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A B S T R A C T   

This paper elaborates the notion of ungovernability as an irresolvable condition of living. It begins by identifying 
three distinct modes of ungovernability in current geographical work on Palestine: ungovernability as a failure to 
govern; as a rationale for governing; and as a technique of governing. To this we develop a further conceptualisation 
of ungovernability as a condition of living that, firstly, remains irreducible to the strategic domain of governing. 
Secondly, we argue, by drawing on prevalent geographical work on vulnerability and woundedness, that 
ungovernability constitutes an irresolvable origin of governing that, on the one hand, makes governing incapable 
of sustaining what it claims for itself, while on the other, names the starting point of a critical analysis of power. 
By placing the irresolvable ungovernability at the centre of analysis we offer, through examples drawn from our 
fieldwork in Palestine, an approach that does not reduce life at the outset to cycles of domination-resistance but 
instead approaches life and its spaces through those ways they remain irreducible to, and thus ungovernable for 
various forms of governing.   

The objective of this article is to critically examine a notion that has 
long haunted scholarly work on power and governing: ungovernability. 
Whether an implicit assumption or explicit object of inquiry, ungov
ernability has remained closely entwined with the formation, legiti
misation, and even the very possibility of governing; yet limited 
attention is given to the question of what precisely constitutes ungov
ernability. The discussion here is focused on the relationship between 
ungovernability and governing, asking in the first instance how the two 
are connected in existing scholarship on Palestine and beyond. In 
response, we identify three discernible conceptualisations of ungov
ernability in geographical and social scientific research: i) ungovern
ability as failure to govern where normative conditions of ‘good 
governing’ calibrate evaluative accounts of the functionality of gov
erning that are often further tied to the classification of states by the in/ 
ability to govern (e.g., as “failed states”, “failed practice” etc.); ii) 
ungovernability as a rationale of governing that justifies political, colonial 
and imperial interventions under the pretext of “ungovernable” terri
tories and populations. This conceptualisation is most readily detectable 
in the discourses of, on the one hand, security, surveillance, military 
occupation, mobility restrictions and sanctions, and on the other, in 
work that critiques these mechanisms of power where ungovernability is 
figured as an Orientalist logic integral to the constitution of the (post) 
colonial world (e.g., Marei et al., 2018; Said, 1978); and finally iii) 

ungovernability as a technique of governing, a more implicit formulation 
that is nonetheless prominent in the recent proliferation of work on the 
ways in which inefficiencies, failures, arbitrariness, unpredictability, 
opaqueness, chaos and so on become the very means through which 
governing operates (see Berda, 2017; Griffiths & Joronen, 2021; Handel, 
2011; Huss, 2019; Joronen, 2017b; Kotef, 2015; Mitchell & Lizotte, 
2016; Rose, 2014). Common to each of these conceptualisations is a 
tethering of the ungovernable to governing, that in some sense – strong 
or weak – ungovernability is derivative of or deviates from govern
ability: mechanisms of power are the base from which ungovernability is 
mobilised. 

In the second instance we ask how the relationship between 
ungovernability and governing can be thought anew without reducing it 
to the strategic field of power relations. We do so by drawing on recent 
geographical work around notions of vulnerability, power and in
capacity (e.g., Dekeyser et al., 2022; Hannah, 2019; Joronen & Rose, 
2021), particularly on how the idea of woundedness affords access to the 
originary problem we see as constitutive of the relationship between 
governing and ungovernability. It is this originary problem of wound
edness, we argue, that renders life simultaneously governable (i.e., 
vulnerable to governing) and ungovernable (i.e., irreducible to governing), 
thus constituting a realm that makes governing not only possible (and so 
epiphenomenal to vulnerable life) but entirely, and importantly, 
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incapable of reducing life to its multiple techniques. Life, taken as 
indelibly wounded, is thus approached as that to which governing first 
and foremost responds – thus reversing the assumptions that un/gov
ernable life is derivative of or deviates from the strategic domain of 
governing – without being able to fully overcome the ungovernable 
excess of life (see particularly Joronen & Rose, 2021). We build our main 
argument from here, suggesting not simply that governing should be 
recognised as intrinsically incapable of reducing those it targets via its 
prevalent logics of power but that, crucially, life manifests as profound 
vulnerability that on the one hand makes its forms vulnerable to power, 
while on the other sustaining life as an irreducible and ungovernable 
realm of excess. This excess, we demonstrate, is key for understanding 
governing as inherently incapable, and the life it targets as always 
constituted by an aspect that makes it irresolvably ungovernable. The 
promise of such an approach, as we further demonstrate, is twofold. For 
geographies of Palestine, our discussion offers a novel response to the 
recurrent concern that Palestinian life is too often positioned ‘as simply 
the object of the Israeli Occupation’ (Harker, 2012, 11; see also Leshem, 
2015, 36; Shakhoub-Kevorkian, 2014, 285–7). The perspective offered 
here constitutes something of a conceptual reversal that begins anew 
from the ways in which ‘ungovernable life’ remains utterly irreducible 
to the fragile forms of power and domination cast upon it (military 
occupation included). For political geographies more generally, the (re) 
conceptualisation of governing-governed presented here makes a theo
retically innovative contribution to the key question of life’s endurance 
in even the most oppressive of conditions (see e.g., Griffiths, 2022; Hage, 
2009; Joronen, 2017a; Povinelli, 2011) and the crucial move to position 
governing as epiphenomenal and responsive (and therefore always in ar
rears) to that which makes life profoundly ungovernable: the wound
edness of living (see Butler, 2015; Joronen, 2021; Joronen & Rose, 
2021). 

The discussion is organised into four main sections. In the first we 
focus on normative conceptualisations of ungovernability in political 
science (e.g., Dorff, 1996; Offe, 2013; Rose, 1979), where the two gov
erning bodies of the Palestinian Territories – the Fatah-led Palestinian 
Authority (PA) and Hamas – are measured by their capacity to govern, in 
this case as incapable of or unsuited to governing and thus as “failed” or 
“fragile” state bodies (insofar as they can be described in such terms). In 
the second section we turn our focus to ways of mobilising prominent 
tropes of security-governing-nexuses (e.g., Adey et al., 2015; Anderson 
& Adey, 2012), particularly on how the Israeli state figures the Pales
tinian population as “uncontrollable” and “ungovernable” and thus 
fundamentally in need of control, discipline and governing. We trace this 
figuring through longer trajectories of civilising “the Arabs” (Massad, 
2006; Said, 1978, 1979) and colonial biopolitics, dispossession and 
segregation since the 1948 Nakba and the 1967 occupation (Gordon, 
2008; Pappé, 2007), to the contemporary agitation of ‘undisciplinable 
subjects’ (Kotef, 2015; Kotef and Amir, 2011) and the pervasive figuring 
of Palestinians as a constant security threat (Hasso, 2005; Long, 2006; 
Merom, 1999). Thirdly, we move on to discuss the key ways that 
ungovernability functions as a technique of power, specifically where 
Israel’s governing practices mobilise purposefully arbitrary, opaque and 
in/efficient, even chaotic and seemingly inconsistent modes of govern
ing (Berda, 2017; Hammami, 2019; Shenhav & Berda, 2009). At base of 
our examination of these aspects of governing is the argument that 
power works not merely by control or coercion but – paradoxically – by 
transforming ungovernability into a technique of governing (Huss, 2019; 
Joseph, 2016; Kotef, 2015; Mitchell & Lizotte, 2016; Rose, 2014). 
Ungovernability at this stage of the discussion emerges as instrumental 
and can be characterised as an aptitude in techniques and mechanisms 
of governing that appear to fail but simultaneously produce the effects of 
control. 

