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Abstract. This paper examines how military recruitment intersects with biopolitical governance and the forging
of particular subjectivities for young people as subjects of (in)security. It considers young people’s enrolment
in the politics of killing and letting die as a form of necropolitics (Mbembe, 2003, 2019) that is enabled by
generational injustice and the complex positioning of children and youth as political subjects within liberal
governmentalities. It is shown that closer attention to the interrelations between sovereignty, discipline, and
government is needed, considering also questions of authority, lethality, and coercion, in order to comprehend
young people’s contradictory subjectivations in and through military logics and practices. Based on the analysis
of the three case studies of military recruitment and citizenship in France, Sweden, and Latvia, the paper argues
for greater attention to the militarization of young people’s lives and to the ethical and generational justice

implications of this.

1 Introduction

Children and youth are multiply enrolled in the politics of
militarization and war. This has been demonstrated by schol-
arship across different disciplines, including historical re-
search on the recruitment of young volunteers and conscripts
during the First and Second World War (Mosse, 1990; Brock-
lehurst, 2005; 2006; Collins 2011/2023; Marten, 2002), anal-
yses of the severe humanitarian consequences of war for chil-
dren (Boyden and de Berry, 2004; Boyden, 2007; Wessells,
2016), and critical debates on child soldiering and the agen-
cies of young combatants in violent conflict (Beier, 2011,
2017; Hart, 2006; Boyden, 2007), as well as work on ev-
eryday militarization and the “military-industrial-academic
complex” (Giroux, 2007; cf. Beier and Tabak, 2020; Basham,
2024; Woodyer and Carter, 2020; Woodyer, 2012; Robbins,
2008; Lutz, 2007; Rech, 2014; Wells, 2014a; Horschelmann
and Drefien, 2026). Such work has shown the crucial role
played by young people, both as violated and as active sub-
jects, in the politics of military conflict and war (cf. Beier,
2015). However, these insights have received little track in
political geography, international relations, security studies,
and critical geopolitics to date. There continues to be a
lack of “sceptical curiosity” (Enloe, 2015:7) on questions of

generation, age, and inequality, including intersections with
other relations of power (Beier, 2011, 2015; Beier and Tabak,
2020, 2021; Brocklehurst, 2017).

This paper argues that addressing this lack and paying
greater attention to the work that generation- and age-related
power does in the perpetuation of militarism and war is a
key task for critical scholars of militarization and security in
political geography, security studies, and international rela-
tions (Beier and Tabak, 2020, 2021; Cockburn, 2008, 2010;
Enloe, 2016; Hyndman, 2004; McSorley, 2013; Rech et al.,
2015; Sjoberg and Via, 2010; Sylvester, 2013; Woodward,
2004; Woodward and Duncanson, 2016). Through engage-
ment with the existing literature on a wider range of contexts
and three case studies of military recruitment and citizenship
in Sweden, France, and Latvia as examples from European
NATO states, this paper seeks to demonstrate that the enrol-
ment of young people in military logics, practices, and labour
is not an exceptional, untypical aspect of liberal democracies
but a key element of the securitization of society and state.

In order to disentangle the seeming paradox that young
people’s subjectivation in the liberal biopolitics of “making
live” also provides the grounds for enrolling them — in un-
even ways — in the military politics of death, the understand-
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ings of Foucault (1997, 2003) of power, security, and subjec-
tivity are drawn on and extended to analyse young people’s
roles in military securitization. The case studies show that to
fully understand the subjectivation and enrolment of young
people in military securitization, greater attention needs to be
paid to the intersections between biopolitical and disciplinary
power, the necropolitical implications of biopolitical securi-
tization, and the role of sovereignty and authority in biopo-
litical governance. Arguments by Mbembe (2003, 2019) on
necropolitics are further drawn on to make the ethical and
political tensions that arise from young people’s militariza-
tion explicit and to open them up for further inspection and
debate. We remain mindful, however, of the contextual and
political specifics of Mbembe’s work that we specify below.
It is not our intention to relativize them here.

The paper proceeds by first summarizing Foucault’s ana-
lytics of power, showing how young people’s uneven mili-
tary recruitment can be understood through his analytic as
enabled rather than prevented by liberal biopolitical govern-
mentalities. We then discuss the relevance of Mbembe’s work
on necropolitics for understanding the enrolment of young
people in military politics. Building on this, we argue for
more attention to the role of sovereign power and authority to
fully understand the generational relations of power through
which children and youth become recruited to potentially
lethal military work. The paper then goes on to present an
analysis of three different approaches to young people’s mil-
itary recruitment that are implemented in the EU states which
have been part of NATO for varying lengths of time: France
(rejoined NATO military structures in 2009), Latvia (mem-
ber since 2004), and Sweden (member since 2024). These
examples were selected because a comparison between them
allows identification of both the systemic nature of gener-
ational injustice and subjectivation — shared by all three of
the models of militarized (youth) citizenship — and the con-
tingencies that their differences and ongoing renegotiations
reveal.

For all their differences, the three cases show the strik-
ingly enduring force of sovereign power, exercised through
disciplinary, biopolitical, and necropolitical means, on and
through the politicized subjectivities and bodies of children
and youth. Recognizing this leads us to caution, in our con-
clusion, against decreasing the protection rights for children
and young people if this is to be a precondition for their
greater political enfranchisement.

How are young people subjected to and subjectivized
through military politics? How is this legitimized? And how
can it be contested (Rech, 2014)? To begin to answer these
questions, we turn first to Michel Foucault’s analytics of
power to map how the necropolitical consequences of young

people’s military subjectivation are related to the intercon-
nections between biopower, discipline, and sovereign power
(Dean, 2007, 1999/2009, 2025; Dillon, 1995, 2008). We re-
late this to the political positioning of children and youth as
citizens-in-becoming (cf. Bartos, 2015; Wood, 2022), show-
ing that the ambiguous subjectivities that underpin young
people’s citizenship in (neo)liberal societies lead to a gap
that enables their recruitment into military logics and prac-
tices, including military work. This gap is, however, also pro-
ductive of tensions and contradictions. It enables contestation
and problematization within biopolitical liberal governmen-
talities (cf. Horschelmann, 2025).

