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Roberto Esposito’s Critique of Personhood and the 
Neoliberalization of Potentiality
Tim Christiaens

KU Leuven

ABSTRACT
Contemporary Italian philosophers criticise neoliberalism for disposses-
sing human beings of their own potentialities. With his genealogy of the 
dispositif of personhood, Roberto Esposito provides a framework for 
delineating the discursive resources that have generated popular consen-
sus over this expropriation of human potentiality. Esposito argues that, 
from ancient Christianity to modern liberalism, philosophers have con-
ceptualised ‘the person’ as a disembodied entity in control of her body 
but subordinated to God for the correct employment of bodily potential-
ities. I argue that the neoliberal discourse of human capital theory uses 
similar oppositions to subjugate human beings and the actualisation of 
their potentialities to free market competition. Neoliberal subjects are 
discursively rendered responsible for the correct use of their human 
capital, not in the eyes of God, but in the eyes of a market that, through 
competition, rewards those who obey market imperatives and punishes 
those who do not.
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L’uomo piglia a materia anche se stesso, e si costruisce, sissignori, come una casa. Voi credete di conoscervi se 
non vi costruisco a modo mio? E voi me, se non mi costruite a modo vostro? Possiamo conoscere soltanto 
quello a cui riusciamo a dar forma. 

Luigi Pirandello1

Introduction

One of the central debates in contemporary Italian Thought concerns the status of potentiality in 
the critique of contemporary capitalism. The latter has been criticised under the heading of 
‘neoliberalism’ on multiple different accounts: some observe a tendency towards depoliticisation, 
others lament new forms of exclusion. Still others accuse neoliberalism of disrupting traditional 
lifestyles.2 Italian Thought has a specific contribution to this critical endeavour by describing 
neoliberalism as dispossession of human potentiality.3 It is not we but capital that takes possession 
of what the body can do. Post-operaismo in particular understands contemporary capitalism as the 

CONTACT Tim Christiaens t.christiaens@kuleuven.be KU Leuven, Andreas Vesaliusstraat 2, Leuven
1Luigi Pirandello, Uno nessuno centomila (Turin: Einaudi, 1994), p. 53.
2See Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution (New York: Zone Books, 2015); Loïc Wacquant, 

Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009); and Richard 
Sennett, The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New Capitalism (New York: Norton, 1998).

3See, for example, Paolo Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude, trans. by Isabella Bertoletti, James Cascaito and Andrea Casson (Los 
Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2004); Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, The Soul at Work: From Alienation to Autonomy, trans. by Francesca Cadel and 
Giuseppina Mecchia (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2009); Roberto Ciccarelli, Forza Lavoro (Rome: DeriveApprodi, 2018). Originally 
published as Paolo Virno, Grammatica della moltitudine: per una analisi delle forme di vita contemporanee (Rome: DeriveApprodi, 
2014); and Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, L’anima al lavoro: alienazione, estraneità, autonomia (Rome: DeriveApprodi, 2016).
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‘real subsumption of labour under capital’: it might look like workers are encouraged to cultivate 
virtuosity and expressivity in their work, but in reality, their behaviour is steered by commands 
originating in capital’s drive for self-accumulation at the cost of living labour.4 The individual 
liberty promised by neoliberalism is, in fact, a façade for an undemocratic politics of the possible.5 

Capital ultimately decides which potentialities people can actualise. True to the Marxist materialist 
creed, post-operaismo explains this phenomenon as the outcome of class struggle.

The dispossession of potentiality might, however, have a longer prehistory. Capital only succeeds 
at convincing workers of the appropriateness of real subsumption because it relies on discursive 
resources that have been sedimented in popular common sense (senso comune). Roberto Esposito 
targets, more specifically, the historical journey of the notion of ‘personhood’ as responsible for the 
subordination of human potentiality to outside forces. According to Esposito, ‘the person’ is a 
discursive construct that had been formed over centuries of philosophical debate before it entered 
popular consciousness. It divides the subject between a passive body and a subject accountable for 
the good use of that body to a higher authority. By conceptualising the subject in this way, 
personhood renders human potentiality subservient to an external dominating force. It functions 
as a discursive precondition to human potentiality’s submission to outside forces like capital. 
Though Esposito provides a genealogy of personhood from Roman law to contemporary legal 
debates, he does not relate it to neoliberalism. This poses the question of how neoliberal discourses 
configure personhood to produce subjects accountable for their actions to capital. I intend to 
outline Esposito’s genealogy of personhood in order, subsequently, to disclose its impact on the 
neoliberal configuration of subjectivity.

My argument proceeds in four steps. I first explain what Esposito understands by ‘the dispositif 
of personhood’ and how, in its Christian guise, it constitutes, in Nietzschean terminology, a slave 
morality where reactive forces triumph over active forces or human potentiality. By splitting the 
subject between body and soul, and making the power of the soul over the body conditional upon its 
obedience to God, the Christian dispositif of personhood imposes a morality where individuals are 
prohibited from expressing their bodily potentialities as attempts to shape and command their 
environments according to their own will to power. They are instead expected to internalise God’s 
commands and only actualise those potentialities that enact his will. I explain, secondly, how, for 
Esposito, John Locke updates the dispositif of personhood for modern liberalism. According to 
Locke, the individual is divided between a person and a body through the relation of self-ownership. 
The ‘person’ is subsequently held responsible for his use of that body by God at the Final 
Judgement. Hence, personal freedom is grounded upon the sovereignty of God over humankind, 
which implies that the latter should internalise God’s commandments to make good use of his 
freedom.