What is concurrently revealed also within this third formulation is a 
recognition of ungovernability less as something for governing to 
resolve (via control, securitisation, surveillance, bureaucracy, et cetera), 
and more as an constitutive part of governing itself. While this is 

undoubtedly an important forward step from a rather limited elabora
tion of ungovernability as either failure or a call to govern (i.e., as a 
problem to be solved by governing), the instrumentalisation of ungov
ernability nonetheless remains tethered to the primacy of governing, 
and thus derivative of the machinations of power. In the fourth section 
we set aside this recurrent presumption to explore governing’s origins in 
(and as response to) woundedness – its own incapacity to resolve the 
ungovernable part of life, which always exceeds power and in this regard 
remains beyond its grasp. We do so with reference to examples from 
fieldwork in East Jerusalem and the West Bank. It is via these empirical 
contexts that we hence further highlight the key theoretical contribution 
of the article: governing is fractured and incapable of resolving the 
ungovernability of living; ungovernable life thus constitutes a primary 
realm that exceeds, escapes and precedes governing’s always- 
incomplete endeavours. 

1. Ungovernability as failure 

It was, perhaps unsurprisingly, in the midst of 1970s “crisis of the 
state” that Western political and social scientists, such as Suzanne 
Berger, Richard Rose and Claus Offe, began reflection on the growing 
use of “ungovernability” as a term to denote the incapacity of the state to 
govern (see Hager, 2012). In her review of crisis and ungovernability, 
Berger (1979), for instance, contrasted three perceived causal factors of 
failing state governance in the 1970s USA and UK contexts: overloaded 
governance, where conflicting societal needs paralyse the state; 
over-governing, in which the state intervened too readily; and in
compatibility, where the form of the state is inappropriate to address 
rapidly diversifying demands from a politicised population. Rose’s 
(1979) commentary (in which he airs misgivings about the analytical 
value of the term) incorporated issues of consent, authority and, 
crucially, effectiveness in contemporary writing on ungovernability. 
Effectiveness, Rose (1979, 354) argued, provides a node in the under
standing of the ability to govern – governability – where ‘government is 
not only about good intentions; it is also about getting things done … a 
government must be able to raise and allocate resources to meet its 
commitments of public policy’. Claus Offe (2013, 78), in turn, further 
emphasised that the ‘conditions of ungovernability’ are fundamentally 
marked by ‘a failure of governance’, where the state ‘is largely inca
pacitated as an agent of protection, as the holders of state power are 
manifestly incapable to equip themselves with the resources and arrive 
at decisions that are required to cope with issues, challenges, and crises’ 
(original emphasis). While an extensive review of these debates is quite a 
way from our scope here, the kernel of the critique posed by these works 
does set a point of departure for many of the present discussions. 

Most importantly, these normative understandings of ungovern
ability from the realist perspectives of Anglo-American political science 
have been central to contemporary categories and designations of 
“failed” or “fragile” states. The concept of state fragility, especially, has 
taken particular hold as key policy actors, such as the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the World Bank, 
have structured economic and governing policy based on evaluative 
frameworks of state capacities deemed ‘weak, vulnerable, unstable, 
insecure, in crisis, collapsed, fragmented, suspended, shadow’ (Nay, 
2013, p. 327). These descriptors denote an incapacity to meet standards 
set by an international community where, Olivier Nay (2013, 327) ar
gues, ‘‘fragile state’ is an overarching concept used by many scholars and 
analysts to depict countries where the legitimacy, authority and capacity 
of state institutions are dramatically declining, weak or broken’. Perhaps 
the most widely recognised and influential uses of fragility are repre
sented in the indexes produced by the Political Instability Task Force 
(supported by the CIA) and the Fund for Peace Failed State Index. Both 
use a wide range of indicators to measure the capacities of the state to 
maintain order and legitimacy; neither are taken seriously by critical 
scholars as anything more than universalising justifications for pre
dominantly Western interventionism (see Call, 2011; Grimm et al., 
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2014; Nay, 2013). While Palestine, as a mostly un- or partially recog
nised state (in the West), is not included in these indexes, its complex 
political geography and the State of Palestine’s varying levels of de jure 
and de facto sovereignty has made it, we show below, a rich field of 
analysis in these terms. 

The Oslo Accords (1993, 1995) established the Palestinian National 
Authority (PA) as an interim governing body formed from the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO) and Yasser Arafat’s social democratic 
party, Fatah. The Accords – in principle if not in practice – gave the PA a 
mandate to oversee the transition into full statehood with the planned 
withdrawal of Israel from the West Bank and Gaza. A full twenty-six 
years on from Oslo and the PA now governs only fragments of the 
West Bank while Hamas has been in power in Gaza since the 2006 
elections. Though Israel withdrew settlements from Gaza in 2005, it still 
maintains control of Gaza’s airspace, and land and sea access (partly 
with Egypt), and hence the movement of all people and goods. In direct 
contravention of the Fourth Geneva Convention, in the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem Israel has continued to expand its settlements to a pop
ulation of 640,000 Jewish Israeli citizens, compared to 120,000 in the 
mid-1990s (Peace Now, 2021). The PA comes closest to sovereignty in 
Area A (comprising the urban centres with area of around 14% of the 
West Bank), yet it does not control, for instance, air space, technological 
infrastructure, utility grids, trade, taxation, or access to the important 
water aquifers or subterranean resources (the ~200,000 people who live 
in the West Bank’s 19 refugee camps fall under UNRWA’s mandate) 
(Makdisi, 2010; Weizman, 2007). 

