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Key terms within this presentation

Spice: A synthetic cannabinoid; Most commonly found drug in prisons in England and Wales; Attributed 

to rising levels of instability, vulnerability and harm across entire prison population (e.g. HMIP, 2015; 

Black 2020).

Governmentality: Methods of power exercised through a network of institutions, practices, procedures 

and techniques, act to regulate social conduct (Garland, 1997, 2018; Brown, 2017). Governmentality as 

theoretical tool has been applied in feminist analyses, as well as analyses about drug practices to 

highlight how modes, such as those of ‘responsibilisation’ and ‘gender norm conformity’ act upon those 

who are subjects to governmentality (Rhodes, 2009; Wakefield and Fleming, 2009; MacLeod et al., 

2016).  

The ‘care and control’ mantra: Reflected in policies about victimised and criminalised women; Critical 

scholars have highlighted ways victimised and criminalised women are regulated through 

institutionalised methods of care and control (Hannah-Moffat, 2010; Brown, 2011, 2017; McKim, 2014; 

Hart, 2017; Henriksen, 2017). Slide 2



Approaching modes of governmentality as practices 
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responsibilisation and gender norm conformity: Act as internalised modes of 

governmentality and chiefly operate as introspective, individual practices; they call upon 

the governed subject’s self-identity.

  

care and control mantra: Expresses itself as an external mode of governmentality and 

chiefly operates  through explicit institutional codes and regulations.



About the Study

Qualitative Research Study: Data from five semi-structured 

interviews with formerly incarcerated women; Transcripts 

analysed thematically with NVivo using a reflexive approach 

to coding (Braun and Clarke, 2019; Terry and Hayfield, 

2020).

Analysis process: I identified modes of responsibilisation 

and gender norm conformity in participants’ narratives, as 

they relayed what they did in spice encounters; I reflected on 

how the care and control mantra also expresses itself as a 

mode of governmentality in women’s narratives. 

Slide 4

Recruitment flyer: ‘Spice in women’s prisons’



Zoning in on 
governmentality … 

Violet’s encounters with 
another woman who had 
taken Spice.
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Reflections: Modes of governmentality in Violet’s encounters 

• The actions and practices Violet described to me in her Spice encounters have congruence 

with modes of gender norm conformity and responsibilisation, but they also replicated the 

wider care and control mantra as an enacted mode of governmentality. 

• Violet’s encounters demonstrate how internalised modes of governmentality 

(responsibilisation and gender norm conformity) intersect with external modes (care and 

control) through individual practices in Spice encounters. 

• The care and control mantra conceptualised as a mode of governmentality, enriches the 

theoretical understanding of what influenced Violet’s actions in the Spice encounters. For 

example, it helps to contextualise why Violet is nervous about having someone pass out in 

her room. 
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Examples: Governmentality in the wider study

• Participants ‘worked hard’: To maintain the order in the prison, their own reputation and 

rehabilitation track record, as well as that of women who were using Spice. 

• The notion of care towards women on Spice: Participants assigned to themselves roles 

of care and described women who use Spice as: 1) ‘child-like’, 2) ‘childish’, 3) interventions 

offered to women who use Spice ‘extremely childish’.

• No ‘good woman’ trope for women who use Spice (Rutter and Barr, 2021): Smoking 

‘irresponsibly’, being a nuisance (lockdowns, ambulances, noise, smoke), being 

unproductive, exposing oneself (‘naked’)…
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Opportunities: How to move forward with governmentality and why?

How to make sense of the ‘mode of reflexive vulnerability’ in participants narratives: distinct 

from ‘compliance’, ‘solidarity’ and ‘resistance’ practices observed elsewhere in governmentality 

literature (e.g. Crewe, 2007; Macleod and Durrheim, 2002; McKim 2016).

The ‘mode of reflexive vulnerability’ in Spice encounters is expressed through participants 

articulation of …

a) personal vulnerabilities and emotions.
b) ripple-on harms on others within the prison.
c) how women who use Spice are specifically vulnerable. 

Methodologically & epistemologically: The mode of reflexive vulnerability helps to explore…

a) agentic capacities of participants in situations of governmentality.
b) situational outcomes depending on reflexivity in governmentality actors. 
c) multiple aspects of harms associated with governmentality situations.
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