Thirdly, I argue that Locke’s dispositif of personhood lives on in neoliberalism through the 
discourse of human capital, as Elettra Stimilli describes it. Human capital theory proposes a similar 
split between the body as a passive resource of human capital and a calculative rational homo 
oeconomicus responsible for his use of that resource. Individuals are supposed to actualise those 
potentialities that promise high returns on investment. If they refuse or fail, they will be judged by 
‘the market’ as a final arbiter. Finally, I argue how this reconfiguration of subjectivity in human 
capital theory leads to a triumph of reactive forces. By rendering individuals responsible for their 
success, human capital theory induces them to internalise market imperatives. Instead of using their 
supposed economic freedom to express their own active forces, they enact the market’s will. In 
contrast to previous forms of the dispositif of personhood, the market’s commandments are 
unfortunately less clear than those from God. Whereas the latter still communicated his will in 
relatively clear lists of concrete commandments, the market signals its will through supply and 
demand changes that do not guarantee success. Since the returns on any investment of human 

4Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 255.
5Maurizio Lazzarato, Les Révolutions du Capitalisme (Paris: Les Prairies Ordinaires, 2004).

2 T. CHRISTIAENS



capital in a free market are partly determined by uncertainty, individuals are made responsible for 
outcomes beyond their control. Whatever happens to the neoliberal person on the free market, he 
alone will be held accountable.

The Dispositif of Personhood as a Triumph of Reactive Forces

I begin by explaining how Esposito employs the Foucauldian notion of ‘dispositif’, which has been a 
frequent object of analysis and discussion.6 However, Esposito understands it as indicating ‘a 
mobile space in which given relations of forces regulate the involved subjects in a reciprocal 
nexus of command and obedience or, in other words, of power and resistance’.7 As a rudimentary 
characterisation, a dispositif is a specific composition of forces that produces particular forms of 
subjectivity. Some of these forces command; others obey or resist. The dispositif of the disciplinary 
prison regime, for example, brings together criminological discourses, techniques of visibility like 
the panopticon, strict temporal regulations of the inmates’ conduct, resistance from prisoners, etc., 
to eventually produce the disciplined penitentiary subject.

The Nietzschean vocabulary of Esposito’s definition is not a coincidence. He relies on Deleuze’s 
reading of Nietzsche’s Zur Genealogie der Moral to analyse the production of subjectivity, an 
influence Esposito acknowledges not in Due, the book that outlines his genealogy of personhood, 
but in the later Politica e negazione.8 According to Deleuze, Nietzsche distinguishes between active 
and reactive forces in humankind, linking the former to master morality and the second to slave 
morality.9 The subject is, in other words, the outcome of strife between two kinds of forces. Active 
forces are the master’s energy to command the world and impose on it forms that befit his way of 
life. They shape and affirm dominance over an environment according to the master’s will to power. 
When post-operaisti praise living labour for its productive potentialities, they refer to life as an 
assemblage of active forces.10 Living labour is the multitude’s capacity to reconfigure the world 
according to its desires and thereby produce new wealth. Reactive forces, on the contrary, tend 
towards obedience instead of command. They are the body’s capacity to be affected passively by 
other active forces.

In a society based on master morality, the active forces command, and the reactive forces obey. 
According to Deleuze’s Nietzsche, the dispositif of master morality has, however, succumbed to the 
triumph of reactive forces. Slaves resented their submission and looked for ways to bring their 
masters down to their level; they attempted to neutralise the active forces that dominated them. To 
subdue the masters, slaves invented a morality that subjugates active forces and puts them in the 
service of a transcendent god. By rendering everyone equally accountable to this God, the slaves 
degraded their masters to the same subjugated level as themselves.11 They thus invented a fiction 
that praises the slave’s weakness and negates the masters’ life-affirming potentialities.12 Instead of 
commanding and reshaping the world, masters now also have to obey a higher entity. In this new 
dispositif, actions no longer express the active forces residing in the master’s body but obediently 
execute the will of God as an external authority. The individual is either deserving or blameworthy, 
depending on whether he was able to obey God’s commandments: ‘the imputation of wrongs and 

6See, among others, Gilles Deleuze, ‘What is a Dispositif?’, in Two Regimes of Madness, trans. by Ames Hodges and Mike Taormina 
(Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2007), pp. 343–52; Giorgio Agamben, What is an Apparatus? and Other Essays, trans. by David Kishik 
and Stefan Pedatella (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009). Originally published as Gilles Deleuze, Deux regimes de foux 
(Paris: Editions de Minuit, 2003); and Giorgio Agamben, Che cos’è un dispositivo? (Milan, Nottetempo, 2006).

7Roberto Esposito, Politica e negazione: Per una filosofia affermativa (Turin: Einaudi, 2018), p. 183, my translation.
8Esposito, Politica e negazione, pp. 134–40; 176–81.
9Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. by Hugh Tomlinson (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), p. 111. 

Originally published as Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche et la Philosophie (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1962).
10Michael Hardt, ‘Foreword’, in Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. by Hugh Tomlinson (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2006), pp. x–xi.
11Deleuze, Nietzsche, p. 123.
12Ibid., p. 57.
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responsibilities, the bitter recrimination, the perpetual accusation, the ressentiment – this is the 
pious interpretation of existence’.13 What used to be active forces have now become reactive: 
everyone equally obeys God and only he commands.

Producing the slave morality’s reactive subjectivity requires living beings voluntarily to negate their 
active forces and submit them to a fictive God, thereby rendering active forces reactive. People are 
spontaneously to desire their own servitude. This is unsurprisingly a laborious process. Deleuze 
explains it in three steps, which will return in Esposito’s genealogy of personhood.14 The dispositif 
of slave morality first distinguishes between a force and its actual manifestation. It acknowledges that 
living beings possess the potential to command and reshape their environment, but postulates that 
they do not necessarily actualise these potentialities. The latter are not just automatic expressions of 
living beings’ vitality, but are the outcome of a conscious choice to actualise a potentiality. Slave 
morality, secondly, postulates an underlying subject to whom the choice can be imputed. Once the 
latter is established, slave morality can, thirdly, postulate the existence of a God who holds subjects 
responsible for their actions. In this last step, individuals are expected only to actualise the potenti-
alities God commands them to manifest. If they instead give in to their active forces, they sin against 
divine command. What used to be an active expression of a will to power is now an obedient execution 
of a higher command. The slaves’ priests can subsequently devise a list of commands and prohibitions 
to format behaviour in line with the slaves’ way of life, negating the masters’ capacity to dominate.

