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The Dispositive of Intercultural 
Communication
Dominic Busch, Universität der Bundeswehr München, Germany

ABSTRACT

ThisarticlepresentstheconceptofdispositivesasithasbeenintroducedbytheFrenchphilosopher
MichelFoucault.Theconceptwillbecontrastedwithcompetingapproachesfromdiscourseanalysis,
anditwillthenbeexploredinitspotentialasabasisforempiricalanalysis.Dispositiveanalyses
provideinsightsintohowdiscourse,power,andknowledgeshapesocietyonaverygeneralmacro-
level. Insteadof linguistic, textual analyses, dispositive analysis helps to re-read the emergence,
thedevelopment,and,asanexamplehere,theinnercompositionofacademicfields.Thisarticle
sketchesinsightsfromadispositiveperspectiveintothefieldofinterculturalcommunicationresearch
thatistheninterpretedasmaintainingthedispositiveofinterculturalcommunicationevenifrecent
debatesprimarilyaimattranscendingoldcementationsofthediscipline.Thearticlewillclosewitha
discussionofshortcomingsofthemethodthatculminateinthechallengeofargumentativecircularity.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

FrenchphilosopherMichelFoucault(1926-1984)inhisworkshasdevelopedadiscourseperspective
onhistory.Insteadofconsideringhistoryasalinearsequenceofevents,Foucaultarguedthatsociety
andsocialphenomenaemergeinacomplexinterweavingofdiscursiveformations.Fromthebeginning,
thediscursiveconstructionofpowerhadbeenacentralaspectforFoucault,whereashislateworks
evenmorefocusonthequestionofhowsocietyproducespowerrelationsandhowatthesametime,
powershapessociety.Notionslikethoseofdispositif,(Foucault,1977b,p.63;cf.Engl.“apparatus”:
Foucault,1980,p.194)gouvernementalité(Foucault,2004b,p.111;cf.Engl.“governmentality”:
Foucault,2007,p.108)andbio-pouvoir(Foucault,1976,p.184;cf.Engl.“bio-power”:Foucault,1978,
p.140)helpedFoucaulttopreciselynametheseconstellations.However,Foucaultdidnotdevelop
theseconceptsasbasesformethodology-ledempiricalanalyses.Instead,heinvitedhisscholarsto
usehistextsasa“tool-box”(Foucault,1994a,p.523)andtoseehisconsiderationsasa“game”(cf.
French:“unjeu”:Foucault,1977b,p.62)thatothersareinvitedtoactivelyjoin.

ThisarticlestartswithaveryshortintroductiontoFoucault’sconceptofthedispositive.Itwill
thenpresentanddiscussaselectionofappliedresearchmethodsrelyingonthisconcept.Sincethe
conceptofdispositivesexcelsothertoolsfromdiscourseanalysisinitsabilitytoconsiderawide
heterogeneityofempiricalmaterial,itisbestsuitableforlarge-scaleanalysesofsocialphenomena.
Accordingly,insteadofatextualanalysis,thisarticlewillexplorethepotentialofdispositiveanalyses
foranevaluationofthegeneralfieldofinterculturalcommunicationresearchandteaching.Instead
ofafine-graininspection,dispositiveanalysesmayalsobeconsideredasa“readingexperience”
(Nowicka,2013,pp.37-38),andtheexamplesgiveninthisarticlecannotbemorethanimpulsesfor
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criticalreflectionsofthefield.Thearticlewillclosewithsomecriticalremarksonthemethodological
soundnessoftheapproachpayingparticularattentiontoargumentativecircularitiesofthemethod.

Foucault’s Notion of Discourse
TheconceptofdispositivesevolvesfromFoucault’susesofthenotionofdiscourseinhisearlier
works.AccordingtoFoucault,historywillalwaysneedtobeconceivedofasadiscourse.Insteadof
seeinghistoryasalinearline-upofevents,conceptsorideasthatpresumablywillmakesenseasa
wholeintheend,weshouldacknowledgethathistoryisfullofshort-handrupturesandcrossings.We
shouldnotfallfortheillusionthatwecanobjectivelyreconstructthehistoricaloriginsofnowexisting
phenomena.Wewillalwaysneedtoacknowledgethattoday’sphenomenaarecomplexintheirnature
andthatwewillnotbeabletoadequatelyreducethemtopresumablyunambiguousexplanations
orroots(Foucault,1969,p.16;1972,p.8).FoucaulttitlesoneofhismonographsThe Archaeology 
of Knowledge(Foucault,1972;cf.theoriginaltitle:“L’archéologiedusavoir”:Foucault,1969)and
heusesthisnotionofthetechniqueofarchaeologyasametaphortodescribethemethodological
considerationsthatshouldalsoformthebasisfordiscourseanalyses.