Even this very brief survey relays something of the complex juridico- 
political geography of exceptions and grey areas that undermine the 
decision-making and implementation capacities of the PA. In the 
simplest terms: the PA has no authority in Gaza, East Jerusalem or in 
Area C (~62%) of the West Bank (including Israeli settlements and seam 
zones); it has very limited authority in Area B, where the Israeli military 
controls security; it has a more tangible presence in Area A (~14% of the 
West Bank) where the State of Palestine exists in a juridical form. These 
generalisations hold more or less true with the important corrective that 
Palestinian sovereignty is frail, even in Area A (and H1),1 where Israeli 
military, police and settlers make constant and violent incursions. As a 
result, as Sophie Richter-Devroe (2018, 55) notes, ‘Palestinians cannot 
rely on their own quasi-government to shield them from Israeli viola
tions of their basic rights’, which is particularly the case in Area C, where 
Palestinians must seek protection and rights from the very same state 
that violates them in the first place (Hammami, 2016). This key in
capacity of the PA is, unsurprisingly and justifiably, an object of prom
inent scholarly inquiry in Palestine: Neve Gordon (2008, 192) tracks the 
PA’s inability to ‘provide basic services to its citizenry’, its ‘loss of 
legitimacy’ and ‘reduction of its power as an independent political 
actor’, while Toufic Haddad’s (2018, 147) in-depth research into the 
political economy of the occupation details how the PA ‘would come to 
functionally act as a subcontractor to the devolved responsibilities that 
Israel sought to shed’ – including economically costly and politically 
damaging functions to do with security (e.g., detention and intelligence) 
– ‘none of which were enough to fulfil Palestinians rights or expecta
tions’ (see also Clarno, 2017). From different perspectives and at 
different stages since the Oslo Accords, the (in)ability of the PA to 
govern has been subject to critique in the context of a full range of both 
exogenous and endogenous factors: Israeli targeting of infrastructure 

(Weinthal & Sowers, 2019), legal and spatial delimitations (Makdisi, 
2010, 84–89), Western donor influence (Haddad, 2016) and a lack of 
economic nous (Saleh, 2008), to name but a few. Ungovernability on 
these terms might better be rendered “ungovern-ability” for the way that 
it is tied to a contextualised inability of the state to govern. 

Outside of academia, this formulation of ungovernability has become 
prominent for national and international policy makers where Palestine 
is frequently referred to in terms of a “failing” or “fragile” state (or 
“entity” where statehood is not recognised). To give just two prominent 
examples: the OECD States of Fragility Report (2015, 9) includes ‘West 
Bank and Gaza Strip’2 in its matrix of ‘fragile states and economies’, 
identifying “conflict” as a principal factor, while the World Bank’s 
(2015, 4) report on aid management – a 22-page document in which 
Israel is not mentioned once – cites the PA for an ‘inconsistency and 
fragmentation of reporting, and lack of a unified and trusted system’ for 
donors and international partners in work towards the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals. It is not an intention to foreclose the PA and Hamas 
from criticism here but rather to extract a consistent logic in 
policy-orientated evaluations of governing as capacity where Palestine is 
measured against matrices of ‘basic state functions’ such as the ‘insti
tutional capacity to prevent and adapt to shocks and disasters’ (OECD, 
2015) in ways that, perhaps predictably, reduce the contextual factor of 
Israel’s occupation to the status of “conflict”, if it is not absented 
altogether. 

This logic is pushed, even more predictably, to new levels in the 
publications of influential right-wing think tanks and academic journals 
that adopt a strong pro-Israel stance. Examples include the numerous 
quasi-academic institutes attached to universities in Israel and the 
United States such as the Hoover Institution at Stanford University 
whose outputs set Israel’s “defensive” military strategies against the 
‘ungovernable spaces’ of “Arab aggressors” (Henriksen, 2007, 40 cited 
in Graham, 2011, 251) and the Washington Institute for Near East Policy 
whose Policy Focus reports commonly take “Arab state failure” as an 
object of analysis. To provide one illustrative instance, Michael Eisen
stadt’s confident The Palestinians: Between State Failure and Civil War 
(2007, 6) begins with the assertion that ‘the most important function of 
any government is to provide for the security and welfare of its citizens’ 
and contests: ‘the clearest sign that the PA has failed in this area is what 
Palestinians refer to as the “state of insecurity” in the territories, char
acterised by “the four Fs”: fawda (chaos), fitna (internal strife), falatan 
(lawlessness), and fassad (corruption)’. 

This figuring of Palestinian ungovernability as an internally pro
duced inability to govern – and failure of governing – is prevalent also 
within the more “scholarly” work published in the field of strategic 
military studies in journals such as Israeli Affairs, Journal of Military 
Ethics and Israel Studies. Writing in the first, Kobi Michael’s (2017, 388) 
analysis of ‘the PA’s development as a failing entity’ conceptualises ‘a 
vicious cycle [that] perpetuates itself: the institutional weakness in
creases fragmentation, and the fragmentation further weakens the in
stitutions and their legitimacy, a situation liable to perpetuate 
authoritarian regimes, even those suffering from chronic failure’. Ulti
mately responsible for this failure, Michael explains (2017, 400), is ‘the 
conduct of the Palestinian leadership in the two decades since the Oslo 
Accords as well as the endogamous [sic] features (social, cultural and 
political) of Palestinian society’ (emphasis added). The examples here 
and in similar analyses situate ungovernability on the level of the state 
(insofar as the state is recognised) as a problem more or less endogenous 
to the in/capacity of Palestinian (state) bodies to govern. 

1 Hebron, the largest city in the West Bank (pop. ~220,000), is subject to a 
different order of zoning mandated by the Hebron Protocol (1997) that divides 
the centre of the at the centre of the city into H1 (denoting PA control) and H2 
(Israeli control). The “temporary” arrangement was to reflect city’s unique 
distinction of having Israeli settlements situated within the centre of urban 
Palestinian settings. The city of Hebron is well known for the proximity be
tween Palestinians and settlers and as a site of increased tension and violence 
(see Griffiths, 2017). 

2 ‘Palestine’ is not used in reports by the OECD where ‘the statistical data for 
Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli au
thorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of 
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank 
under the terms of international law’ (OECD, 2015, p. 4). Israel is one of the 36 
member states of the OECD. 
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Such limited perspectives need little further discussion. The purpose 
of reviewing this work is to set it at the sharp end of a broader discourse 
in which ungovernability is located in Palestine as, or close to, “the state 
is incapable of governing”. As we have demonstrated in this section, this 
conceptualisation, whether implicit or explicit, is prevalent across a 
range of literatures – from insightful critique of the post-Oslo State of 
Palestine (e.g., Haddad, 2016) to the indexes of international gover
nance organisations that measure state fragility and failure (e.g., OECD, 
2015) and the outputs of conservative think tanks and pro-Israel aca
demic journals (e.g., Eisenstadt, 2007; Michael, 2017) – whose share in 
the intellectual legacy of normative approaches in political science is 
detectable in recourse to governing as in/capacity. Ungovernability in 
this sense relates to a deficiency and the commensurate conceptualisa
tion of governing is less as a technique or ‘art of governing’, but a 
structural arrangement derived from the state, its institutions, and their 
inabilities, incapacities and failures. 