According to Deleuze’s Nietzsche, this process culminates in Christianity.15 It holds individuals 
responsible for manifesting their will to power by identifying the soul as a substance that has to 
resist the body’s vitality in order to obey God’s commands. The Christian notion of sin burdens the 
subject with a bad conscience (schlechtes Gewissen) to produce obedient yet slavish subjects. A sinful 
soul can blame no one but itself. God will subsequently hold it accountable for its sinfulness. Guilt is 
thereby interiorised. Christianity imposes divinely ordained responsibility upon individuals so that 
they will train themselves to conform to God’s commandments. It mobilises a bad conscience to 
motivate people to perform the required ‘work on the self’ to avoid God’s condemnation. In other 
words, the Christian dispositif produces blameworthy subjects by putting people’s active forces 
under the dominion of a transcendent God who commands individuals to enact his will and 
condemns those who do not. Via bad conscience, individuals internalise this divine command.

Esposito’s dispositif of personhood is to be situated in this genealogy of subjectivity.16 He 
identifies ‘personhood’ as the pivotal concept that justifies transforming living beings’ active forces 
into reactive forces. However, the concept originally derives from an entirely different context: that 
of Roman law, where it was not yet enveloped in slave morality but only designated a legal status.17 

All human beings were homines, but only the privileged, the masters, were personae. Personhood 
was the ‘mask’ one wore in public to make oneself known in the legal sphere. Every citizen was split 
between a mere human body and a legally qualified existence as a person. Across the different social 
strata, one could consequently possess more or less personhood. On the upside of the social 
spectrum stood the pater familias who possessed all rights pertaining to Roman citizenship.18 

Slaves, on the other hand, were degraded to the status of almost non-persons – still part of humanity 
but deprived of the privileges of personhood.19 Hence, the Roman dispositif of personhood was an 

13Deleuze, Nietzsche, p. 21.
14Deleuze, Nietzsche, pp. 123–24.
15Deleuze, Nietzsche, p. 131.
16For a full genealogy of personhood, see Roberto Esposito, Two: The Machine of Political Theology and the Place of Thought, trans. 

by Zakiya Hanafi (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), pp. 83–135. Originally published as Roberto Esposito, Due: la 
macchina della teologia politica e il posto del pensiero (Turin: Einaudi, 2013).

17Roberto Esposito, Persons and Things, trans. by Zakiya Hanafi (London: Polity, 2015), pp. 28–29. Originally published as Roberto 
Esposito, Le persone e le cose (Turin: Einaudi, 2014).

18Esposito, Two, p. 92.
19Roberto Esposito, Third Person, trans. by Zakiya Hanafi (London: Polity, 2012), p. 77. Originally published as Roberto Esposito, La 

terza persona (Turin: Einaudi, 2007).
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example of master morality: thanks to their status as persons, masters commanded, while slaves – 
lacking this status – obeyed.

On the contrary, in Christian theology, the legal notion of personhood transforms into a tool for 
slave morality. The Romans still distinguished between masters and slaves, granting personhood 
mainly to the former, while Christian theology extended the reach of personhood to all of 
humankind, but at the cost of rendering everyone a slave to God. According to Esposito, 
Augustine mobilised the notion of personhood in this way.20 The three-step strategy of slave 
morality is discernible in how Augustine relates personhood to the distinction between body and 
soul.21 Firstly, the body is conceptualised as a mere substrate in which potentialities reside without 
yet being manifest. For example, the body possesses the potentiality to write, but it takes more than 
this to make this potentiality actually manifest. Secondly, Augustine locates in the personal soul the 
free will to choose which potentialities are actualised and which are inhibited.

Before the fall, the soul allegedly possessed complete sovereignty over the body. By disobeying 
God in the garden of Eden, Adam and Eve gave up some of this sovereignty, but the soul is still the 
agent in control of bodily forces, even if the body has become a site of temptation. The soul still has 
to consent to bodily seductions before they can become manifest. This is where the third element of 
slave morality enters the picture. The personal soul only possesses sovereignty over the body 
because it is itself subordinated to God. The passage of potentiality to its manifestation falls 
under the jurisdiction of divine command. Whoever oversteps divine law sins against God. 
Humankind is not at liberty to reshape and command its environment like Nietzschean masters. 
It is, on the contrary, expected to obey and enact the will of God.

So if humankind lives according to the truth, it does not live according to itself, but according to God. [. . .] 
humankind is created rightfully so that it would live, not for its own sake, but for the sake of the one who made 
him, i.e., to live rather according to the will of his creator than according to his own will. To not live like one is 
created to, is living a lie.22

Augustine invents a version of God in order to render all human beings equally subservient to a 
higher power. To sin, the soul still has to consent to bodily seductions. It therefore still possesses, in 
the eyes of God, the ability and responsibility not to sin: ‘Only by fully dominating one’s body can 
the soul resolutely obey God’.23 The latter commands individuals to inhibit the bodily forces that 
strive towards actively reshaping the world according to their will to power and holds them 
responsible if they fail to do so. If one refuses to ‘live according to God’, one is guilty of the sin 
of pride (superbia):

The beginning of all sin is pride and what is pride if not a desire for misplaced highness? For misplaced 
highness is the one where the soul departs from the principle to which it should hold on and becomes and is, in 
a certain way, its own principle.24

Bad conscience encourages individuals to live as obedient subjects subservient to the divine will. 
Blessed are only the meek, those who follow his command, for they shall be rewarded for their 
reactive obedience. On the other hand, those who are assertive will be punished for their inability to 
inhibit their life-affirming potentialities.

