only the best one for the individual at stake, but also for the population. We 

live in a time in which the ‘vergrijzing’; the aging of  the population, is an increasing problem in the 

Netherlands. With the aging of  the population, the potential workforce in the society becomes smaller 

(Zorgvoorbeter, 2017). Where in 2012 there were four potential workers for one older individual, in 2040 

there will be only two potential workers for every person older than sixty-five (Zorgvoorbeter, 2017). The so-

called ‘grijze druk’, or grey pressure, increases. With this increase of  elderly people the demand for care also 

increases (Zorgvoorbeter, 2017). The bill about a completed life can possibly add to the solution of  these 

societal problems. It is a win-win situation. People who think that their life is completed can die in a respectful 

and autonomous way, and for society as a whole the grey pressure becomes less, as well as the demand for 

care. Since those people die before they can get sick and need more care to live on. The population now does 

not have to sacrifice anything anymore for this individual for whom life was completed anyway. It doesn’t 

have to spend money on people that were not productive in the first place and were just waiting for death to 

come along. Giving this individual freedom by implementing the bill is a way of  governing the population. It 

is a way to ensure this population remains a healthy one that is governable by the state.  

	 With the completed life bill the population will be governed in the same way that a flock of  sheep is 

governed by its shepherd. With this bill as a law the flock if  it does not have to wait for its’ oldest slowest and 

most demanding sheep to move on to greener pastures, something that is better for the whole flock. It is the 

paradox of  taking care of  every individual and at the same time taking care of  the whole that the Hebrew 

shepherd needs to deal with. In modern society, the government is this shepherd and needs to deal with this 

paradox (Foucault, 2007, p.128). The bill about a completed life gives the government a good solution for this 

paradox, both individual and population will be helped by it. The power of  the government is entirely 

defined by doing good for the population, it is fundamentally a beneficent power. Good governance is 

governing in such a way that is good for the population. But what is best for the population must also be what 

is best for every individual. What is best for the population and at the same time for every individual is a 

difficult search, but the bill about a completed life seems to give some common ground. The bill, this way, 

can be seen as a way of  good governance. However, we should be aware that good governance isn’t the same 

as morally good governance. What the right direction is, is a different question from ‘what is a good way to 
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lead someone to this direction?’. Good governance is a way to remain within the power structure of  

government and population and its elementary fragments, it is solely a way to lead the population. 

	 So, this liberal idea of  more freedom is not just an ideology, but first and above all a technology of  

power. A governmental technique to retain power over the population as well as every individual that makes 

up the population. By seeing this idea of  more freedom as a way of  governing every individual and the 

population as a whole, we can wonder if  the liberal argument for this proposed legalization, the right to self-

determination, is of  significance for the moral justification of  the bill. In comparison with the Christian 

counter-argument that such a decision is in the hands of  god, and so the law should stay the way it is, the 

liberal gives us a different answer to the question what is the right thing to do for each individual. Both 

subscribe a different morality but this possibility for self-determination does not add to the rightness of  the 

liberal idea of  morality. It just strengthens this governmental power structure that comes with its own truths 

and morality. Where the Christian often get accused of  paternalism, this idea of  more freedom does not 

absolve the liberalist of  this accusation. The idea of  freedom is just a technology to make sure that the 

liberalist can stay paternalistic, if  not to strengthen this paternalism. After all, the idea of  more freedom is 

above all a technology of  power, a governmental technique to remain able to govern. 

2.4 Who we become as subjects

A third way in which we will be governed by the completed life bill is by the way it turns us into subjects. The 

bill, with the individualizing and totalizing power that works trough it, will subjectivize us in a way by three 

modes of  objectification. It will turn us into subjects that come with certain truths about this subject. By the 

bill, truths about who we are will be given. Where according to the liberal proponent this bill may give us 

more right to self-determination, who this self  that can determine is, will be at the same time be decided 

upon by the bill. 

	 With the bill about a completed life that comes with governmental power, we become subjectivized, 

we become a subject.This happens by the three modes of  objectification given by Foucault (1982, p.778). It is 

by the first mode of  objectification, the mode of  inquiry, that we see ourselves as objects of  science which can 

be analyzed scientifically (1982, p.777). Along with this speaking, productive, breathing subject, with this bill 

we also become this living subject that can be analyzed scientifically. It can now be scientifically analyzed 

under what circumstances this subject encounters a completed life, and which different correlations and 

causalities occur between these factors. The second mode of  objectification, the objectification by ‘dividing 

practices’(Foucault, 1982, p.777) occurs with this bill because we become divided between subjects with a 

completed life or an uncompleted life. This division occurs within ourselves. We first are a subject with an 

uncompleted life and later we are a subject with a completed life. Also this division occurs apart from others. 