Michel Foucault famously proposed to analyse power not
as something to be possessed and exercised over things but
as relational, dispersed, facilitative, and capillary (cf. Dean,
1999/2009; Dean and Henman, 2004; Foucault, 1980; Philo,
2016). As explained by Philo (2016:343, original italics), he
was “not striving for a total theory of power” but wished “to
interrogate the many different dimensions of power travers-
ing ‘real’ societies” (cf. Coleman and Grove, 2009; Foucault,
1980). Foucault identified “different but overlapping, com-
plementary, and often rivalrous strategies” (Dean and Hen-
man, 2004:486) that intersect with but also exceed and stand
in tension with sovereign power (cf. Dillon, 1995; Dean,
2002, 1999/2009, 2025; Dean and Larsson, 2021). His ge-
nealogical analysis of the emergence of modern forms of
government led him to identify disciplinary power, biopower,
pastoral power, and governmentality, with the latter be-
coming increasingly dominant in post-war liberal societies
(cf. Dean and Larsson, 2021; Dean, 1999/2009).

Foucault traced the emergence of governmentality as “a
distinctly new form of thinking about and exercising of
power in certain societies” (Foucault, 1991:102—-104; cited
in Dean, 1999/2009:19). Entailing both a novel rationality
of government and new practices and technologies of rule,
namely the “conduct of conduct” (Foucault, 1994; cf. Dean,
1999/2009; Dreyfus and Rabinow, 2014), governmentality
is required “to be a government of ‘each and all’, evinc-
ing a concern for every individual and the population as a
whole” (Dean, 1999/2009:19). Modern governmentality en-
tails processes of subjectivation that produce individuals as
subjects in the two meanings of the word: subject to and sub-
ject of. Applied particularly to the analysis of power in liberal
societies, new subjectivities emerge that cast individuals as
subjects able and needing to self-govern “through freedom”.
This means that subjects regulate their own conduct “freely”
but in ways that coincide with dominant discourses of how to
secure the life of the population as a whole (defend society)
under conditions of contingency and constant risk (Foucault,
1994, 2003; cf. Dean, 1999/2009; Rose, 1999).



Intriguingly for analysts of militarization and security,
Foucault saw “apparatuses of security” (including standing
armies but also health, education, social welfare, and eco-
nomic management systems) as “essential mechanisms” of
this new form of government which did not dispense with
or succeed sovereign or disciplinary power but recast them
(cf. Foucault, 1991:102; Dean, 1999:20; Powel, 2017). To-
gether with his understanding of politics as the continuation
of war with other means (Foucault, 2003:15), this conception
of power and liberal governmentality has been recognized as
highly valuable for analyses of power in contemporary inter-
national relations, security politics, and military affairs (cf.
Dillon, 1995; Dillon and Reid, 2009; Dillon and Neal, 2008;
McSorley, 2013; Wells, 2014a, b). While Foucault has been
criticized for not specifying sufficiently the intersections be-
tween biopower, discipline, and sovereignty and the role of
authority (Dean 1999/2009, 2025; Dean and Larsson, 2021;
Dillon and Neal, 2008; see below), his analytics have in-
spired critical scholarship in international relations, security
studies, and military studies to move “beyond the limitations
of the juridical conception of power as a matter of command
and will, largely concerned with rights relating to the exer-
cise of coercion and constraint, traditionally enframed within
political discourse by reference to subjectivity, territoriality,
and the problematic of sovereignty” (Dillon, 1995:323f).

For the analysis that we undertake here, its relevance con-
sists particularly of the attention that it draws to the para-
doxes of, as well as solutions sought to, the problem of mil-
itary recruitment in liberal democracies, namely that of rec-
onciling individual liberties and freedoms with generational
dependencies and the biopolitical demand to secure the pop-
ulation. Foucault addressed the paradox of how biopolitical
governance, in order to secure and improve the life of (na-
tional) society, nonetheless also has to deal with the issues
of death within this society. Asking how it is possible, un-
der these conditions, “for a political power to kill, to call
for deaths, to demand deaths, to give the order to kill, and
to expose not only its enemies but its own citizens to the
risk of death” (2003:254), he answered by introducing a con-
ceptualization of racism as a “biological ceasura” (Foucault,
2003:255), a kind of dividing structuration throughout soci-
ety which draws a line between those whose life should be
saved, secured, prolonged, and improved and those who can,
if necessary, be exposed to death for the greater purpose of
“defending the society”. Thus, Foucault described racism not
(only) as a biologizing category, but as a general “way of sep-
arating out the groups that exist within a population” (Fou-
cault, 2003:255), “a way of introducing a break into the do-
main of life that is under power’s control: the break between
what must live and what must die.” (Foucault, 2003:254; cf.
Su Rasmussen, 2011).