In sum, the dispositif of personhood that Esposito identifies in Christian theology relies on a 
double subordination. It first introduces an internal hierarchical division within the human subject 
between a responsible soul and an instrumental body. The person as soul is responsible for her body 
because she determines which potentialities are actualised and which are inhibited. The body itself 
is purportedly a mere passive substrate. This hierarchical division is, secondly, the result of the 

20Esposito, Two, pp. 94–97.
21Augustine, De Trinitate 15.7.11. For all references to Augustine, see the transcriptions of original texts on the Latin Library 

website: <https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/august.html> [accessed on 15 October 2020].
22Augustine, De Civitate Dei, 14.4, my translation.
23Esposito, Two, p. 96.
24Augustine, De Civitate Dei, 14.13.
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primordial sovereignty of God over the person. The latter ought to obey the divine will and abstain 
from sin. Through this double subordination, the dispositif of personhood secures the reactive 
forces’ triumph over active forces: the latter are rendered blameworthy for their ‘pride’, i.e., the 
inclination to dominate according to their will to power. Via the mediation of personhood, bodily 
forces are subordinated to a transcendent fictive God that expects all human beings to be equally 
submissive to a higher will. The actions individuals eventually perform do not express their life- 
affirming will to command but negate this will in favour of obedience to God.

Personhood in John Locke’s Liberalism

According to Esposito, the Christian dispositif of personhood and its reactive forces enter the 
modern liberal tradition via John Locke.25 The latter again performs an operation of internal 
division and subordination within the human subject. This is most obvious in Locke’s theory of 
self-ownership from The Second Treatise of Government.26 According to Locke, God originally gave 
the world to humanity in common. In the very beginning, the only property individuals had was 
ownership over their bodies and the fruits of the labour performed by their bodies.27 Locke thus 
envisioned the human person as a disembodied entity that owned a body and sovereignly allocated 
its energy to endeavours meant to increase the owner’s private property. Bodily forces were, in other 
words, subjugated to a disembodied owner that could choose to actualise them or not.

At first sight, Locke’s notion of self-ownership emancipates individuals from the power of 
outside influences. If the person holds private ownership over herself, she could presumably use 
this property in whatever way she desires. However, Esposito emphasises the connection to An 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, where Locke renders personal liberty conditional upon 
the voluntary servitude to God. Locke introduces the notion of personhood in a discussion about 
the self-identity of human beings over time. One significant difference with respect to Augustine’s 
theory of personhood is that Locke does not identify the person with a substantial soul. Locke 
detaches personhood from any continuity of a self-identical substance – soul or body – and links it 
instead to the continuity of a consciousness that is aware of its own experiences and actions.28 A 
person remains identical to herself not because there is an underlying soul or body that guarantees 
continuity, but thanks to the memory of having experienced past actions:

Whatever has the consciousness of present and past actions, is the same person to whom they both belong. 
Had I the same consciousness that I saw the ark and Noah’s flood, as that I saw an overflowing of the Thames 
last winter, or as that I write now, I could no more doubt that I who write this now, that saw the Thames 
overflowed last winter, and that viewed the flood at the general deluge, was the same self [. . .]. For as to this 
point of being the same self, it matters not whether this present self be made up of the same or other 
substances.29

For Locke, a person remains self-identical over time because she can consciously recall previous 
experiences. Hence, personhood is detached from any bodily or mental substance and bundles 
instead of a stream of mental states through continued immediate awareness. One could, however, 
wonder why Locke still upheld the notion of personal identity. If there was no substantial unity 
guaranteeing self-identity, Locke could just as well have denied personal identity altogether and 

25Esposito, Two, pp. 112–18. Esposito also characterises dispositifs as compositions of forces that invisibly determine societies’ 
horizons of meaning across historical epochs. One might believe that modernity is the outcome of a rupture with the horizon of 
meaning of the Christian Middle Ages, but Esposito claims that concepts like ‘person’, ‘charisma’ and ‘representation’ 
surreptitiously sustain certain configurations of subjectivity into modernity. There might hence be more continuity to 
Western history than the theories of disenchantment and secularisation suggest. See Esposito, Two, p. 25.

26Esposito, Two, pp. 117–18.
27John Locke, Second Treatise of Government (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1980), p. 19. Originally published anonymously in 1689.
28Esposito, Persons and Things, p. 41. See also Udo Thiel, The Early Modern Subject: Self-consciousness and Personal Identity from 

Descartes to Hume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 121–39.
29John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 340–41. Originally published 

in 1689/1690.
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claim that there is only a bundle of mental states that changes over time without personhood. In that 
case, the individual seeing the Thames last winter and the individual remembering it months later 
would simply have been two different people that are more or less alike but do not constitute a 
single person.30 Locke rejects this conclusion for ‘in this personal identity is founded all the right 
and justice of reward and punishment’.31 If individuals were nothing but mental bundles in flux, 
there would be no ground for moral responsibility for past actions.32 According to Locke, one can 
only legitimately punish someone if it was that person who committed the offence. This condition 
requires persons to remain identical to themselves over time.

Locke finds this especially essential in the case of the Final Judgement. Once the deceased have 
been resurrected after ‘the Great Day’, God has to judge whether they merit salvation or damnation. 
This judgement would, however, be meaningless if the resurrected were not the same persons as 
those who had committed sins in the past. Personhood is hence a ‘forensick term’.33 For Locke, 
someone is only morally responsible for actions they can consciously remember. The person 
functions as a ‘subject of imputation’, i.e., an addressee of a claim to responsibility.34 Locke keeps 
the idea of personal identity alive in order to render human beings accountable for their sins to 
God.35 The modern liberal notion of personhood continues thereby the tradition of making subjects 
blameworthy for their actions in the eyes of God. The person is thus not allowed to do just anything 
she desires. Locke makes this clear in his remarks on suicide: ‘But though this be a state of liberty, 
yet it is not a state of licence: though man in that state have an uncontrollable liberty to dispose of 
his person or possessions, yet he has not liberty to destroy himself’.36 Just as persons gain property 
by investing their labour in other entities, God has created humankind and it is, therefore, his 
property. If someone were to commit suicide, she would offend God’s property claim over her 
person. The sovereignty of the person over the body is hence based on the sovereignty of God over 
the person. Bad conscience is mobilised to induce self-owning individuals to employ their bodies in 
specific ways authorised by the will of God. Just like the Christian dispositif of personhood, the 
modern liberal dispositif hence submits human potentialities to a fictive higher entity. The active 
forces residing in the body become reactive insofar as they are expected to obey divine command 
instead of expressing their own will to power. God has not granted humankind self-ownership so 
that they could use their bodies as they liked. With self-ownership comes the duty to use it following 
God’s command.37 Locke’s liberal dispositif of personhood still relies on bad conscience to make 
people internalise the divine will. In this process, bodily potentialities become the passive instru-
ments persons have to learn to wield under divine commandments.