This way, the neighbor can have a completed life and I can have an uncompleted one, and we are divided 

from each other by this difference. The third mode of  objectification is the way a human being turns itself  

into a subject (Foucault, 1982, p.778). It is by the bill that we learn to recognize ourselves as subjects that have 

a completed or uncompleted life. We learn to recognize ourselves as a subject in the domain of  living 
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whereby the frame, the truth about what a completed life and with it life is, is given with this bill. The effect 

of  the bill in modern society, where the apparatuses of  security are at work, is that we start to think about a 

completed life in the terms that are given by this bill. This is the exertion of  governmental power. It is by the 

working of  the individualizing power, as well as the totalizing power, that our individual thinking about a 

completed life will be influenced by the ideas of  the masses, the governable population, and the ideas about 

how the individual relates to this population.  

	 The completion of  ones life is an event that comes with uncertainty and, as seen before, the 

apparatuses of  security will treat this uncertainty in a certain way. The event of  the completion of  one’s life 

will be governed in a certain way. The apparatuses of  security will try to secure the uncertain event of  the 

completion of  one’s life by acknowledging and recognizing the reality of  a completed life as nature. Before 

the completed life bill occurred, the idea of  a completed life was mostly valued negatively. One would say 

that society didn’t care enough for its elderly people and hereby the elderly felt like everything of  meaning in 

their lives happened in the past. It wasn’t healthy, it wasn’t natural that one felt that he or she had a complete 

life, and had the wish to die because of  this feeling. Now, people older that seventy-five that feel like their life 

is complete are acknowledged and recognized as natural. This feeling is not valued of  deprived, it is just 

natural that one can have these feelings at the end of  one’s life and it is this natural phenomenon that the 

apparatuses of  security respond to. The reality to which the apparatuses of  security respond, the reality of  

people that feel like their life is completed now cancels itself  out. After this bill, we will recognize ourselves as 

subjects that in the last period of  our lives can feel that our life is completed, and this is something that is 

simply a part of  life. It is with this bill, by this response to a natural reality, that the reality of  feeling like one’s 

life is completed cancels itself  out. This is because the people that feel this way will be dead. It is through the 

apparatuses of  security that the ‘natural’ reality of  older people that feel like their life is completed will nullify. 

What a completed life is, how we recognize ourselves as subjects with a completed or uncompleted life will be 

limited, checked and regulated by the apparatuses of  security. Our natural reality, who we are and what is 

natural for us, now is not separated from politics anymore. Politics work within the element of  reality and at 

the same time change reality. Thus who we are is influenced by politics. 

	 It is with the idea of  a completed life that normalization can occur in this domain. The apparatuses 

of  security normalize in a way that the norm will occur out of  what is normal within natural reality. A 

normal distribution of  a completed life will arise. All kinds of  variables will be plotted from where all the 

different normal distributions about a completed life become visible. The average age of  when one feels like 

having a completed life, the average income of  people that have a completed life, how many relatives the 

people with a completed life still have around them, where the people with completed lives live. Who are at 

risk to have a completed life, what factors are of  influence on that risk and when there will be a crisis 

becomes clear from these new normal distributions. What is normal will become crystallized, and with it will 

rise a new norm. Truths about what a completed life is and when one has a completed life will come out. The 

‘normal completed life’ appears but these truths, these ideas about what a completed life is and what is of  

value for such a completed life are merely the outcome of  the workings of  the technical instruments of  

"  / "25 33



governmental power. It is by these truths that we recognize ourselves as subjects in the domain of  living as 

subjects with a completed or uncompleted life. 

	 Finally, it is by the apparatuses of  security that a realization of  the population occurs where the 

naturalness of  this population is decided upon. The population is a kind of  thick natural phenomenon in 

relation to the sovereign’s legalistic voluntarism, and it is this nature that is accessible and penetrable to agents 

and techniques of  transformation (Foucault, 2007, p.73). It is the population that will be transformed by the 

bill. By receiving the freedom to complete one’s life, the population as a natural phenomenon will transform. 