The tensions that emerge from this divisive biopolitical
logic are acute in relation to the military and the ques-
tion of voluntary service versus universal conscription, as
debates in the field of civil-military relations have shown

(cf. Cowen, 2008; Friedman, 1962, 1967; Huntington, 1957;
Krebs, 2006, 2009; Levy, 2013; Mannitz, 2012; Rech, 2014).
Such debates have centred strongly on the apparent contra-
dictions that liberal framings of citizenship produce between
the notion of the rights-baring, emancipated individual and
constraints on those rights in relation to national defence and
thus the risk of death in the name of collective security. De-
spite these contradictions, however, the liberal biopolitical
requirement to govern through freedom and through individ-
uals’ capacities to self-govern can in fact also be employed
both in the discourses and practices of military recruiters
and in militarized youth citizenship schemes (cf. Basham,
2016; Kaempf and Stahl, 2023; Stengel and Shim, 2022;
Wells, 2014a). Thus, the advertising of voluntary military
service schemes or military careers as opportunities for char-
acter building, self-improvement, career development, and
responsible citizenship fits with logics of (neo)liberal self-
governance, as can be seen in the case of Sweden below
(Rose, 2007; Rabinow and Rose, 2006; Horschelmann and
Dreflen, 2026). Direct benefits such as financial compensa-
tion, job and education prospects, and indirect benefits re-
lated to status or to defining oneself as an active, responsi-
ble citizen concur with such logics. They also risk exploit-
ing social inequalities by presenting the military as an “at-
tractive employer” (cf. Basham, 2016; Horschelmann, 2017;
Horschelmann and Dref3en, 2026). It should be noted here
that, in addition to overt recruitment campaigns that empha-
size opportunities for self-development, the biopolitical nor-
malization and legitimization of militaristic discourses and
practices further entails the targeting of children and youth as
consumers and the selling of war as playful and spectacular,
e.g. of militaristic games, media, toys, fashion, and other con-
sumer items (Woodyer and Carter, 2020; Shaw, 2010; Beier
and Tabak, 2020).

However, discursive framings of military service as a free,
individual choice and the framing and targeting of children
and youth as a market for militaristic consumer cultures risk
disguising the more fundamental centrality of young peo-
ple to biopolitical securitization. It is the biopolitical fram-
ing of security as “making life live” in itself that places them
at the heart of securitization. As the quintessential “future
of society”, they become invested with all manner of hopes
and fears concerning their ability to secure society through
their own “secure” development. This means, however, that
their military subjectivation entails not only voluntary en-
gagement, but also obliges children “to subject themselves
to the state’s authority in the name of their own freedom
and development” (Wells, 2016:242; cf. Ailwood, 2004; Lee
and Motzkau, 2011; Philo, 2010). As Wells (2016:242) ex-
plains: “The justification for the expansion of government
powers rests on the maxim that Society Must Be Defended
(Foucault, 2003) and children are one of the central figures
through which society is constituted” (original italics). It is
thus a paradox, but not a complete contradiction, that chil-
dren and youth are exempted as a generational group, inter-



secting with other social divisions. Their social construction
as citizens-in-becoming upon whose development the secu-
rity of society depends justifies all manner of sovereign in-
terventions, coercions, and disciplinary measures, confirm-
ing the contention of Dean and Henman (2004:487) that “an
analysis of the productive powers over life and freedom (of
biopower and liberal government) cannot be divorced from
a consideration of issues of subordination, obligation, coer-
cion, and violence [...]” (see also Dean, 1999/2009).
Militaristic discipline as a form of subordination that
works on the body may thus still be employed “for
the production of docile and useful subjects” (Dean,
1999/2009:102), including the subjecting and subjectivizing
of young people as (future) citizens in line with security
agendas that frequently construct (certain) groups of young
people themselves as a security risk (Bartlett and Lutz, 1998;
Collins, 2011/2023; Lutz, 1995; Marten, 2002). The divisive
logics which underpin biopolitics partly explain why such
overt subordination may continue within liberal governmen-
tal regimes. Modern constructions of childhood and youth
as phases of developmental potential, incompleteness, and
risk mean that, by definition, young people become subject
to such interventions, both in general and through further
social division along axes of perceived risk. The disciplin-
ing of young people through militaristic and other practices
thus confirms Foucault’s warning that in biopolitical gov-
ernmental regimes, those who are regarded as posing a risk
to the life of the population may, in the name of defend-
ing society, be exposed “to all sorts of disciplinary, biopo-
litical and even sovereign interventions” (Wells, 2016:242).
Populations are divided accordingly “on the basis of those
who avail themselves of the opportunity for improvement
and those who do not” (Dean, 1999/2009:133). Combining
penalization with redirection and training, military discipline
serves as one such way to redeem oneself and to become a
“deserving” citizen. It is applied particularly to young people
from marginalized communities, and here mostly to young
men (Giroux, 2007; Kershner and Harding, 2019; Robbins,
2008). Thus, Robbins (2008) has traced the effects of extend-
ing militarized, punitive “zero tolerance” governance in US
schools amidst a climate of fear, within which “zero toler-
ance marks the routinization of a growing ‘war’ mentality
that is central to a militarizing social order in which brute
force, fear, and exclusion prevail over dialogue and critical
debate, democratic engagements with difference and inclu-
sion, and mutual responsibility for a shared social fate” (Rob-
bins, 2008:4). Wells (2014a) and Basham (2016) have fur-
ther demonstrated how militarization through military ethos
campaigns has targeted working-class boys and other young
people from socially disadvantaged backgrounds in particu-
lar (Wells, 2014a; Basham, 2016; see also Sangster, 2013).
As Basham (2016:260) explains, these schemes emphasize
“martial values such as self-discipline” and have thus turned
education into “a commodity through which appropriately
self-reliant, economically productive subjects can be made”.