2. Ungovernability as a rationale for governing 

A second discernible evocation of ungovernability is applied to 
people and space – or to that which is governed – as an ungovernable 
population and territory in need of governing. Ungovernability in this 
sense is very much configured as a pretext or a rationale for governing. 
This production of “ungovernable Palestinians” can be traced back to at 
least the colonial period of the British mandate where Palestine was 
framed as an ungovernable space in need of (colonial) intervention. This 
is exemplified in a vast discourse from the British parliament and 
Colonial Office on ‘The Palestine Problem’ (see Ghandour, 2009; Hollis, 
2016) in which ‘the Arab States’, in the words of Prime Minister David 
Lloyd George speaking in 1921, were figured as ‘absolutely free from 
control’ whose people ‘have not for hundreds of years had control of 
these States … [“the Arabs”] are not a coherent people, they are tribal’ 
(cited in Regan, 2017, p. 79; see also Khalidi, 2007; Pappé, 2007; Said, 
1979). Contemporaneously and in concert, a key rhetoric of the Zionist 
Organisation was to accentuate the trope of Palestine as a land ‘free from 
control’, as is evident in Chaim Weizmann’s 1918 correspondence with 
the British Foreign Secretary, Alfred Balfour in which he warns of the 
‘treacherous nature of the Arab’ and that ‘the Arabs have to be “nursed” 
lest they should stab the Army in the back. The Arab, quick as he is to 
gauge a situation, tries to make the most of it. He screams as often as he 
can and blackmails as often as he can’ (cited in Said, 1981, 26–27). 
Weizmann repeats over and over that “the Arabs” are given to treachery 
and therefore must be governed (“nursed”) most assertively. For a time 
(1918–1948), ungovernability was met via the “tutelage” of the British 
Mandate for Palestine whose advanced colonial structures of govern
ment would govern a population ‘not yet able to stand by themselves 
under the strenuous conditions of the modern world’ (League of Nations, 
1920). Weizmann would serve as the first president of the new Israeli 
state from 1949 to 52. 

The origins and effects of these orientalist geographies are, thanks to 
Edward Said (1978, 1992) and others (e.g., Massad, 2007), by now well 
documented and it is beyond our scope to re-cover them here, aside from 
drawing emphasis on the figuring of “The Palestine Problem” as one of 
‘restive natives’ (Hollis, 2016, p. 5) requiring the intervention of 
“advanced nations”. In this way, various powerful actors – from the 
British Government and the Zionist Organisation to the League of Na
tions – re-iterated articulations of ungovernability and positioned 
themselves as suitable responses, thus mobilising the notion of ungov
ernability as integral to the unmaking and re-making of (post)colonial 
space (Berda, 2020; Dewachi, 2017).3 The British promise to establish ‘a 

national home for the Jewish people’ in Palestine while disregarding the 
rights of the indigenous Palestinian inhabitants led to growing Arab 
resistance in the latter part of the 1920s and throughout 1930s – a 
movement that the British not only recognised in a series of commissions 
and reports into ‘Palestine disturbances’ (Khalidi, 2007), but also sup
pressed by force.4 The most significant of these investigations, the 1937 
Peel Commission, resulted in, as historian Laura Robson (2017, 113) has 
assiduously documented, ‘a nearly four-hundred-page report detailing 
the increasingly violent and hostile conditions on the ground’ in which 
the growing conflict is figured as a ‘deep-rooted … disease’ and that the 
claims of both sides by that point had become ‘irreconcilable’ (Peel 
Commission, 1937, cited in Robson, 2017, pp. 113, 115; see also Allen, 
2020, pp. 71–101). The declaration of the State of Israel just over a 
decade later brought an amount of conciliation for the settler commu
nities, but not for Palestinians, 750,000–800,000 of whom were forcibly 
displaced from their homes and land during the Nakba (e.g. Falah, 1996; 
Khalidi, 1997, pp. 136–9; Pappé, 2007, pp. 1–28). Since 1948, the Pal
estinians who remained – and since 1967 for those who took refuge in 
the West Bank and Gaza – have been the object of evolving, multifarious 
and sophisticated modes of governing a ‘recalcitrant’ population (Gor
don, 2008). 

This brief but representative genealogy aims to amplify the colonial 
antecedents of the pervasive contemporary pretext, or rationale for 
justifying (security, surveillance, military, administrative) interventions 
through the rhetorical figures of ungovernability. Israel’s massive 
infrastructure of security and surveillance is premised on a set of justi
fications that renders Palestinians a constant security threat where the 
‘security fence’ (Separation Wall), ‘check terminals’ (checkpoints) and 
the vast permit bureaucracy are built, to use the words of Israel Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs (2019), as a ‘defensive, temporary, passive and 
effective measure against terrorism’. Crucially, this justification is not 
only a call to the ungovernability of a population given to terroristic acts 
but also to a failure – or ungovernability in the sense set out in the 
previous section – of the PA: ‘the fence is being built only because of 
terrorism, and the refusal of the Palestinian Authority to fight it’ (Israel 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2019; emphasis added). At all turns this 
‘refusal’ of the Palestinian people – an ungovernable population – is 
evoked as the rationale for governing: 

It is Palestinian terrorism – backed by an authoritarian regime and 
supported by the most dangerous terrorist organizations and terrorist 
sponsoring states in the Middle East – that is the threat and the 
catalyst of conflict in the region. Terrorism has forced Israel to take 
the defensive step of building an anti-terrorist fence (Israel Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, 2019) 

Israeli political discourse is replete with such – by now familiar – 
figuring of Palestinians as ‘the world’s premier “terrorists”’ (Abu-Laban 
& Bakan, 2019, 29). This commonplace political vernacular enables a 
former Israeli Defense Forces Chief of Staff to claim ‘the Palestinian 
threat harbours cancer-like attributes’ (Moshe Ya’alon quoted by Shavit, 
2002); a Minister of Justice to argue that ‘the mothers of martyrs … 
should follow their sons, nothing would be more just. They should go, as 
should the physical homes in which they raised the snakes. Otherwise, 
more little snakes will be raised there’ (Ayelet Shaked quoted in Thar
oor, 2015) and a belligerent Prime Minister to reason the Separation 
Wall, for the most part running within the West Bank, a necessity to 
‘defend [Israel] against the wild beasts’ (Benjamin Netanyahu quoted in 
Khoury & Ravid, 2016). In each of these (few of many) examples, the 

3 On the relations between European colonialism and Zionism see Joseph 
Massad’s (2006, 13–40) analysis of the “post-colonial” colony and Fayez 
Sayegh’s 1968 speech to the United Nations General Assembly, 791 (discussed 
in Allen, 2019). 

4 With this we refer particularly to the British reaction to the 1936–1939 
‘Arab Revolt’, and the following reports and commissions: The Shaw Commis
sion (Report of the Commission on the Palestine Disturbances of August 1929) 
(1929); The Hope Simpson Enquiry (officially: Report on Immigration, Land 
Settlement and Development) (1930); and The Peel Commission (Palestine 
Royal Commission) (1937). 
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threat to Israel’s national security is evoked as ‘exceptional’, part of a 
symbiotic relationship with oppressive forms of militarism and gover
nance (Merom, 1999). 