Inhisearlyworks,Foucaultconsidersdiscourseasthesumofallstatementsbelongingtothesame
discursiveformation(Foucault,1969,p.157;1972,p.119).Lateron,DreyfusandRabinowconclude
thatthenotionofdiscursivepracticesentailsthetotalityofstatementsthatcanbetakenseriously
atagivenpointintimeorduringagivenepoch.DreyfusandRabinowcriticizethisconceptastoo
generalandasnolongerbeingsuitabletocontributeanyadditionalnewinsights.Instead,thenotion
ofdiscoursecouldequallybereplacedby“man”or“finitude”(Dreyfus&Rabinow,1982,p.92).

SevenyearsafterL’archéologie du savoirhadbeenpublished,inhis1976monographHistoire 
de la sexualité I: La volonté de savoir(Foucault,1976;cf.Engl.“TheHistoryofSexuality.Vol.1:
AnIntroduction”:Foucault,1978),Foucaultplacedastrongeremphasisontheinfluenceofpoweron
sociallife.ThisshiftmodifiedFoucault’snotionofdiscourse,too,andaccordingly,Foucaultthensees
discourseasalwaysprimarilyshapedbypowerinfluences.Althoughsocialdiscoursemaycontain
differentandevenopposingopinionsandstrategies,discourseasawholewillalwaysbedesignedto
confirmonegivenpowerstructureinsociety(Foucault,1976,p.134;1978,pp.101-102).

Comparing Foucault’s notion of discourse with other approaches from today’s spectrum of
discourseanalysis,Foucault’sconceptaddressesabstractformsofknowledgefromaverywideand
large-scalemacro-perspective.Atthesametime,itrefrainsfromtoodetailedmicro-analysesasthey
arepromotedforexamplebyapproachesfromtextlinguistics.Toillustratethisbroadspectrum,
WodakandMayer(2009,p.6)takeameta-analyticalperspectiveandsummarizeseveralsystematics
onnotionsofdiscourseindiscourseanalysis.Intheiroverview,allotherapproachesschedulemuch
narrowerfociofanalysistoconcisepiecesoftextthanFoucault’sconcept.Foucault’sabstractnotion
ofdiscourseleavesandtranscendsmeretextualanalyses,althoughJägerandMaierclaimthateven
Foucault’snotionofdiscourseanddispositivecanandmustbetracedbacktotheiroriginsinsmall-
scalerhetoricalandtextualanalysis(Jäger&Maier,2009,p.6).

Foucault’s Notion of Dispositives
Foucaultdoesnotdefinehisnotionofdispositivesinatooprecisemanner.Instead,Foucaultsometimes
tendstousethetermasaplaceholderthattakesintoconsiderationthecomplexitiesofwhatFoucault
wantstodescribe.Furthermore,thenotionofdispositivesdoesnotfocusonsinglephenomena,but
insteadontheinterrelationsbetweenthem.ThisiswhyRaffnsøe,Gudmand-Høyer,andThaning(2016,
p.279)concludethatapplyingthisabstractconcepttoaconcreteexamplemaybethebestwayto
properlydescribeit(Raffnsøeetal.,2016,p.279).Infact,Foucaultmakesextensiveuseofthenotion
ofdispositivesinhismonographsHistoire de la sexualité I: La volonté de savoir(Foucault,1976;cf.
Engl.“TheHistoryofSexualityI:AnIntroduction”:Foucault,1978)aswellasSurveillir et punir
(Foucault,1975;cf.Engl.“DisciplineandPunish”:Foucault,1977a).Subsequently,inhis1977/1978
lecturesatCollège de France,Foucaultelaboratesthedispositiveofsecurity(cf.“Sécurité,territoire,
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