It will become younger, more productive and more willing to live. Secondly, the naturalness of  the population 

appears in the fact that we as a population now are made up of  individuals who are quite different from each 

other, and whose behavior cannot be accurately predicted (Foucault, 2007, p.72). All individuals differ if  it 

comes to having a completed life. At the same time, in accordance with Foucault, the population as a whole 

has only one mainspring of  action; desire (2007, p.72). According to Foucault “This desire is such that, if  one 

gives it free play, and on condition that it is given free play, all things considered, within a certain limit and 

thanks to a number of  relationships and connections, it will produce the general interest of  the 

population” (1978, p.73). It is this idea of  how the naturalness of  the population and the desire of  its 

individuals stand in relation with each other that tells us certain truths about ourselves as living subjects. It is 

because of  these ideas about the population and its naturalness that the completed life bill makes perfect 

sense. The bill gives this desire to be in charge of  the completion of  one's life free play. It gives it free play 

within a certain limit, the minimum age of  seventy-five. And thanks to a number of  relationships and 

connections, for example, the relationships with the medical world, it will produce the general interest of  the 

population. A younger population, a more producible a population, a less costly population that a population 

that is more willing to live. A population that is more governable. Here we see that the bill is in accordance 

with the ideas about the population, its naturalness and its relation with its elementary fragments. It is a good 

way of  governing. If  these truths, the ideas about the naturalness of  the population and how its elementary 

fragments and its desires relate to it would be different, the bill would not make any sense. This way one can 

see how this bill is a technology of  government. It gives us certain truths about who we are and objectifies us 

in a way that we start to recognize ourselves as subjects that are elementary fragments of  the population, with 

desires that will produce the general interest of  the population. It objectifies us in a way that we become 

subjects that are easily governable. With this bill, we recognize ourselves within the domain of  living as 

subjects that can at a certain moment in our lives, when we are older then seventy-five, have a complete life 

and can then have a desire to die. 

	 So, with the completed life bill becoming a law, or even only with public discussion about this bill, we 

learn to recognize ourselves as subjects with a completed or uncompleted life within the domain of  living. 

This bill enables us to see ourselves as someone with an either completed or uncompleted life, and as 

someone who has the individual freedom to end this life if  it is seen as completed. That we see ourselves as 

these subjects by this bill is because of  governmental power that works through the bill. It is this 

individualizing power in the governmental power that gives constraints, certain truths, on who we are as 
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subjects. And it is this totalizing power in the governmental power that decides upon these given constrains, 

these given truths. The ideas on how to govern a population come historically from the Hebrew Shepherd 

and his flock. Via the Christian institution of  the pastor these ideas about how to govern came into Western 

modern society. In our modern society these ideas are of  influence on who we are as a population of  human 

beings. The truths about the naturalness of  the population and its elementary fragments is decided upon by 

the naturalness of  the Hebrew flock and the ability to govern the flock in a good way. It is these truths that 

come with a certain power. We become individual subjects by the completed life bill, by its governmental 

power so that we remain well governable. We become subjects that, when older than seventy-five, might one 

day think that their life is completed in the terms that are given by this idea of  a population, and might have 

a desire to die then. 

2.6 Dangers and recommendations

Above, it became clear how the completed life bill governs us in three ways. First, it governs us as individuals. 

Second, it governs us as a population. Thirdly, because of  the intersection of  individualizing power and 

totalizing power, it turns us into subjects that recognize themselves as subjects with a completed or 

uncompleted life. The truths about what a completed life is and what a subject with a completed life is, are 

given by the apparatuses of  security that are at work in modern society. The individual freedom that is given 

by the bill can be seen as a technology of  power and as one of  the facets of  the deployment of  the 

apparatuses of  security. Now that we understand the influence that this bill can have, I will show the possible 

dangers of  this bill. With this dangers taken into consideration I will end with some recommendations for 

politicians dealing with this bill, as well as some recommendations for all the individuals this bill may 

concern, which is pretty much everyone, since all that live will once complete their physical lives. 