In as far as the military is tied to national constructions
of identity and to the geopolitical securitization of nations
as territorialized political communities, it also contributes to
and builds on the subjectivation of young people as national
citizens-in-becoming. The responsibilities for securing so-
cietal futures that they are charged with intersect here with
the command to “serve the nation” through military labour.
Such notions of service to the nation through military labour
are reflected particularly in civic republican understandings
of citizenship that “promote a civic identity among young
people characterized by commitment to the political com-
munity, respect for its symbols, and active participation in its
common good” (Abowitz and Harnish, 2006:654; see also
Bosniak, 2000). Elements of duty in national defence poli-
cies, such as compulsory military service, and compulsory
elements of education that include defence or the promotion
of militaristic values could thus be interpreted as republican
modes of subjectivizing young people as national citizens-
in-becoming and as potential recruits. Moral associations of
militaristic values and practices with the national “common
good” in turn legitimize the use of military disciplining in in-
stitutions designed for the education and upbringing of chil-
dren and youth (cf. Burridge and McSoreley, 2013; Giroux,
2007; Lutz, 1995; Kershner and Harding, 2019; Horschel-
mann and Dref3en, 2026).

The uneven and divisive intersections between biopolitics,
discipline, and sovereignty that we have identified above in
our discussion of the military subjectivation of young peo-
ple confirm Foucault’s warning that liberal governmentalities
continue to expose parts of the population to the risk of death
(Dean, 2002, 2007; De Larrinaga and Doucet, 2008; Dillon,
2004, 2015; Dillon and Reid, 2009; Evans, 2010). For Fou-
cault, this includes “every form of indirect murder: the fact
of exposing someone to death, increasing the risk of death
for some people, or, quite simply, political death, expulsion,
rejection, and so on” (Foucault, 2003:256). Noting that Fou-
cault did not reflect much further on this beyond observa-
tions of Nazi Germany and state socialist racism, Dillon ar-
gues that “[1]iberal peace is a necropolitics of security which
makes permanent war against life on behalf of life” (Dillon,
2008:177).

The concept of necropolitics was proposed by Achille
Mbembe (2003, 2019) to “address the ways in which en-
tire classes, peoples, and lives are deemed ‘surplus’ to the
requirements of increasingly inhospitable social formations”
(Brennan, 2024:3). Building on the recognition of Foucault
(2003) that biopolitical securitization inevitably involves ex-
clusion and death, Mbembe (2003) argued nonetheless that
“the notion of biopower is insufficient to account for con-
temporary forms of subjugation of life to the power of death”
(p- 39). He noted a contemporary “exiting from democracy”



and a “suspension of rights, constitutions, and freedoms” that
“are paradoxically justified by the necessity to protect these
same laws, freedoms, and constitutions” (Mbembe, 2019:40,
original italics). Tracing this inversion of democracy back
to the history of colonialization and slavery, Mbembe re-
garded sovereignty as continuing to play a key role in defin-
ing “who matters and who does not, who is disposable and
who is not” (Mbembe, 2003:27). Sovereignty, according to
Mbembe, consists of the power to “manufacture an entire
crowd of people who specifically live at the edge of life
[...] people for whom living means continually standing up
to death” (Mbembe, 2019:38). This necropolitical function
of sovereignty must, he argued, be distinguished from dis-
ciplinary coercion, since the latter — up to a point — still in-
cludes through exclusion: it holds out the promise of indi-
viduals “regaining value” for society. The dark side of disci-
plinary power is, however, a necropolitical refusal to extend
care to those who fail to regain such value and who are then
left without protection.

The arguments of Mbembe (2003, 2019) are based on a
critical analysis of (post)colonial power, racism, and the bru-
tal relations between democracy and colonial violence. They
address the “expulsion from humanity altogether” of those
subjected to (post)colonial violence (Mbembe, 2003:21).
Mbembe is also careful to distinguish between different con-
texts and forms of necropolitics. Concerning warfare in the
present day, he builds his arguments against a background of
(at least in parts) eroded state monopolies of violence and
considers the impacts of a wider array of military forces and
of what he calls “war machines” (Mbembe, 2003:30). It is
therefore deeply problematic to attempt an equation between
(post)colonial necropolitics and the situation of those whose
positioning is with the past or contemporary colonizer, es-
pecially in security politics. Instead, we seek to do some-
thing less appropriating and decontextualized in this paper.
We propose to problematize the simultaneous de- and re-
politicization of children and youth as a necropolitical en-
abling of militarized security politics (cf. Brocklehurst, 2005,
2006). Generational power relations through which young
people are positioned as citizens-in-becoming underpin and
make possible the deployment of armed force and thus the
destruction of persons and the “creation of death-worlds”
(Mbembe, 2003:40), including in societies that have only re-
cently emerged from colonial rule, i.e. the postcolony (Mbe-
mbe, 2001). Generational hierarchies serve to replenish the
reserve army of military labour for these necropolitics.

Mbembe’s conceptualization of necropolitics is also a
helpful starting point, for recentring the violent and lethal
aspects of military recruitment. It draws attention to the ten-
sions that remain between different logics of security in the
militarization of children and youth, especially that concern-
ing the contradiction between demands for their protection
in the name of defending society and the politics of death
that accompanies military securitization. Framing genera-
tional inequality in militarization and enrolment as necrop-

olitical brings the production of (some) youthful subjects as
those that are most disposed to the deadly risks of being made
to kill and being let to die in western military politics more
starkly into relief. It makes visible that the politics of death is
not “waged on behalf of the existence of everyone” and not
by “entire populations” (Foucault, 1978:137). Young people
are — to different degrees and in relation to other intersec-
tional inequalities, such as those of class, gender, and eth-
nicity (Basham, 2016; Cowen, 2006, 2008; Wells, 2014a) —
multiply enrolled in military work as the work of death, even
where it is purportedly carried out in the name of making live
(Dillon, 2008).

However, to recognize the full ethical and justice impli-
cations of generationed security politics and account for the
role of generational power relations in this, a more expansive
definition of military work is required. This definition needs
to include pre- and non-recruitment aspects of disciplining,
educating, and identity construction as systemic planks in the
politics and production of war. Depending on the extent to
which militarization is part of young people’s schooling and
of formal citizenship education, they are from that moment
on subjects of and subjects to the sovereign politics of death.