Personhood in Neoliberalism: Inner-Worldly Asceticism in the Twenty-First Century

As noted in the introduction, contemporary capitalism relies on the real subsumption of labour 
under capital. Capitalism’s development depends on the capture of human potentiality in processes 
of capital accumulation from the very start. Capital has to determine which potentialities are 
enacted and direct how they are enacted to ensure its survival. It thus has to mobilise discourses 
that generate consensus among the populace for the expropriation of human potentiality in the 
service of capital. It must ensure that workers do not revolt against their servitude to capital by 
rendering the subordination of living labour to capital a self-evident part of popular common sense. 
In this and the final section, I argue that the discourse of human capital theory generates this 

30See Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984).
31Locke, Human Understanding, p. 341.
32Esposito, Two, p. 114.
33Locke, Human Understanding, p. 346.
34Esposito, Persons and Things, p. 43.
35Esposito, Two, p. 115.
36Locke, Second Treatise, p. 9.
37Niklas Angebauer, ‘Property and Capital in the Person: Lockean and Neoliberal Self-Ownership’, Constellations, 27.1 (2020), 50– 

62 (p. 53).
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consensus by updating Locke’s dispositif of personhood for the context of neoliberalism. According 
to Elettra Stimilli, neoliberalism fosters an updated version of the inner-worldly asceticism Weber 
identified in modern capitalism.38 Neoliberalism imposes on individuals the duty to meticulously 
manage their lives like a business by exposing them to uncertain market fluctuations. Those who 
employ their human capital unwisely are deemed to have no one but themselves to blame for the 
negative effects of free-market competition. By thus focusing attention on individual askèsis, the 
discourse obfuscates systemic causes of socio-economic deprivation such as racism, class domina-
tion or gender bias. People internalise market imperatives as bad conscience rather than organise 
through collective struggle. By embedding human capital theory into popular common sense, 
neoliberalism renders incontestable the subsumption of labour under capital.

Esposito himself never took his genealogy of personhood into the domain of the critique of 
neoliberalism. This is not surprising, since neoliberal conceptions of subjectivity hardly refer 
explicitly to Locke’s dispositif of personhood. Neoliberals are not, like Locke, interested in meta-
physical debates about God or the human condition. Neoliberalism is not a philosophy of human 
nature but a strategic rationality that aims to steer subjective conducts.39 Bröckling correctly terms 
this a ‘hypothetical anthropology’: it does not make any claims about human nature as such but 
provides helpful abstractions to describe, predict, and manipulate the behaviour of populations.40 

Nonetheless, I argue that the ascetic effects of human capital theory on subjective conduct, as 
formulated by the Chicago School of Economics, are deeply entangled with the basic characteristics 
of Locke’s dispositif of personhood.41 The latter’s assumptions have sedimented so deep into the 
liberal mind that they are too common-sensical even to merit explicit discussion. That is why 
Stimilli proposes to study neoliberalism as a politics of inner-worldly asceticism: ‘The nexus 
between asceticism and the economy, central to Weber’s thesis, must be reinvestigated and, in 
this optic, its actuality must be rethought in order to grasp the present condition as well’.42 Human 
capital theory assumes individuals’ self-ownership over their human capital as if the bodily 
potentialities that compose human capital were an instrumental resource owned by a disembodied 
‘entrepreneur of oneself’.43 This responsibility over human capital makes subjects governable. They 
are accountable for the proper use of their resources not to God, but to the market. As Weber 
predicted, the Protestant ethic of asceticism gradually gave rise to an ascetic economy that no longer 
needs divine authorisation to enforce its norms. Free market competition thereby determines the 
proper use of one’s talents; it rewards those who have invested their human capital wisely and 
punishes those with lower earnings, unemployment, socio-economic exclusion, etc. To strengthen 
this thesis, it is helpful to outline the basic tenets of human capital theory.

The Chicago School of Economics defines capital as whatever ‘yield[s] income and other useful 
outputs over long periods of time’.44 Such a broad definition includes not only steel plants or bank 
accounts but also individuals’ intelligence, genetic endowments, work ethic, education level, and 
more. The human subject is imagined as a manager of her bodily and mental qualities that generate 
revenue over time. Human capital theory hence repeats the key tenets of Locke’s notion of self- 
ownership, even if it does not employ the language of private ownership or personhood explicitly: 
the human subject is a free disembodied being with exclusive control over an assemblage of innate 
and acquired qualities with variegated potentials for future earnings. The Chicago School repeats 

38Elettra Stimilli, Il debito del vivente: ascesi e capitalismo (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2011), p. 19.
39Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, trans. by Graham Burchell (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2008). Originally published 

as Michel Foucault, La Naissance de la Biopolitique (Paris: Gallimard/Seuil, 2004).
40Ulrich Bröckling, The Entrepreneurial Self (London: Sage, 2016), p. 50.
41Similar interpretations are to be found in Angebauer, pp. 55–56; Timothy Campbell, ‘Foucault was not a Person: Idolatry and the 

Impersonal in Roberto Esposito’s Third Person’, The New Centennial Review, 10.2 (2010), 135–50 (p. 146); and ‘Enough of a Self: 
Esposito’s Impersonal Biopolitics’, Law, Culture and the Humanities, 8.1 (2012), 31–46 (p. 33).

42Stimilli, Il debito del vivente, p. 77, my translation.
43Foucault, p. 226.
44Gary Becker, Human Capital (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1964), p. 15. For a summary, see Elettra Stimilli, Debito e colpa 

(Rome: Ediesse, 2015), pp. 197–98.
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the operation of internal division and subordination that we have now become familiar with in the 
dispositif of personhood by splitting the economic agent into an individual manager and her human 
capital and submitting the latter to the former. So, although the Chicago School does not explicitly 
use the vocabulary of personhood, its conception of subjectivity builds on similar presuppositions.