Israel’s practices of governing in Palestine are thus indelibly con
nected to the curated and exaggerated figure of a threatening and un
controllable population – ‘the masked Arab, the Kufiyya, the stone- 
throwing Palestinian’, in Edward Said’s (2006, 3) words. As Jasbir 
Puar (2018, 18) notes in Terrorist Assemblages ‘the very logic that feeds 
the Israeli state’s rationalisation and justification of its occupation of 
Palestine and its horrific treatment of Palestinians’ is the ‘purported 
barbarity and unhumanness of the backward, fundamentalist 
Muslim-Palestinian suicide-bomber-terrorist’. What is key here is that 
ungovernability emerges as a condition of governing, much in the same 
vein as recent debates in Political Geography (Marei et al., 2018; Saberi, 
2019) and elsewhere (Dewachi, 2017). As Fouad Marei et al. (2018, 
176) have convincingly argued, ‘the designation of “ungovernable” is 
itself an instrument of rule [that] … enables the exercise of exceptional 
power’. This is undoubtedly part of the story in Palestine where the 
amplified potentials of “ungovernable” “wild beasts” sustain Israel’s 
occupation and wider settler colonial project. The elaboration of 
ungovernability in this way enables a critique, as it does for Lisa 
Bhungalia (in Marei et al., 2018, 180), of ‘the ways in which almost any 
activity, behaviour, or speech that challenges [Palestinians’] subjugated 
position within the current political order is scripted as a security 
threat’. At each scale, the analytical focus on ungovernability facilitates 
important critique on the ways that a population’s and/or territory’s 
disorderliness, unruliness, unpredictability and so forth are harnessed to 
rationales of governing, and are thus a crucial element of justifying and 
conducting governing itself. Ungovernability in this sense is located at 
the level of population and territory and becomes an instrument of rule 
that justifies security interventions, surveillance, military violence, 
permits, profiling and colonial expansion; namely, the various forms of 
governing Palestine and Palestinians. As Rema Hammami (2015, 13) 
aptly concludes, ‘even when Palestinians do not overtly resist, Israeli 
sovereign power needs its colonial subjects to actively embody their 
status as ungovernable ontological threats – indeed to constantly 
perform it’. In this sense, ungovernability can be understood as a 
rationale for governing precisely because the people are framed as un
governable and thus in need of governing. 

3. Ungovernability as a technique of governing 

In this section we expand further the notion of ungovernability by 
explicating how it has been instrumentalised as a technique of govern
ing. We do so by discussing prevalent works on Israel’s practices of 
governing in Palestine, where governing functions not only through 
effective control or determined coercion but actually – and paradoxi
cally – by incorporating an aspect of ungovernability into governing. We 
thus posit this aspect as integral to the function of governing to the extent 
that a shift from thinking ungovernability as “failure” or as “a rationale 
for governing” towards “ungovernability as governing” can serve as an 
analytical descriptor of various forms of governing – including, but not 
limited to, inefficiencies, failures, arbitrariness, unpredictability, 
opaqueness and the engendering of chaotic conditions. What emerges, it 
follows, is a mode of ungovernability that does not pose a problem for 
governing to resolve but one that can be instrumentalised to the ends of 
governing. 

The incorporation of ungovernability into governing is in no way an 
uncommon occurrence. A swathe of research in geography, interna
tional relations and anthropology – as well as reports from NGOs and 
Human Rights Organisations (e.g., Machsomwatch, 2004) – provides 
details of the ways that Palestinians are subject to unclear (Berda, 2017), 
inefficient (Burgis-Kasthala, 2020) unpredictable (Hammami, 2015; 
Kotef, 2015), unknowable (Kotef & Amir, 2011), uncertain (Griffiths & 
Joronen, 2021), chaotic (Peteet, 2017) and/or ‘slow motion’ (Joronen, 
2017b; Harker, 2012) practices of governing. Yael Berda’s account of 

Israel’s permit system, to focus on one important example, meticulously 
tracks the proliferation of bureaucracies whose slow and often frus
trating processes – where permits from the ICA are required for an 
ever-expanding range of activities: travel, construction, employment – 
function through ‘effective inefficiency’ (2018, 35) which, by design or 
not, ‘achieve[s] two important results for governing in the West Bank: to 
create Palestinian dependency on the administrative system – to 
construct, maintain, and widen the scope of monitoring and control – 
and to create uncertainty, disorientation, and suspicion within Pales
tinian society’. In line with Berda, Mikko Joronen (2017b) has addi
tionally shown how such endless administrative processes, often tied to 
long legal proceedings, engender spaces of waiting which not only force 
Palestinians to constantly deal with all manner of bureaucratic imposi
tions, but which in the end do not remove but maintain the vulnera
bilities and unjust conditions that necessitated these processes in the 
first place (see also Joronen, 2021). Focused on checkpoint permits, 
Griffiths and Repo (2020, 2021) have similarly documented the 
drawn-out and unpredictability of governing formations that not only 
control the commute of Palestinian male labourers but also delineate 
women’s participation in social and political life. In each instance, the 
slow and inefficient processes of governing cannot be said to denote 
failure; they are rather integral to the very operationality of governing. 

This dynamic of power, as Julie Peteet (2017) has carefully tracked, 
is closely related to the question of mobility in the West Bank. Travelling 
through the ubiquitous checkpoints, Peteet writes (2017, 19), entails 
negotiating a space where ‘the regulations governing passage can 
change every day, on the same day, or at periodic intervals, so that just 
when one gets used to a certain pattern of movement, it changes … 
Unpredictability, humiliation, and the omnipresent anticipation of 
violence are the only sure things’. For Peteet the arbitrary and unpre
dictable nature of governing is hence integral to how checkpoints 
function: ‘calibrated chaos [is] crafting spaces of disorder that [are] 
themselves a form of rule’ (Peteet, 2017, p. 19). As Hagar Kotef and 
Merav Amir (2011) have shown in further detail, checkpoints are spaces 
that produce Palestinian bodies as undisciplined in a way that “justifies” 
violence against them and, ultimately, the very control that checkpoints 
present (see also Griffiths & Repo, 2018; Kotef, 2015; Tawil-Souri, 
2011). The production of undisciplined bodies takes place, for instance, 
by using unmarked “imaginary lines” inside checkpoints – whose 
crossing can lead to disciplinary consequences. Kotef and Amir (2011, 
65) conclude that the function of such technologies of control is ulti
mately to fail: ‘failure produces Palestinians passing through the 
checkpoint as undisciplinable, and hence as subjects whose occupation 
is justifiable, if not necessary’. Failure is thus built into the governing 
technology, not only as a key part of its operational logic, but also, and 
crucially, as its own justification. 