Historically specific, carefully contextualized analyses are
necessary to account for the ways in which sovereign, disci-
plinary, biopolitical, and necropolitical power are assembled,
become legitimized, and are (re)produced via generational
political practices, remembering that socially uneven distri-
butions of risk are part and parcel of how “society must be
defended” (Foucault, 2003). It is an important and complex
task for critical scholars to trace the specific constellations of
injustice that define “who matters and who does not” (Mbe-
mbe, 2003:26) in different military citizenship regimes. As
the following case study examples show, children and youth
ought to be centrally included in such an undertaking, as
their enrolment into military securitization is tied systemi-
cally both to the legitimization and naturalization of the con-
tinued exercise of the state’s military monopoly of violence
and to the sustaining of the military apparatus, e.g. by se-
curing a constant supply of military personnel — reserve and
actual, quickly deployable armies of military labour.

As Pfaffenzeller (2010) has noted, conscription becomes “in-
compatible with a classical liberal view of society once it is
no longer based on an existential threat to the liberal demo-
cratic order” (Pfaffenzeller, 2010:494). Nonetheless, since
the recent Russian attacks on Ukraine, there have been moves
to reinstate conscription in several states, returning to a more
republican model of citizenship which regards military ser-
vice no longer as an individual decision but as a necessary
service to national community. The following three exam-
ples of France, Sweden, and Latvia will illustrate the range of



approaches to the balance between individual freedom, free
choice, and public duty while also indicating where there is
an evolving trend towards the latter, reemphasizing the role
of sovereignty and generationed authority.

Our case study analysis is based on a review of defence
policies of the European NATO member states and Sweden,
which joined NATO in 2024. We compared each country’s
current defence policy — as expressed in national strategy pa-
pers, official press releases, and legislative texts that can be
found on the websites of the national defence departments' —
with its predecessors and focused especially on changes that
have occurred in national laws over roughly the last 10 years
regarding military recruitment, the status of recruits, and the
strategies to acquire military personnel. We analysed these
documents from 2013 onwards in order to trace changes
in defence policies since the Russian annexation of Crimea
(2014). Although it was not before its 2022 Strategic Con-
cept that NATO prominently mentioned the “Russian Federa-
tion’s war of aggression against Ukraine” as having “gravely
altered our security environment” (NATO, 2022:1), several
NATO member states, especially on the northern and eastern
flank, began to change security doctrines in reaction to Rus-
sian action on and against Crimea in 2014 (cf. Czech Min-
istry of Defence, 2015:6; see also Saeima, 2016:2). In order
to illustrate these sometimes significant and rapid changes,
after scanning the defence policies of all European NATO
states, we decided as a second step to focus on two states
which recently reintroduced compulsory forms of military
service — Sweden in 2018 and Latvia in 2024 — and on
France, which does not have conscription but is of high in-
terest with regard to the discursive legitimization of public
duties such as military service. These three countries vividly
illustrate the spectrum of different ways in which young peo-
ple can be addressed in terms of biopolitics and necropolitics,
even within neoliberal forms of government. The three case
studies were also chosen since they allow analysis of dif-
ferent biopolitical logics in the military enrolment of young
people in liberal democracies.

We conducted a more detailed qualitative document anal-
ysis for these cases, supplemented — especially in the case of
France — by a discourse analysis of governmental speeches.
Our analysis focused on the question of young people’s sub-
jectivation in relation to militaristic education and recruit-
ment, including questions such as how are young people ad-
dressed as potential soldier-citizens or military recruits and
(how) are they addressed as citizens? (How) is the relation-
ship between military and civil citizenry or citizenship gener-
ally conceptualized and illustrated? And what does this mean
in terms of a necropoliticization of young citizens? These

IWe used the Al tool “deepL” to translate original language ma-
terial.

questions should help as a guideline to throw a light on the
systemic positioning of young people in national security
agendas.

The Swedish example combines (neo)liberal incentives on
the one hand with the resurrection of compulsory military
service on the other. “Service is good for you” declares
the Swedish Defence Conscription and Assessment Agency
(Plikt- och provningsverket, 2023:6) in one of its brochures
and hence stresses benefits of military service for the indi-
vidual — a typical element of (neo)liberal governmentalities
that emphasize individual freedom and decision. Detailed in-
formation about the Swedish armed forces is offered on an
online portal entitled “My Armed Forces” (“Mitt Forsvars-
makten”’; Forsvarsmakten, 2024a), which also constructs as-
sociations of collective defence with personal decision and
lifestyle. There is also information on basic training in the
Swedish armed forces, which starts by highlighting nine ben-
efits of service (Formaner) for those serving (Forsvarsmak-
ten, 2024b), the first of which is that military training is free
of charge. The same website describes basic military training
as an opportunity to “get to know both new friends and your-
self” and to gain “lots of experience that opens up many op-
portunities in the Armed Forces®, which once more focuses
on individual benefits and individual choice instead of high-
lighting the potentially deadly character of military service.
This is why Swedish researcher Sanna Strand speaks of “The
birth of the enterprising soldier” (Strand, 2022). According to
Strand, a “distinct soldier image” has been created, one that
is “closely associated with the neo-liberal ideal of respon-
sible, active, and entrepreneurial citizenship, in the context
of Sweden” (Strand, 2022:225). Strand further argues that
“the potential conscript is constructed as a subject who does
not respond to duties but to alternatives; the possibility to
choose” (Strand, 2023:11).