	 The bill about a completed life lets us decide for ourselves about the ending of  our lives with medical 

help, when we are older than seventy-five. This way the bill does indeed provide us with more possibility of  

self-determination, like the liberal proponent would argue. But this isn’t all that happens with the bill, as we 

have seen. The bill does not only ensure the right to self-determination, it also comes with certain truths 

about who this self  is who gets more possibilities to self-determine. So, by giving the possibility of  self-

determination, who this self  is becomes determined. But, is this problematic? Is it problematic that the idea 

of  more freedom is a facet of  the deployment of  these apparatuses of  security? Is it problematic that by this 

bill we still are governed in these three ways? According to Foucault, the danger comes in at the moment that 

power relations are not mobile anymore and a state of  domination can occur (2000, p.283). So the question 

here is, does this bill lead us to a state of  domination whereby we will be dominated by this technology of  

security? 

	 The power relation between government and population will be strengthened by this bill. More 

freedom is given by this bill, the field of  possibilities in which subjects can behave becomes bigger. However, it 

is the government that decides upon the boundaries of  this freedom. By this bill we become more of  a 

subject that is an elementary fragment of  the population and that is easily governed by the government of  
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the state. The governmental power becomes strengthened by this bill. Foucault talks about the 

governmentalization of  the state, and it is exactly this governmentalization that we should be aware of  

according to Foucault (2007, p.109). We see this governmentalization happening with this bill. With the bill,  

with the categories completed and uncompleted, the very domain of  living, the question of  when a life is 

completed, the very meaning of  life, becomes a concern of  the state. The domain in which the state has 

something to say, widens. By making the domain of  living a domain where the state has authority, we will be 

seen and treated as an elementary fragment of  the population in this domain, and by these modes of  

objectification we will truly become these elementary fragments of  the population. By this 

governmentalization of  the state, how we see ourselves as subjects becomes more decided upon by the state. 

By making the domain of  a completed life the domain of  the state we understand our whole lives and the 

meaning of  them as subjects that governmental power turns us into. Our lives will be governed from 

beginning to end, and who we are and what the meaning of  life is will be secured and decided upon by these 

ideas on the population and the possibility to govern it. Security will rise above the value that it should secure, 

it will become the only value onto itself, so that the population remains governable the best way possible.  

	 Of  great importance here is that within the domain of  living, different forms of  subjectification 

remain possible. We need to remain able to recognize ourselves as subjects, also in terms that are not given 

solely by governmental power. We need to remain able to see ourselves as different subjects than just these 

elementary fragments of  the population. The value of  the life of  individuals should not be solely to live such 

a life that he or she is just as easily governed as a Hebrew sheep. It is of  importance that in the domain of  

living, we don’t end up in a state of  domination whereby who we are as living beings is totally decided upon 

by this single power structure of  government and population. The possibility needs to remain to counteract, 

the possibility to resist against the terms and truths that are given by governmental power. When deciding if  

one's life is completed there also needs to be a possibility to decide upon this question using different truths 

about oneself  than the ones given by these ideas about the population and its naturalness. Within society, 

there need to be different ways of  subjectification to not arrive in a state of  domination. 

	 This possibility to resist against this subjectification by different forms of  subjectification I think is still 

possible within our society. Speaking for myself  I can still think of  who I am, and what the meaning of  my 

life is in this society, in different terms than the terms of  completed and uncompleted that are decided upon 

be the ideas of  a population. However, this does not mean that the danger that we can only recognize 

ourselves as subjects with a complete or uncompleted life in the domain of  living is not lurking. This is why it 

is of  great importance to acknowledge this danger if  we think about this bill. The structures that we are in, 

the mechanisms and technologies of  power that are at work in society are very complex and diverse. That 

will make it hard to foresee all the possible consequences of  the completed life bill. Also it should not be 

forgotten that the status quo, the law that says that it is forbidden to give medical aid, also comes with a 

certain power. Even though not everything can be foreseen and every action has possible side effects, we 

should be aware of  the bigger processes that are at work and not remain blind for them just because a 

political solution seems impossible if  we start to recognize these bigger processes. 
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	 My recommendations for politicians dealing with this bill are that we should be aware of  these much 

larger processes: the governmentalization of  the state and with it the unfolding of  the apparatuses of  security. 