Becker approaches subjectivity from the viewpoint of the individual as a ‘utility-maximising 
agent’, i.e., someone who allocates her resources – like human capital – in a calculative rational 
fashion to maximise her individual utility and minimise disutility.45 As Stimilli observes, this means 
that ‘the element of potentiality intrinsic to human life’ becomes a direct factor of production.46 

Since the body’s potentialities are a scarce resource, the economic agent has to find the optimal way 
of allocating human capital to several mutually exclusive ends. The agent subsequently invests her 
human capital in those activities that promise the highest revenues for the lowest cost. She actualises 
the potentialities that garner the most personal gains. Labour, for instance, can be explained in 
terms of an economic agent’s rational choice to invest a minimum amount of human resources in a 
specific activity for a maximum amount of earnings.47 One chooses the job that delivers the highest 
income for the least amount of work. Becker uses this model of human agency to develop an 
‘economic approach to human behaviour’ in general capable of explaining human conduct in all 
situations. For the Chicago School, education, marriage, or crime can be described as markets in 
which rational agents allocate their human capital according to cost-benefit analyses.

This reconfiguration of human action, however, has a responsibilising effect, even if there is no 
God to hold people accountable.48 Once the subject can no longer blame her behaviour on factors 
beyond her control, she can be held accountable for her investment choices. The neoliberal 
discursive conception of subjectivity displaces systemic social problems to the individual level. 
Neoliberalism consequently looks for solutions not in social reform, but in alterations to an 
individual’s self-conduct. Since no one else is to blame for bad choices but the economic agent 
herself, the individual is supposed to internalise social requirements as guilt. Lazzarato dubs this 
‘the economic colonisation of the Freudian superego’: the psychic instance that trains human beings 
to adapt to social norms is highjacked by market imperatives.49 The subject consequently rejects all 
non-economic joys of life in favour of one’s responsibilities towards the market. Ascetic devotion to 
cold-hearted calculation overrules the pleasure principle. To see just how extreme Becker’s con-
ception of personal responsibility is, consider the following quote:

A person may be a heavy smoker or so committed to work as to omit all exercise, not necessarily because he is 
ignorant of the consequences or ‘incapable’ of using the information he possesses, but because the lifespan 
forfeited is not worth the cost to him of quitting smoking or working less intensively. [. . .] According to the 
economic approach, therefore, most (if not all!) deaths are to some extent ‘suicides’ in the sense that they could 
have been postponed if more resources had been invested in prolonging life.50

Becker claims that natural deaths are, in fact, suicides because everyone could always have invested 
more in one’s health and thereby prolong one’s lifespan. The resulting moment of death is always 
the outcome of an accumulation of free choices to invest or disinvest in one’s health. It comes hence 
as no surprise that neoliberals favour budget cuts in social welfare insofar as they incentivise 
individuals to take responsibility for their health. From Becker’s perspective, there is no justifiable 
reason for the state to alleviate the negative effects of individuals’ free health choices with public 
welfare provisions. Human capital theory consequently prescribes specific forms of conduct as 
economically rational and expects individuals to follow those standards. They must voluntarily take 

45Gary Becker, An Economic Approach to Human Behaviour (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1976), p. 5.
46Stimilli, Debito e colpa, p. 57, my translation.
47Stimilli, Il debito del vivente, pp. 72–73.
48Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, The New Way of the World, trans. by Gregory Elliott (London: Verso Books, 2013), pp. 278–80. 

Originally published as Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, La nouvelle raison du monde (Paris: La Découverte, 2010).
49Maurizio Lazzarato, The Making of the Indebted Man, trans. by Joshua David Jordan (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2012), p. 95. 

Originally published as Maurizio Lazzarato, La fabrique de l’homme endetté (Paris: Editions Amsterdam, 2011).
50Becker, Economic Approach, pp. 9–10.
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responsibility for their own human capital. From a governmental perspective, the advantage of 
human capital theory is that it renders subjects governable by constituting the economic agent as a 
subject of imputation. Underlying the actualisation of human potentialities is purportedly a utility- 
maximising agent that chooses to employ her human capital in one way and not another. It is hence 
the economic agent in control of the manifestation of her bodily potentialities that is ultimately 
responsible for her conduct. Governments can subsequently treat these subjects accordingly. If 
someone chose to underinvest in her health, not the state but the individual should supposedly bear 
the cost of this choice.

Human capital theory not only repeats the internal division and subordination from the 
dispositif of personhood. It also inherits the subjugation of the person to a higher authority that 
holds people accountable for how they govern their bodies. The neoliberal person is not only 
sovereign over the body as human capital, but also a subject of imputation vis-à-vis the market and 
the institutions that govern free-market competition. People are free to invest their human capital 
in whatever opportunity they see fit, but they are also the only ones responsible for the outcome. 
This supposed freedom thus means the freedom primarily to inner-worldly asceticism. Though 
neoliberalism promises freedom in the sense of the person’s free choice in the allocation of his 
human capital, the actual extent of this freedom is to engender accountability and 
blameworthiness.51 It makes subjects free, to afterwards blame them in case their choices do not 
pay off as expected. Bad conscience is mobilised in the service of rational economic action.

Whenever individuals are supposedly unable to conform to the standards of rational human 
capital management, the government is, in this optic, allowed to intervene and discipline indivi-
duals into conformity. Neoliberal governments, for instance, hold the unemployed responsible for 
their unemployability and hence disown them of their autonomy to control their own time and 
labour.52 They, for instance, impose strict disciplinary norms in exchange for unemployment 
benefits (‘send out x amount of job application per week’, ‘perform y hours of community service’, 
‘take a training course after z months of unemployment’). As Lazzarato infers, ‘If we buy into the 
narrative of personal responsibility and agency, then our financial insecurity and underemployment 
must be our fault’.53 To correct this fault, regimes of practices are established that govern the 
unemployed’s time and steer her towards actions that increase her employability. These mechan-
isms expropriate the individual from her free choice because she has purportedly used it ‘irrespon-
sibly’ leading to her unemployment. The neoliberal person only has sovereignty over her own 
human capital if she invests it wisely. In these instances, the hidden subjugation of the neoliberal 
person to the imperatives of free-market competition becomes manifest. The right to freely invest 
one’s human capital in diverse activities is rendered conditional upon the person’s capacity to make 
‘responsible’ use of this right.