In seeming contrast to this, Sweden reintroduced compul-
sory service in 2018. Already in a defence bill of 2015, the
Swedish government stressed the importance of increasing
“the operational warfighting capability of the Armed Forces
and to ensure the collective force of the Swedish Total De-
fence” (Government Offices of Sweden, 2015:1), and the
number of conscripts serving in the armed forces is planned
to be increased from 5000 (2019) to 9000 (2025) (Plikt- och
provningsverket, 2024). This obvious paradox of the praxis
of conscription embedded in a neoliberal discourse is upheld
by a highly selective recruitment process, based on an online
survey with 40 questions. Completion of the questionnaire
is mandatory for everyone — both men and women — who
reaches 18 years of age in the respective year. Based on the
answers to the survey, the Pliktverket then decides who is
needed by and in the Armed Forces. In this way the military
is able to present “mandatory military training as an obliga-
tion but also, first and foremost, an opportunity, for a selected



few” (Strand, 2023:13). National duty thus takes on a neolib-
eral guise: military service is voluntary, unless you are forced
to.

In contrast to the French example below, the Swedish re-
cruitment approach is based less on a universal republican
national citizenship model. It appeals instead to the personal
responsibility of self-entrepreneurs and ignores the fragile
citizenship status of young people below the age of 18.
Even when it comes to the scenario of total defence, which
Swedish law clearly defines as a “legal duty” (Plikt- och
provningsverket, 2024), this is framed as a duty of every sin-
gle person “as a private individual” (Swedish Civil Contin-
gencies Agency, 2018:5) and not as a member of the national
community. The sovereignty of the state is enacted here
through the neoliberal model of personal decision-making.
The liberal national state organizes its defence apparatus by
“conducting conduct” in its favour and by giving apparently
beneficial opportunities to those who are vulnerable to this
promise (especially regarding the high rate of unemployed
youth in Sweden).

Contrasting the Swedish example with its neoliberal focus
on benefits of national defence for the individual, France, al-
though having abolished conscription in 2011, is character-
ized by a discourse that emphasizes the at least moral duty to
fulfil the role as a potential defender of the state throughout
publications of the different defence agencies.

The French Ministry of the Armed Forces (Ministere des
Armées) explicitly declares policy towards youth as “a pri-
ority” (une priorité) of its policies: “It is at the heart of the
goals that it has given itself aiming to enhance the attractive-
ness of defence professions, to transmit a defence culture,
to develop citizenship and contribute to national cohesion”
(Ministere des Armées, 2023a).

This discourse combines notions of self-government (the
“attractiveness of defence”) with the reference to the em-
bedding of the individual in the greater notion of a national
entity, whose security is a concern for every citizen under
its command. Defence service (or at least a notion of col-
lective national defence) here is explicitly connected to the
development of citizenship. This has been so since at least
1955, when a special Youth Army Commission (Commis-
sion armées-jeunesse, CAJ) was introduced in France with
the aim “to promote the spirit of defence among young peo-
ple and to prepare them for their responsibility of citizenship
and national community and the army” (Ministeére des Ar-
mées, 2023c). Hence, citizenship here is not only a legal sta-
tus but goes along with citizens’ responsibilities towards the
national community.

Consequently, even if without conscription, in France
there is an obligation to take part in a national defence day
(Journée Défense et Citoyenneté, JDC) as a precondition, for
example, to obtain the right to get a driving licence. The

French government indeed intends to tighten this connec-
tion between becoming a citizen and national duties with
the implementation of a compulsory Universal National Ser-
vice (Service National Universel, SNU), which will consist
of three phases for young people between the ages of 15 and
17. The SNU is currently in a voluntary pilot phase, but the
then Prime Minister of France, Gabriel Attal, announced in
his general policy address on 30 January 2024 that the Ser-
vice will become obligatory in secondary schools from 2026
onwards, in the context of a “civic rearmament” (“réarme-
ment civique”; Attal, 2024).

Parallel to this, there are efforts under way to bundle
the different governmental defence policies regarding young
people in France in one scheme, including the SNU, in a
“plan” entitled “Youth Army Ambition” (Ambition armées-
jeunesse) of the Ministry of the Armed Forces (Ministere
des Armées, 2023b). The plan includes four different steps
as part of a parcours, of which “awakening the spirit of de-
fence” (éveiller a I’esprit de défense) is the first (Ministere
des Armées, 2023b).

The notion of citizenship (or of becoming a citizen) in
France thus continues to be deeply anchored in a discourse
highlighting military duties especially for young people be-
low the age of full citizenship, even without conscription.
Young people are cast in the position of those who have to
earn their rights through the fulfilment of (defence) duties,
even if these consist “only” of knowledge about military his-
tory, leading to a sense of national cohesion and identity. This
is all the more true for the establishment of defence educa-
tion in secondary schools or in sponsored partnerships be-
tween school classes and military units (classes de defense),
which, institutionalized in the Interministerial Protocol de-
veloping links between youth, defence, and national security
of 2016, weave a strong bond between growing up, becoming
a citizen, and military discourses (cf. Ministere des Armées,
2022).

Although France does not apply compulsory military
service, this case shows the potential entanglement of
republican notions of citizenship and their emphasis on
national community and duty, with the necropolitical
(re)politicization of childhood. Although children and young
people seem to fall outside the political categories of citizen-
ship, the process of becoming citizens is tied to defence pol-
itics and thus to the question of (whose) lives to potentially
sacrifice for state sovereignty and its power to make live and
die. That this is, however, not spelled out clearly is part of
the paradox way in which liberal democracies have to deal
with issues of death within its biopolitical way of governing
societies.

The Latvian government, too, lists the “Benefits of the State
Defence Service” prominently on its Homepage (Ministry of
Defence of the Republic of Latvia, 2024). Here, too, a neolib-



eral strategy of incentives appears to be applied to acquire
recruits. However, Latvia has recently reintroduced compul-
sory military service due to the “lack of new recruits volun-
teering for professional service” (Ministry of Defence of the
Republic of Latvia, 2024). The need to conscript young peo-
ple to the military has been legitimized explicitly by refer-
ences to the Russian invasion in Ukraine since February 2022
(cf. Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Latvia, 2024).
Changes in defence policies, especially regarding young peo-
ple, had, however, been under way since the 2016 adoption
of the National Defence Concept (Saeima, 2016:2).