The development of  a such a law goes hand in hand with these processes, it is part of  these processes. It is 

with the more by government given right of  self-determination, individual freedom, that the apparatuses of  

security can unfold. There should be awareness that the gaining of  individual freedom does not only give us 

more autonomy but above all is just a facet of  the deployment of  the apparatuses of  security. There should 

be awareness that with this given freedom, governmentalization of  the state takes place and that another kind 

of  freedom, the ability for resistance, the ability to counter-act, is possibly constrained or even lost. Finally, 

the politicians that are working on this bill should be aware that the given freedom in this bill does not set us 

free of  norms. A norm will be set only by a different normalization process, namely the normalization 

process of  the apparatuses of  security that are at work in our society. The given freedom in this bill doesn’t 

give individuals a better possibility to come to a value free decision that is not in any way influenced by 

pressures from outside. These pressures will always exist. 

	 With all these points made, I would suggest that this bill needs to be formulated in such a way that it 

is not that strict. It needs to be formulated in such a way that the people with a completed life have the 

freedom to die with the medical help that they want but that the people who don’t think in the terms of  

completed and uncompleted life don’t get subjectivized in this way. It needs to be made in such a way so that 

these apparatuses of  security can not get their full grip on this idea of  a completed life. In a way that we can 

constitute ourselves also in different ways than those are given by this bill. If  the bill becomes a law it should 

be a law that operates in the background in such a way that if  one never feels the completed life wish, it will 

not be of  influence on them. Different forms of  subjectivication need to remain possible, so individuals 

remain able to resist against the idea of  a completed life that will be given by the apparatuses of  security. 

Individuals need to remain able to recognize themselves in the domain of  living as different subjects than 

solely the elementary fragment of  the population. Even though proponents of  the bill argue that this question 

cannot be answered by the euthanasia law because it focuses on something different, I would recommend to 

nevertheless remain searching for possibilities within this law. The fact that the focus of  the euthanasia law is 

not the right of  self-determination does not mean that it cannot possibly ensure this individual freedom. By 

giving this individual freedom by means of  this existing law this right of  self-determination possibly can be 

given without the idea of  a complete or uncompleted life getting grip on us.   	  

	 In addition to the recommendations towards the politicians working on this bill, I would also like to 

make some recommendations towards all the people whom this bill may apply. What I think we can learn 

from this analysis is that it is of  great importance for all individuals to be aware of  the power structures that 

are at work in the society that we live in and are at work in us. We need to be aware how these power 

structures turn us into subjects. How we think of  ourselves, who we think we are, is influenced by all power 

relations that we are a part of. We live in a time when we often think of  ourselves as free individuals. We 

should be aware that this freedom is often framed by a power structure that we are part of. We should be 

aware that often this freedom is a by the apparatuses of  security ‘secured’ freedom. We should be aware that 
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our ideas about our natural reality are ideas that are constantly influenced by the power relations that we are 

in, and that these power relations set limits upon who we are. We should keep looking for different ways of  

subjectification, different truths from which we can recognize ourselves as different subjects. We should keep 

looking for ways of  subjectification that are decided upon by practices of  freedom instead of  by the 

technologies of  power. Power structures function through resistance, the freedom to counter-act is needed, 

else we end up in a state of  domination. Like within the domain of  sexuality, where it was needed to find 

different ways of  subjectivication for the liberation from a state of  domination. By seeing ourselves as a 

different subject it becomes possible to counteract and resist. It makes it possible to remain in a power 

relation instead of  ending up in a state of  domination. Like Foucault argues: “We have to promote new forms 

of  subjectivity while refusing the type of  individuality that has been imposed on us for several 

centuries” (2007, p.xxx). 

	 If  we think about the domain of  living according to Foucault “one should work on one’s suicide all 

one’s life” (Foucault, 2007, xxxi). We should “prepare ourselves with all the care, the intensity, and the ardor 

that we desire” for this suicide (Foucault, 2007, xxxi). Dying is the counter-conduct that will shed light on all 

one’s life (Foucault, 2007, xxxi). It is the act that defines all the meaning of  one’s life and therefore should be 

defined by the one whose life it is. It is the ability to counteract, the biggest practice of  freedom that we have 

as an human being this way. It's by our suicide that we can decide who we were, what the meaning of  our life 

is. Our suicide should be the most imaginary counteract of  one's life this way (Foucault, 2007, xxxi). So it is 

of  great importance, that by this bill we do not become individuals that complete their lives solely as the 

subject that is an elementary fragment of  this well governable population. We should not come to recognize 

ourselves and the meaning of  our lives in the light of  the archaic ideas about a Hebrew sheep flock and how 

it can best be governed by its shepherd.  
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Conclusion

The aim of  this thesis was to look at the D66 bill about a completed life from the perspective of  Foucault to 

possibly get a better grip on the possible consequences of  such a bill. First Foucault’s perspective has been 

explained. Afterwards, I have used this perspective to analyze the completed life bill. Finally, from this 

analysis I have made some recommendations for the politicians that are working on this bill and for every 

individual that the bill concerns. 