These dynamics, however, are not limited to checkpoint technolo
gies. As Michal Huss (2017) has argued, the mapping procedures used by 
the IDF in the occupied territories where Palestinian houses are sur
veyed for demographic data are constantly collected anew without 
archiving. In this regard, inefficiency and mapping failures – in the 
shape of unprocessed or lost data – is mobilised to maintain this specific 
mapping practice as a technique of governing that repeatedly performs 
the hierarchical categorisation between the occupying force and the 
occupied population. Unpredictability, in turn, has played a key role in 
how Palestinians’ access to grazing and farmlands is arbitrarily granted 
(e.g., Joronen, 2021), and in the ways that Israeli surveillance operates 
in the occupied territories (e.g., Handel, 2011). Such uncertainties can 
be seen less as ways of governing and more as a process of gov
ernmentalisation in which a field of ominous and arbitrary possibilities 
functions to manage the anticipatory conduct of Palestinians (Griffiths & 
Joronen, 2021; Joronen & Griffiths, 2019). From this perspective, un
certainty and associated affects (fear, anxiety, worry, anger), are man
ufactured via bureaucratic processes that are purposefully opaque or 
whose material effects (for instance in the context of demolition orders) 
are highly unpredictable. In these practices of governing uncertainty 
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becomes a key logic of producing self-governing and anticipating sub
jects who must navigate opaque, uncertain, and unpredictable pro
cesses. Bodies become more sensitive to highly threatening and violent 
possibilities and thus navigate as best they can, often making decisions 
that have grave consequences for demographics, mobility, everyday 
dwelling and general social and political life in Palestine. Time and 
again it is the case that the apparent dysfunction of governing mecha
nisms – inefficiency, unpredictability, arbitrariness, etc. – is exactly that 
which makes governing function towards the various measures of 
control. 

In the work discussed in this section, the dynamics of power are 
marked by a resemblance to “ungovernability as failure”, but with the 
crucial difference that rather than denoting an incapacity – or failure – to 
be resolved, ungovernability is moved at the very heart of the function of 
governing. There is resonance in this respect with the negative register 
of governing that in current geographical work is either marked by 
absence or withdrawal of governing/state bodies (e.g., Ramadan & 
Fregonese, 2017; Rose, 2014), or as a mode of neglect, infrastructural 
degradation and violent inaction (e.g., Davies et al., 2017; Dewachi, 
2017; Squire, 2015), each of which function to install and/or maintain 
insecure, precarious and violent spaces. While several of these works 
could be seen as offering an additional aspect for thinking ungoverning 
as a power technique, more importantly they also raise, though often 
implicitly, a question of what conditions govern in the first place. From 
this viewpoint, and as an emergent body of work in geography is moved 
to explore (e.g., Bissell et al., 2021; Dekeyser & Jellis, 2020; Harrison, 
2015; Rose, 2014), there is a conceptual turnabout revealed in what 
ultimately fragments, undoes, incapacitates and limits governing. That 
there is a limit to governing thus gives rise to the issue of an inex
haustible element that evades the fantasies of (always capable and 
effective) governing. This is an important conceptual intervention for 
the fact that ungovernability is here the orientating factor of attempts at 
control, and it is simultaneously the elusive factor to which it can only be 
an incomplete response. It is to this aspect of ungovernability that we turn 
in the next section. 

4. Ungovernable life: irresolvable ungovernability 

To properly address the entanglement of governing and what we 
term “irresolvable ungovernability”, we wish to finally turn our focus to 
what we see as the constitutive for their entanglement: namely, to 
woundedness. The woundedness of life, we show, not only redefines the 
very question to hand (of ungovernability) but also creates the primary 
tension we perceive as crucial for thinking ungovernability as a condi
tion that remains utterly irresolvable. The first step in (re)thinking the 
irresolvability of ungovernability is thus to understand how the notion 
of woundedness reframes the entire discussion so far. At base, even 
despite important contrasts, the modes of ungovernability as failure, 
rationale or technique are each anchored in what governing does; that is, 
how governing instrumentalises or resolves ungovernability within the 
strategic field of power. The analytical (or evaluative) focus, in other 
words, falls on the capacities and power that governing claims for itself. 
It is this focus (on power/capacity) that we wish to question by 
approaching ungovernability as an irresolvable aspect of woundedness 
that constantly evades the claims of governing. Woundedness thus calls 
forth the in/capacities of governing, not merely as responsive and thus a 
secondary phenomenon, but as a particular set of responses that remain 
irresolvably bound up with that which undoes them. 

It is along these lines that we wish to further elaborate the notion of 
ungovernability as an irresolvable part of governing. This entails, firstly, 
(re)thinking governing as intrinsically incapable of subsuming ungov
ernability and so as a realm constantly bound to reproduce itself and its 
claims for governing. Secondly, such an approach recognises life’s pro
found ungovernability, one which cannot be reduced to the prevalent 
logics of (incomplete, incapable and responsive) governing. These two 
conditions – the ungovernability of life and the incapacity of power – 

create the key tension for understanding ungovernability as an irre
solvable part of governing. 

Our move to open the notion of ungovernability in these two di
rections is influenced by a number of theoretical factors that coalesce 
around a recognition of life’s inherent irreducibility to practices of 
governing and so of power’s inherent impotence. On the incapacity of 
governing, for example, it serves to recall that, as Michel Foucault 
(2015, 228) consistently cautioned, power should not be taken as 
‘monolithic’: ‘[i]t is never entirely controlled from a certain point of 
view by a certain number of people. At every moment it is in play in little 
singular struggles, with local reversals, regional defeats and victories, 
provisional revenges’. In fact, Foucault (1989, 258) went so far as to 
suggest in one of his interviews that power should be considered 
‘impotent’ as it constantly needs to seek new ‘power relationships’ and 
‘systems of control’. While there is obviously more to Foucault’s ana
lyses of power and governing (see Foucault, 2007, 2014; Legg, 2016, 
2019), what we wish to emphasise here firstly is that, from the view
point of governing the fact that power is in continual renewal reveals not 
only power’s own incompleteness and impotence but precisely its in
capacity to resolve ungovernability. In other words, there remains an un
governable aspect to power that it constantly seeks to capture without 
ever fully doing so. 