The Triumph of Reactive Forces under Neoliberalism

Stimilli unravels a fundamental contradiction in neoliberal governmentality: it promises individual 
freedom but articulates this freedom in a competitive market environment that demands strenuous 
asceticism. Neoliberalism limits and reduces human potentiality to the potentiality to adapt to 
market imperatives.54 This supposed freedom is not synonymous with the cultivation of active 
forces but operates as a mechanism for the becoming reactive of bodily forces. Neoliberalism only 
looks like a liberating enterprise, but in fact subjugates individuals to the authority of the market. 
The person is only a responsible manager of her human capital if she successfully invests her bodily 
forces in profitable ventures. If, for example, the supply in Information Technology (IT) specialists 

51Adam Kotsko, Neoliberalism’s Demons (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2018), p. 2.
52Maurizio Lazzarato, ‘Neoliberalism in Action: Inequality, Insecurity and the Reconstitution of the Social’, Theory, Culture and 

Society, 26.6 (2009), 109–33.
53Kotsko, p. 96.
54Dario Gentili, Crisi come are di governo (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2018), p. 113.
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is low while the demand is high, a rational economic agent is supposed to invest time and energy in 
the acquisition of IT skills instead of other qualities. What potentialities are actualised or inhibited 
depends on the fluctuations of supply and demand on the free market. As De Carolis summarises, ‘it 
is simply obvious that a governmental design modelled after market mechanisms ultimately must 
lead toward a cage in which individuals are forced to adapt to imperatives of power’.55 The 
dominant prescription of human capital theory is hence not the active reshaping of the world 
according to one’s own will to power, but obedience to market demands. The passage from 
potentiality to act is not determined by the individual’s desires but by external market forces. 
Active forces thereby become reactive: they enact the will of the market by mimicking its 
fluctuations.

If individuals fail to convert their human capital into personal gains, they will have to suffer the 
consequences from this insubordination to market imperatives. Since they were ‘free to choose’, 
they are solely responsible for the outcomes.56 The price of refusing inner-worldly asceticism is thus 
permanent marginalisation. If the aforementioned person, for example, does not obey the demand 
for more IT specialists but opts for an artistic career, she must accept the lower earnings and the 
discipline of social services that come with such a risky career path. Responsibility for this decision 
is located in the individual choice itself. The effect of this responsibilisation is that individuals 
internalise market imperatives as bad conscience. Instead of cultivating one’s own will to power 
autonomously, one voluntarily enacts the potentialities the market requires. The subject adjusts her 
conduct according to what she imagines the market will need in the future. If she wants to avoid 
failure, she must learn to choose the most economically rational option spontaneously. The cage of 
neoliberal askèsis must become second nature. People learn continually and instinctively to strive to 
optimise and adapt their human capital to market demands. As Lazzarato suggests, the psychic life 
of neoliberal subjects is a continuous negotiation between the ego and the colonised superego to 
ensure a person’s ‘marketability’.57 One should choose to become an IT specialist, not because one 
wants to, but because this is the most profitable use of one’s human capital. By learning to think in 
terms of cost-benefit analyses, people eventually become the obedient managers of the human 
capital that Becker describes.

There is, however, a key difference between the accountability of the manager of one’s human 
capital and the previous instalments of the dispositif of personhood. Both divide the subject 
between a passive body and an active person accountable to a higher authority that renders their 
active forces reactive, but when God occupied this position of authority, the commandments were 
clear. The person could know in advance which potentialities to actualise or inhibit thanks to a strict 
list of directives that articulated the will of God. By proverbially memorising the Ten 
Commandments or a catechism of rules, the person knew all she had to know to lead a dutiful 
life. Market imperatives, however, do not possess the same level of clarity. It might be rational at one 
moment to invest in IT skills but, if everyone does so simultaneously or someone invents a miracle 
algorithm that renders IT specialists obsolete, the investment will have been for nothing. In the 
terminology of the Chicago School: the rate of return on human capital investments suffers from 
market uncertainty.58 Due to the future’s unpredictability, economic agents cannot perfectly know 
whether any specific decision is a good choice.

Chicago economists approach this problem through the dichotomy of risk and uncertainty.59 

Risk designates future events to which one can assign a quantitative value. They can subsequently be 
incorporated in a subject’s cost-benefit calculations. One can insure oneself against risks. Based on 

55Massimo De Carolis, Il rovescio della libertà: Tramonto del neoliberalismo e disagio della civiltà (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2017), p. 
120, my translation.

56Milton Friedman and Rose Friedman, Free to Choose: A Personal Statement (New York: Harcourt, 1980).
57Maurizio Lazzarato, Governing by Debt, trans. by Joshua David Jordan (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2015), p. 186. Originally 

published as Maurizio Lazzarato, Gouverner par la dette (Paris: Les Prairies Ordinaires, 2014).
58Becker, Human Capital, p. 92.
59Frank Hyneman Knight, Risk, Uncertainty and Profit (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971).
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previous experiences, a champagne manufacturer can, for example, predict how many bottles will 
be damaged during the production process. This cost can subsequently be calculated in advance as 
part of the general production costs. It is a determinate variable in the manufacturer’s cost-benefit 
analysis. Uncertainty, however, is the residual opaqueness of the future to which no numerical 
probability can be assigned. These uncertainties are not susceptible to prediction. No one can know 
in advance what the costs are of many employees flocking to the IT sector all at once, or what the 
probability is of someone inventing a miracle algorithm. Human capital theory hence makes 
economic agents responsible for a future they cannot adequately foresee. The returns on their 
choices depend, in no small extent, on uncertain factors beyond their control; and yet they are 
responsible for their own success.