	 According to Foucault, we live in a modern society in which governmental power is at work (2007). 

With the idea of  the human species as a population the Western modern state came into existence. In this 

modern society we become subjectivized by three modes of  objectification, according to Foucault (1982). 

Governmental power works both in an individualizing and totalizing manner and the individualizing power 

was inserted in modern society by this Christian institutionalized character from the sixteenth century, the 

pastor. The main technical instruments of  governmental power are the apparatuses of  security that will try to 

secure this governable population. It is by the individualizing and totalizing power both at work in modern 

society that the governmentalization of  the state occurs. Everything becomes a concern of  the state’s 

government, and who we become as subjects more and more gets defined by the truths given by this 

governmental power. These truths come from ideas about the population and ideas about how to govern this 

population the best way. According to Foucault (2000), we should be aware of  this governmentalization of  

the state because it can lead to a state of  domination, where the ability to resist becomes limited.  

	 The bill about a completed life enables us to see Foucault’s perspective on modern society back in 

reality. We see how this bill and the proposed individual freedom is a way of  governing us in three ways. It 

governs us individually, it gives the scope of  our individual freedom in the domain of  living and it makes sure 

every individual stays on board. It governs us as a population by leading the population towards a younger, 

more productive population, a better governable population. And with the intersection of  those two ways of  

governing, it governs us in way that it turns us into subjects. This is the third way the bill would govern 

us. By the bill, we will recognize ourselves as subjects with a completed or uncompleted life. By the 

working of  the apparatuses of  security in modern society, the uncertainty about the completion of  

lives will be treated in a certain way and normalization occurs around the idea of  a completed life. 

What a completed life is and in extension, the meaning of  life, now is decided on by this 

governmental power. Truths about a subject in the domain of  living are given by governmental 

power. We will recognize ourselves as subjects with a completed or uncompleted life whereby what a 

completed life is, is decided upon by the apparatuses of  security. The proponent of  the bill argues that this 

bill is needed to broaden the right of  self-determination. From Foucault’s perspective this additional freedom 

is solely a technology of  power and a facet of  the deployment of  the apparatuses of  security. With the bill 
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becoming law governmentalization takes place. Now every person’s whole life and the completeness of  it, is 

in a way the concern of  the state and is exposed to these technologies of  governmental power.  

	 The danger that we end in a state of  domination arises. The possibility of  resistance, the possibility 

to counter-act against this governmental power becomes more difficult. With this danger in mind I 

recommended the politicians working on the bill to be aware of  these bigger processes and mechanisms that 

are at work in modern society. It is by the completed life bill that these processes are stimulated. From here I 

suggest that if  this bill becomes a law it should be in a way not that strict. It should not become a law 

whereby everyone needs to decide about the completeness of  ones life in the terms of  this law. It should not 

be this split where everyone older than seventy-five needs to decide if  one’s life is completed or uncompleted. 

The law should be there only for those people who have the feeling of  a completed life and want to end it. It 

should not impose this idea of  a completed life on people who before never thought about life in these terms. 

Different ways of  subjectivication need to remain possible in the domain of  living. I suggested that the 

politicians working on the bill keep looking for the possibility of  this additional individual freedom within the 

euthanasia law. This way the terms of  a completed or uncompleted life cannot get a grip on us. Next to these 

recommendations for the politicians working on this bill I also recommended that every individual this bill 

concerns should be aware of  the powers that work through society and turn us into subjects. Practices of  

freedom, possibilities to counter-acts, possibilities of  resistance, are of  great importance to not end up in a 

state of  domination. Especially in the domain of  living, the domain that concerns everything we know, we 

need to remain able to define ourselves and the meaning of  our life. We need to remain able to define 

ourselves in a broader way than only in terms that are given by the ideas of  the population and what is the 

best way to govern this population originated from this Hebrew shepherd and its flock. 
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