Pushing this further, and shifting our focus from the character of 
governing to the subject of governing, there is the consideration – this 
time elaborated in the works of Giorgio Agamben (2017) as a critique of 
Foucault’s reluctance to situate ungovernability ‘beyond states of 
domination and power relations’ – that in the governmental processes of 
‘subjectification’, there necessarily remains an ungovernable irreduc
ibility that constitutes ‘the beginning and, at the same time, the van
ishing point of every politics’ (Agamben, 2009, p. 24). For Agamben 
(2017, 1125), Foucault’s aversion to seeing beyond the ‘horizon of 
governmentality’ forecloses the potential of a ‘zone of ethics entirely 
subtracted from strategic relationships, of an ungovernable that is situ
ated beyond states of domination and power relations’ [our emphasis]. 
The ungovernability of life is hence something that exceeds aims to 
govern; it is a ‘vanishing point’, because, ultimately, ungovernability 
will never be entirely subsumed within formations of power. Here 
ungovernability is not produced, either discursively (e.g., Said, 1978) or 
via tactics aimed at (in)discipline (Kotef & Amir, 2011); it is not some
thing that gains form in governing but something that remains on the 
point of excess. Ungovernability is, in this regard, a condition that ex
ceeds mechanisms of control (Joronen & Rose, 2021), importantly also 
preceding them to the extent of forming their irresolvable source of 
impotency and incapacity (Agamben, 2017; Heron, 2011). 

Taking our lead from these theoretical contributions we consider 
ungovernability an irresolvable excess that emerges from the funda
mental prevalence of woundedness – from the incapacity (of power) to 
resolve the ungovernability (of living). Ungovernability’s relationship to 
woundedness can thus be understood in line with the two overlapping 
conditions referred to above: the incapacity of power and the ungov
ernability of life. To start from the former, woundedness names that 
which renders the attempt to govern life incapable of preserving what it 
claims for itself. In this regard woundedness makes power incapable of 
reducing life to its multiple techniques and ends. Life, in other words, 
remains always inexhaustible to what targets it and in this regard is 
indelibly ungovernable. Yet, ungovernability is never a mere trait of 
power’s woundedness, a simple by-product of its impotency (as Foucault 
hints at above). Life similarly contains a profound aspect of wounded
ness, one which makes life vulnerable to various techniques of power 
but by doing so also renders power responsive to woundedness to the 
extent that power can only remain effective so long as the life it aims to 
govern is vulnerable to its techniques and formations. The woundedness 
of life is that which both precedes (i.e., makes power responsive to the 
originary condition of life’s woundedness) and exceeds power (i.e., 
makes life irresolvably ungovernable). 

This is not a merely theoretical perspective; it also enables an 
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important understanding of the relations between governing and 
ungovernability in specific examples drawn from fieldwork conducted 
in recent years in East Jerusalem and the West Bank.5 The first of these is 
focused on the ubiquitous checkpoints that control the movement of 
Palestinians that, as we note above, function via modes of ungovern
ability as failure, as rationale and as technique (see Hammami, 2015; 
Kotef & Amir, 2011). The additional mode that we argue for and 
explicate here is evident in an often noted but not expanded dynamic to 
checkpoint movements: it is notoriously slow when security checks are 
arbitrarily intensified, while at other times it is accelerated as checks are 
(arbitrarily) lax, and even occasionally non-existent. While this might 
seem an inconsequential point, a closer look at Palestinians’ interactions 
with these rhythms of security infrastructure leads towards an under
standing of ungovernability as an irresolvable part of governing. To this 
end, two brief vignettes from research into checkpoints on the southern 
and eastern peripheries of Jerusalem follow: Vignette #1: a man from 
Bethlehem Governorate talked about how “even with a permit you never 
know what he or she [checkpoint staff] will decide, you hope there is a 
good mood because if there isn’t then you probably don’t pass, but 
maybe you do”. He then continued: “but I try to avoid the Russian sol
diers and the Druze soldiers, they are the most angry and make you wait 
every time – or send you back – everyone knows that – some of the others 
are not ‘nice’ but [they are] less angry”; Vignette #2: a taxi driver, who 
uses checkpoints between Jerusalem and Bethlehem on a daily basis, 
gave a tour of different ones, explaining at a first stop: “this one is a 
private one, it’s easy to pass here [in a car] because they don’t even look 
so if I have time to drive this way, I do”. At the second stop he described 
another as “a lot more difficult” but with the important detail: “but there 
was a squad change [military staff rotation] so for the next three months 
there is a new commander and we don’t know how it will be”. At a third 
checkpoint he recounted “they know me here and even with passengers 
they never check anything”. 

Evident in these short vignettes is a complex texture of not only how 
governing works but of the ungovernable excess in what checkpoints 
target in the first place: the movement of (Palestinian) life. A first point 
is that there is an inconsistent efficacy to a formation of governing that 
claims to enable the ‘speedy and efficient security checks in a minimum 
of time’ (Israeli Civil Administration, 2005). Whatever the investments 
of power – in terms of capital, infrastructure, bureaucracy, etc – the 
intended target remains able to avoid an “angry” soldier or a “difficult” 
checkpoint and therefore to seek to exploit the weak(er) points that give 
the lie to governing’s pretentions to control in complete form. There is a 
resonance here with what Achille Mbembe (2019, 26) has noted more 
generally on colonial modes of governing: ‘[they are] anything but 
systems endowed with an absolute coherence … [i]mprovisation, ad hoc 
reactions in the face of unforeseen situations, and, very often, infor
mality’. While such ‘porosity and segmentarity’, as Mbembe continues, 
might further speak of power as always distributed to different points – 
in Foucault’s words cited above: ‘singular struggles’, ‘local reversals, 
and ‘regional defeats and victories’ – it is not our aim to underplay the 
systematic violence of colonial regimes by reading them as fragile but 
rather to point out something more profound beyond the strategic 
realm. Power does not simply fail in the ways we describe in the sections 
above; rather it is inherently incapable of grasping that which always 
exceeds and remains beyond its scope, beyond its own claims: ungov
ernable life. It is in this regard that power is incapable of preserving 
what it claims for itself, whether we see these claims in overt form (i.e., 
“speedy and efficient security checks”) or the more pernicious un
derpinnings of colonial subjugation. 

A second example serves to further illustrate the notion of ungov
ernability as an irresolvable part of governing. On ground slightly above a 
small West Bank village, in a familiar arrangement of space in Area C 
(more on such arrangements, see Falah, 2003), an Israeli settlement has 
expanded in Palestinian territory, gradually restricting the village’s 
residents’ access to resources (e.g., water) and land for agriculture and 
grazing livestock. The encroachment of the settlement has reached the 
point that the arable land available for the village is reduced to around 
four dunams near to a dividing fence that separates the two commu
nities. In the last two years the settler community has used its vertical 
advantage (see Weizman, 2007) to divert wastewater from its drain 
infrastructure to this piece of land where – on the first occasions – the 
mixture of human and detergent (chemical) waste seeped into the soil. 
At this stage, some younger trees died or were damaged but more 
established ones were nurtured back to good health. Then, as it was 
recounted by a resident of the village during fieldwork, “we noticed then 
that this happened again, always on the same day and also after Jewish 
holidays … and we [also] noticed that the water was dirty but then 
became clean”. With these important facts on the timing and quality of 
the water, a shallow canal was devised that diverted the discharge for 
different ends: “it was ok [when dirty] for the bushes in the valley and 
when it was clear it was ok for the [fruit and olive] trees”. For a com
munity desperately short of water, the semi-regular dumping of water 
has contributed to different effects: the orchard on the higher land yields 
produce for the community and market while the more verdant foliage 
below serves as storage for farming equipment that is best kept from the 
view of the settler vigilantes who occasionally sabotage Palestinian tools 
of sustenance. We admittedly cannot be sure of the precise contribution 
of the water to these effects, but we can note with more surety another 
effect: the potential for harm is diverted by mobilising the inability of 
power to control the ungovernable life, a life beyond its grasp. 