Market uncertainty makes the self-responsibility prescribed by human capital theory particularly 
hard to bear, leading to what Berardi provocatively calls ‘an age of impotence’.60 Individuals are so 
busy adapting to ever-changing market imperatives that they lack the time and energy to combat 
their subjugation. As Lazzarato states, ‘the malady of the twenty first century manifests itself in 
depression: the powerlessness to act, to decide, to undertake projects’.61 Neoliberalism expects 
individuals to obey and internalise market imperatives, but the latter do not articulate fixed 
commandments. A wage increase in the IT sector might look like an incentive to switch careers, 
but it could also be deceptive. Only afterwards can people know whether they have made the right 
choice. They are hence partly made responsible for chance events.

The neoliberal form of personhood and its ensuing idea of bad conscience put people under 
much pressure: should one, for example, invest one’s time and energy in obtaining an IT degree or 
focus on one’s present career via, for instance, networking opportunities? Both courses of action can 
look rational within a given context but contain a high level of uncertainty. The IT degree might be 
the start of a profitable new career or a ticket to obsolescence. The networking might be a stepping 
stone to a promising future or a costly dead-end. The factors that can tip the balance in either 
direction are too opaque to inform the person’s cost-benefit analysis. The only certainty the 
individual has is that she will be responsible for the outcome. If she fails to invest her human 
capital profitably, she purportedly has made the wrong choices and will be held accountable. The 
neoliberal version of the dispositif of personhood locates the causes of this failure completely on the 
side of the individual person instead of extra-individual circumstances like market downturns or 
sheer bad luck. Instead of collectively protesting against a society that fails to provide its citizens 
with economic security, people subsequently direct their discontent inward as bad conscience. They 
feel like they have to internalise market imperatives more thoroughly and become more adaptable 
to market fluctuations. They use this bad conscience as a motivation for self-improvement.62 The 
neoliberal dispositif of personhood thereby gradually induces people to hold themselves to unfea-
sible standards, driving them to panic.63 As Berardi diagnoses,

Once the organism gets overtaxed to an unbearable degree, a panic crisis may lead to collapse, or the organism 
might detach itself from the flow of communication, manifesting a sudden psychic loss of motivation called 
depression by psychologists. [. . .] Once the organism realises that it is unable to sustain further competitive 
tension, that it is a loser in the relation that was absorbing all of its motivations [i.e., the ascetic relation to the 
self], what takes place is a sort of zero degree of the exchange relation between the conscious organism and its 
world.64

The task of self-perfection threatens to colonise everyday life with a potentially infinite number of 
self-improvement exercises. There is always one extra skill to learn, one extra networking event to 
attend, or one extra project to accept. People thereby risk overburdening themselves until they can 

60Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, Futurability: The Age of Impotence and the Horizon of Possibility (London: Verso Books, 2017), p. 33.
61Lazzarato, Governing by Debt, p. 187.
62Alain Ehrenberg, Culte de la Performance (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1991), p. 219; and Maurizio Lazzarato, Signs and Machines, trans. 

by Joshua David Jordan (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2014), pp. 53–54 [originally published in English translation].
63Berardi, Soul at Work, p. 99.
64Ibid., p. 102.
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no longer cope with the pressure. This feeling of inadequacy instigates a harmful vicious circle: 
people feel guilty because they cannot optimise their human capital but this guilt leads to inaction, 
which downgrades their motivation to cultivate their human capital even more.65 In such a climate, 
the current epidemic of depression and burnout comes as no surprise. According to Berardi, 
‘exhaustion needs to be understood and accepted as a new paradigm for social life’.66

Conclusion

The specific contribution of Italian Thought to the critique of neoliberalism concerns its focus on 
the dispossession of human potentiality. Post-operaismo stresses this problem on the level of the 
relations of production, highlighting the real subsumption of labour under capital. However, 
Esposito gives the material to disclose the discursive resources that render self-evident this 
subordination of living labour to the demands of capital. Human potentialities should express 
themselves as active forces that reshape the subject’s environment according to his will to power. 
Neoliberalism, however, employs the dispositif of personhood to transform these active forces into 
reactive forces subjugated to market imperatives. It prescribes an updated version of inner-worldly 
asceticism to subjugate individuals to uncertain market fluctuations. To defend this thesis, I have 
first explained what Esposito understands by ‘the dispositif of personhood’. The latter is a composi-
tion of force-relations that produces reactive subjects by internally dividing them between passive 
bodies and active persons responsible for the use of these bodies to a higher authority. In Christian 
theology, the subject is split between body and soul, the latter having to submit to God in order to 
merit its sovereignty over the body. The active forces that resided in the body are turned into 
reactive forces because the person is made responsible to God for his potentialities. Instead of 
expressing his own will to power, he is supposed to obey divine commandments and execute the will 
of God. This dispositif of personhood entered into the liberal political tradition via John Locke. 
Although liberalism might promise liberty and autonomy to the human subject, it renders the 
person’s self-ownership dependent on God’s evaluation of the person’s use of his bodily forces at the 
Final Judgement.

In neoliberalism, human capital theory repeats the structure of the dispositif of personhood 
without necessarily employing the same vocabulary. It splits the human subject between a passive 
substrate of human capital resources and a homo oeconomicus supposed to allocate this human 
capital rationally to the ventures that promise the highest returns on investment. The individual is 
rendered completely responsible for the outcome of these allocative decisions. If he refuses or fails 
to invest his human capital optimally, free-market competition and the institutions that support it 
are supposedly justified in disciplining the subject into submission. The subject thereby internalises 
as bad conscience market imperatives. Since the return on human capital investment partly depends 
on market uncertainty, this puts the subject under unreasonable pressure to perform under 
unpredictable circumstances. The person cannot know what course of action is the most rational 
according to cost-benefit analysis because many future costs and benefits are unknowable. Instead 
of directing this frustration outward to combat unjust relations of production, subjects direct their 
will to power inward as a bad conscience that reconfigures subjective conduct in conformity with 
neoliberal standards. This pressure eventually overstretches bad conscience until the duty of market 
adaptability terrorises the individual with unfeasible standards of self-improvement.
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