The Latvian recruitment strategy bears some similarities
with the Swedish (neo)liberal model — especially regarding
the reintroduction of compulsory service. Thus, a pilot phase
from July 2023 until the end of the same year focused on
attracting volunteers for military service by offering them
higher salaries than those paid to conscripts from the begin-
ning of 2024 onwards. Volunteers were paid EUR 600 per
month, while conscripted soldiers only received EUR 300
monthly (Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Latvia,
2024). Enlisting for military service in the form of 11 months
of basic training became compulsory for all men aged 18-27
in Latvia at the start of 2024. A certain number of conscripts
of this age cohort are selected randomly at the beginning of
each year, if the requirements identified by the Ministry of
Defence are not met with volunteers. Alternatively, young
people can decide voluntarily on a 5-year contract with the
Latvian National Guard ‘“Zemessardze”, which then requires
a minimum of 3 weeks of military training per year, but this
does not rule out the possibility of being drafted into the
State Defence Service (Ministry of Defence of the Republic
of Latvia, 2024)

However, the Latvian approach does not only focus on re-
cruiting people for the military itself. It also aims to spread
and foster a general willingness to participate in defence
among Latvian people. This can, for instance, be seen in
the following statement by the then Latvian Minister of De-
fence, Inara Miirniece, who in spring 2023 declared: “We can
see from the Ukrainian experience that without a morally re-
silient and prepared society it is impossible to confront an
aggressor’ (Aizsardzibas ministrija, 2023). Young Latvians
in particular are in the focus of Latvia’s Defence Strategy.
Pilot projects on National Defence Education (NDE) were
introduced in 2018. These became obligatory for secondary
schools from the beginning of the school year 2024/2025.
They entail a workload of 112h of defence training for all
pupils aged 15-17 years (cf. Jaunsardzes Centrs, 2024:4).
The objectives of the Defence Curriculum, as described in an
“Information Report” (Informativais zinojums, Aizsardzibas
ministrija, 2019) of the Latvian Ministry of Defence, are
to strengthen the bodily fitness of young people and their
sense of national identity, their loyalty to the state of Latvia,
and their patriotism (Aizsardzibas ministrija, 2024). The
NDE will include a “National Defence Skills” module (Jaun-
sardzes Centrs, 2021:5), which aims “to encourage a sus-

tained interest in the development of national defence, ca-
maraderie, leadership, courage, discipline and independent
physical development to further education and career de-
velopment within a comprehensive national defence system.
To become an active, mobile and capable member of soci-
ety, willing and able to defend themselves, their fellow citi-
zens and Latvia in the event of a crisis” (Jaunsardzes Centrs,
2021:5). This emphasis on responsibility for the whole of so-
ciety is an expression of how Foucault viewed the biopolitical
organization of the modern state, in which the individual has
to be sacrificed for the community in the worst case. It logi-
cally goes along with the — physical and mental — readiness to
defend the country by force of arms. Namely, besides these
rather soft skills that can be summarized under the term of
willingness to defend, Latvian National Defence Education
includes a total workload of 31 h dedicated to “safe handling
of weapons and shooting with air rifles” (Jaunsardzes Cen-
trs, 2020:38). The circumstance that these lessons are taught
to teenagers below the age of 18 rather than (young) adults
again raises questions about the positioning of young people
within the sovereign state’s defence organization.

In addition to the National Defence Education scheme,
the Latvian Defence Ministry provides summer camps for
pupils of grades 10 and 11 — thus 16- to 17-year-olds. Com-
plementary to National Defence Education, these camps are
intended to deepen knowledge about defence matters and im-
prove skills in military fighting techniques such as field com-
bat skills and small-calibre and assault rifle shooting (Jaun-
sardzes Centrs, 2021:55-58). In fact, the camps provide a
course that explicitly equates with the first phase of basic mil-
itary training (Aizsardzibas ministrija, 2019:10). Latvia is a
special case among the several European countries that pro-
vide military summer camps, as the Latvian Defence Con-
cept of 2020 explicitly stated that these camps “train re-
servists who are resilient to threats and able to mobilize in
a critical situation. In a crisis, this will be the most active,
mobile and capable part of society, able to defend themselves
and their fellow human beings” (Saeima, 2020:19). Although
this paragraph is missing in the most recent Latvian Defence
Strategy Paper (Saeima, 2023), the camps are still planned to
educate around 5000 young people annually. They are im-
plemented as part of the infrastructure of the Latvian de-
fence apparatus (cf. Aizsardzibas ministrija, 2019) and pro-
vide basic training for the reserve service (Aizsardzibas min-
istrija, 2019:10f). Hence, young people in Latvia are decid-
edly thought of as potential defenders of the country, even
before reaching the age of full citizenship. This becomes
even clearer in the case of the Latvian “Young Guard” (Jaun-
sardze). Young people from 10 to 21 years of age, who vol-
untarily sign contracts with Jaunsardze, are explicitly raised
here as defenders of the country. The “Young Guards” take
a symbolic solemn pledge with which they “promise to per-
form the duties of a youth guard” (Jaunsardzes Centrs, 2023)
and live under the motto “let’s grow for Latvia” (Jaunsardzes
Centrs, 2023). They consequently embody republican ideals



par excellence: duties and personal sacrifice for the (national)
community, which, in the case of Jaunsardze, are explic-
itly militarized. Although the programme focuses on military
soft skills — e.g. medical first aid, the leading of groups, mil-
itary mindsets like comradeship, discipline, and knowledge
about history and structure of Latvian defence — the public
appearance of Jaunsardze is military, if not militant. Images
published by Jaunsardze, for instance on Flickr, frequently
depict young people in military uniform who stand and walk
in line (Jaunsardzes Centrs, 2023).