To hand in this example is a back-and-forth in which the vast 
asymmetries that constitute colonial power – for instance, access to re
sources, vigilantism with impunity, requisition of desirable land – 
remain incapable of fulfilling the claimed domination. Key to furthering 
our point, however, is not simply noting the incapacity of power to grasp 
the ungovernable life that always exceeds it – that is, a focus on what 
power does or attempts – but a careful attention to that which precedes 
power and thus that to which it can only be an inadequate response: the 
life that is already there, exposed and vulnerable (see Harrison, 2015). 
Where a community lives downhill from wastewater, the very discharge 
of that alternatively harmful and nourishing substance is borne of the 
community’s practices of sustenance, its needs for nutrition or, more 
starkly, its base need to stem hunger. The settlers’ tactic is an 
after-the-fact response to the activities (cultivating, husbandry) that aim 
to meet that need and is thus an expression of power that responds to 
life’s inherent vulnerability to malnutrition or starvation (see Rose, 
2014, p. 220). The Palestinian community’s response, in turn, expresses 
not only a certain ingenuity (it is not our interest to buttress or glorify 
responsive “resistance”) but – again in quite base terms – the need to 
survive and sustain life against the harm to which it is exposed. Sus
taining life against harm is thus not merely reactive but the root of an 
ungovernability that always remains beyond the grasp of power and 
thus always exceeds it. It is in this way that life manifests as profound 
vulnerability that on the one hand makes its forms vulnerable to power, 
while on the other sustaining life as an irreducible and ungovernable 
realm of woundedness. Attending to this irresolvable part of governing 
complements current understandings of ungovernability – as failure, 
rationale or technique – by providing a way of addressing the ungov
ernable condition of all life and its irreducibility to techniques of 
governing. 

5. Conclusions 

In this article we have offered a critical examination of the notion of 
ungovernability in existing scholarship and further explored the idea of 

5 The examples presented here are drawn from long-term study of check
points (see Griffiths and Brooks 2022; Griffiths and Repo 2018; 2020; 2021), 
demolition-threatened parts of Area C (see Joronen and Griffiths 2019), and 
settler and military violence in various West Bank villages, refugee camps, and 
East Jerusalem (e.g., Joronen 2017a; 2017b; 2019; 2021). 
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ungovernability as an irresolvable condition of life. We first identified 
three ways that ungovernability is rendered (either explicitly or 
implicitly) in existing geographical and social scientific work: i) ungov
ernability as failure where deviation from normative measures of ‘good 
governing’ mark the categories of ‘failed state’ or ‘failed practices’; ii) 
ungovernability as rationale that justifies various modes and regimes of 
governing (colonial, surveillance, securitisation, etc.); and iii) ungov
ernability as a technique of governing whereby ungovernability (arbi
trariness, opaqueness, inefficiency etc.) is harnessed to produce the 
effects of control. A consistent logic to each of these conceptualisations 
is a grounding of the ungovernable in the practices of governing and that 
ungovernability is derivative of or deviation from governability. In 
short, ungovernability is conceived entirely through a strategic domain 
of power – through those doings, effects and successes power claims for 
itself; the ‘being-able-to’ govern (Harrison, 2008) – instead of taking it as 
a starting point for thinking how governing operates and comes to being 
in the first place. Inquiry in this direction has developed in recent 
geographical literatures that question the various ontologisations of 
capacity, power and ability in both, conceptual (e.g., Dekeyser et al., 
2022; Dekeyser & Jellis, 2020; Hannah, 2019; Harrison, 2015; Joronen 
& Häkli, 2017;Joronen & Rose, 2021; Tolia-Kelly, 2006) and empirical 
terms (e.g., Bissell & Gorman-Murray, 2020; Davies et al., 2017; 
Ramadan & Fregonese, 2017; Rose, 2014). We contribute to these tra
jectories of (geographical) thought by thinking through the irresolv
ability of ungovernability and attending to the inherent woundedness of 
living. By this we mean taking ungovernable life as a starting point 
through which we can think through how i) power is always tied to its 
own woundedness and incapacity to reduce life to its prevalent forma
tions; and ii) how life constitutes a realm of vulnerability that both 
precedes aims to govern it while simultaneously exceeding them. It is in 
this regard that we see ungovernability, not as a by-product of govern
ing, but as irreducible to governing: it is not merely that which engen
ders governing; it is also that which constantly undoes governing and 
remains on its points of excess. Ungovernability, to conclude, is not only 
that to which governing first and foremost responds (Rose, 2014), but 
also that which remains indelibly irresolvable – which no form of gov
erning is able to fully overcome, resolve or remove. 

This novel articulation of ungovernability, we further suggest, can 
facilitate a turn in critical analysis from the strategic realm of power to 
the part of life that remains ungovernable. By placing ungovernable life 
at the centre of the discussion, we have offered an approach that does 
not reduce life at the outset to cycles of domination-resistance, less to a 
resistant political figure, but instead approaches life and its spaces of 
dwelling through those ways they always remain irreducible to gov
erning. While this allows us to think, as Agamben intended, ungovern
ability beyond the strategic, it also helps to shed further light on what 
Achille Mbembe (2021) has recently called (referring to Jean-Luc 
Nancy) the ‘disenclosure of the world’ – an opening up to the new 
emergence of what has been closed-off, repressed. Such ‘disenclosure’ 
comprises for Mbembe (2021: 61) more than a responsive form of 
decolonisation, particularly as it undoes the prevalent colonial power 
relations by doing both, by ‘raising a barrier’ from what had been pre
viously enclosed and supressed, and by opening a space, or an ‘advent’, 
for ‘something new, a blossoming’. The discussion of ungovernability 
presented here, while helping to comprehend the irresolvable excess 
that feeds on these modes of disenclosure, takes a step further by 
anchoring itself to life and spaces prior to and so beyond the reach of 
governing. The notion of ungovernability might thus guide us to 
comprehend a realm which always already exceeds and precedes colonial 
forms of governing, and as such to an understanding of the dynamics of 
governing through that which founds them: the ungovernable life that is 
already there. Such a focus, we contend, affords an ethical stance for 
thinking colonisation and other forms of governing through the life they 
aim (and claim) to govern, control and coerce, but which nevertheless 
always remains beyond reach. 
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