The Latvian model thus does not only take citizens’ du-
ties as the logical counterpart of citizens’ rights. In compari-
son to the French model, the Latvian Defence Strategy does
not construct defence education as one of many stations on
young people’s pathways to citizenship. Instead, it explicitly
subjectivizes young people as “Young Guards” who, if they
decide to join a military summer camp, for example, are seen
as potential military reservists for Latvia’s defence, ready
and prepared to fight and sacrifice themselves for the coun-
try even at a young age. The question of who defends whom
and the origins of sovereignty and the decision of whom to
employ for securing “the society” become obvious here.

The examples of Sweden, France, and Latvia are specific
but not exceptional. Similar processes of youth militariza-
tion can be observed in other NATO states (cf. Basham,
2016; Giroux, 2007, 2012; Horschelmann, 2017; Horschel-
mann and DreBlen, 2026; Kershner and Harding, 2019; Wells,
2014a, 2016). The three examples thus rather exemplify and
illustrate different ways in which the dictum “society must
be defended” leads to the generational separation of who is
to defend whom, even at risk of death.

In Sweden, young people’s military subjectivation appears
to follow the lines of neoliberal governmentality: conduct-
ing conduct through incentivization and the promise of ben-
efits while appealing to potential recruits as entrepreneurial
subjects. The seemingly unpolitical subjectivation of young
people as free individuals striving for the best possibili-
ties enables their necropolitical enrolment as “enterprising
soldiers” (Strand, 2022). Such a model may disguise but
nonetheless exploit social inequalities in as far as the military
is presented as providing job opportunities. The paradox of
liberal democracy having to ensure security even if this risks
the death for some of its citizens finds expression, however,
in the selective conscription mode. Sovereign power returns
when there are not enough volunteers and conscription thus
becomes obligatory.

In France, this paradox makes way for a republican dis-
course of moral duty, compared with elements of legal obli-
gations, which connect full rights strictly to defence contri-
butions. In November 2025, the Chief of Defence Staff of
France, Fabien Mandon, warned that French Society had to

“accept the risk of losing children” (authors’ emphasis, “ac-
cepter le risque de perdre des enfants”; Maires de France,
2025). This phrasing exemplifies once more the divisive gen-
erational logics of necropolitical military subjectivation. It
finds its political expression in the declaration of youth poli-
tics as “a priority”” of French defence politics.

In Latvia, this same prioritization has led to the introduc-
tion of a form of national defence education in schools that
entails the disciplining of pupils through their bodies and as
“capable members of societies”, due to their apparent useful-
ness for national defence. The NDE also normalizes defence
duties in Latvia’s public discourse by making them a regu-
lar part of every children’s upbringing. The summer camps
and Young Guards further subjectivize children and young
people through military discipline.

What happens when militarization provides the
most legitimate framing mechanism for how we
relate to ourselves, each other and the rest of the
world? (Giroux, 2012:239)

The recruitment of young people to war is not a marginal
issue — quite the reverse. As we have sought to demonstrate in
this paper through a Foucauldian reading of military subjec-
tivation, military security builds on generational hierarchies
and the gaps and ambiguities that arise from them. The pa-
per has aimed to demonstrate through three case study ex-
amples that children and youth are drawn into military pol-
itics through processes of biopolitical subjectivation which
in turn legitimize the continual reproduction of military vio-
lence and the unequal distribution of life and death. We have
shown that liberal rationalities of self-governance can be mo-
bilized for military recruitment, but that this does not replace
the sovereign power of the state in enforcing the enrolment
of young people into military discourses and practices. Coer-
cion, discipline, and exploitation continue not least because
of the centrality of children and youth for securing soci-
etal futures — the biopolitical imperative of making life live.
Drawing on Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics, we have fur-
ther argued that military recruitment exposes young people to
death and violence in the name of defending life while enlist-
ing them in necropolitical securitization.

The subjectivation of young people within liberal biopolit-
ical regimes also produces contradictions, however, that can
form the basis for de-normalizing and problematizing mil-
itarization (Basham et al., 2015; Enloe, 2015; Rech et al.,
2015; Sylvester, 2013). To pay attention to generational hi-
erarchies and the necropolitical enrolment of young people
by means of military subjectivation enables the recognition
of tensions in ethical frameworks, narratives of security, and
logics of democratic citizenship. It raises questions about
what young people’s agency in security politics means (cf.
Beier, 2011, 2015), where responsibility starts and ends, and



how generation- and age-related power relations that mould,
restrain, and exploit this agency can be made visible. Prob-
lematizing current normalizations in military security log-
ics can lead to the kinds of politicization that are urgently
needed if democratic rather than authoritarian solutions are
to be found. For, as Dean (1999/2009:37) explained:

By becoming clear on how regimes of practices op-
erate, we become clear on how forms of domina-
tion, relations of power and kinds of freedom and
autonomy are linked, how such regimes are con-
tested and resisted, and thus how it might be possi-
ble to do things differently.

Ethically, it is not an alternative, in our view, to decrease
protection rights for children and young people in exchange
for political enfranchisement at an earlier age, especially
given the risks of enrolment in the politics of death qua mil-
itarization. We agree with Philo and Smith (2013:143-144)
here, who view children and youth as “determinedly part of
the body-politic” but argue that “adult politics should be pre-
cisely about protecting them from the press of much that is so
problematic about the politics of adulthood, while still seek-
ing to ascertain their needs and wants, their hopes and fears,
and striving to create conditions and resources able to realize
not just their survival but also their flourishing”.
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