
c 
(>

,
.9

c
E

o
L

?
-F

6
=

L
>

-
*- 

-
-

L

6EL
-D

rR
 

>
.

\-/ 
-

-
E

+c
o

O
=

-c(J 
r-

cg
)>

.
L-È

 
-o

cv,
l+

l
--cl-
o1.al
O-l--r-trl-

-l 
t-

rrr=
-)

-\J 
\J-Ol!

I=



First published 1992 by 
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 
66 Wood Lane End, Hemel Hempstead, 
Hertfordshire, HP2 4RG 
A division of 
Simon & Schuster International Group 

Afichel Foucault philosophe was first published in French by 
Editions du Seuil, under the direction ofFran~ois Ewald. 
© Editions du Seui\, 1989 

This translation © 1992 Harvester Wheatsheaf 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval stystem, or transmitted, 
in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior 
permission, in writing, from the publisher. 

Typeset in 10 on 12pt Granjon and Helvetica 
by Keyboard Services, Luton. 

Printed and bound in Great Britain by 
BPCC Wheatons Ltd, Exeter 

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 

Michel Foucault, philosopher. 
194 . 
ISBN 0-7450-0884-4 hbk. 

0-7450-0885-2 pbk. 

1 2 3 4 5 96 95 94 93 92 

... Contents 

Translator's introduction 
Acknowledgements 

Introduction 

Xl 

xiii 
xv 

1 MICHEL FOUCAULT 
IN THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY 

one 3 

A1'chaeology and epistemology 
Roberto Machado 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 18 

two 20 

Notes on phenomenology in Les Mots et les Choses 
Gerard Lebrun 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 37 

three 38 

Foucault and Marx: 
The question of nominalism 

Etienne Balibar 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 56 

v 



Contents 

VI 

four 58 

Michel Foucault and psychoanalysis 
Jacques-Alain Miller 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 63 

five 65 
Inside or outside philosophy? 

Fran~ois Wahl 

six 80 
On the ordering of things: 

Being and Power in Heidegger and Foucault 
Hubert L. Dreyfus 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 95 

2 STYLE AND DISCOURSE 

one 99 
On Foucault's concept of discourse 

Manfred Frank 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 115 

two 117 
On Michel Foucault's philosophical style: 

Towards a critique of the normal 
Miguel Morey 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 128 

three 129 
The Word of God: II am dead' 

Denis Hollier 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 141 

four 142 
Oneirocriticisms 

Walter Seitter 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 147 

Contents 

five 148 
Towards fiction 

Raymond Bellour 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 156 

3 POWER AND GOVERNMENT 

one 159 
What is a dispositif? 

Gilles Deleuze 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 166 

two 169 
A power without an exterior 

Fran~ois Ewald 

three 176 
Towards a natural history of norms 

Pierre Macherey 

four 192 
Michel Foucault and the police state 

Blandine Barret-Kriegel 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 197 

five 199 
On Foucault's uses of the notion 'biopower' 

Michael Donnelly 

SIX 204 
Foucault and the liberal view of the individual 

Alessandl-o Plzzorno 

vii 



Contents 

4 ETHICS AND THE SUBJECT 

one 215 
Foucault: the ethic and the work 

John Rajchman 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 223 

two 225 
Reflections on the notion of 'the cultivation of the self 

Pierre Hadot 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 231 

viii 

three 233 

The constitution of the subject and spiritual practice 
Christian Jambet 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 247 

four 248 
The aesthetics of existence: 

Post-conventional morality and the theory 
of power in Michel Foucault 

Rainer Rochlitz 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 258 

five 260 
Beyond life and death: 

On Foucault's post-Auschwitz ethic 
James W. Bernauer 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 279 

5 RATIONALITIES AND HISTORIES 

one 283 
Rationality, force and power: 

Foucault and Habermas's criticisms 
Dominique Janicaud 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 301 

Contents 

two 303 
Foucault, the present and history 

Mark Poster 

three 317 

Foucault, morality and criticism 
Christian Bouchindhomme 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 326 

four 328 
Moral identity and private autonomy 

Richard Rorty 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 334 

five 336 
Michel Foucault's nihilism 

Andre Glucksmann 

six 340 

Foucault and going beyond (or the fulfilment of) nihilism 
PaulVeyne 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 343 

Note on the Michel Foucault Centre 346 

Notes on Contributors 348 

Note on Foucault's Texts 350 

ix 



Translator's introduction 

There is an irony, which would surely not have been lost on Foucault, in being 
the translator of texts written about texts which deal with the problems 
involved in writing about texts. It is hard to say whether it is in spite of or 
because of this irony that the exercise has proved to be both challenging 
and stimulating. 

There are certain technical terms for which there is no immediately clear 
translation into English. To minimalise betrayal I have followed the practice 
of giving in brackets the French for the most intractable of these. For example, 
the terms connaissance and sa voir both mean 'knowledge'. Connaissance means 
knowledge in the sense of the subject's relationship to an object and the rules 
which govern this relationship. Savoir, on the other hand, means knowledge in 
the sense of the underlying structure which is the precondition of any con­
naissance. Its plural form,savoirs, means 'forms of knowledge' or 'knowledges'. 

I can only hope that, to use Foucauldian terms, the shift [de placement] from 
one language to another has not introduced too many breaks [ruptures] with 
that which was to be signified [slgnifie] by the original writers of the papers, 
which in my opinion constitute a major contribution not only to research on 
Foucault but to philosophy and the world of ideas in general. 

Tim Armstrong 
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Introduction 

The discussions at the international conference in Paris achieved, both in range 
and in terms of cultural benefit, everything that could be expected from a 
meeting where the topic to be dealt with was a body of work such as that of 
Michel Foucault, dealing, as they did, with the main concerns in his work, the 
pa th which his research followed, and its impact. It was as if all those taking 
part had, without premeditation, already agreed to recognise that it is impos­
sible to discuss Foucault without taking into account what he himself declares 
in his introduction to L'Usage des plaisirs: that the object of his work, what he 
calls 'truth games', a notion alien both to dogmatic philosophers and to his 
critics, can be dealt with only by 'putting them to the test, ... this process being 
the living body of philosophy'. So, as they examined the way his work com­
municates hesitations, reservations and misgivings, and the way it has to be 
approached as theoretical knowledge in the process of application, all the 
participants felt that, like him, they were not 'living on the same planet' as 
those who think that the job of philosophical thought is to :legitimise what we 
already know', rather than encouraging the enterprise which consists in trying 
to 'find out in what way and to what extent it would be possible to think 
differently'. 

This nonconformist attitude is what sustains Foucault's passionate interest, 
ven when dealing with traditional notions like normality, morality, trans­

gression and regulation, in philosophically eccentric modes of enquiry and, as 
.t result, in answers which take the form of discoveries linked with such things 
as incarceration and prison. Several contributions during the course of this 
lonference showed how certain questions asked of Foucault during his life­
tIme and since his death - questions asked in time-honoured fashion and 
l overing traditional territory - have become outmoded, tangential and even 
obsolete. It might seem astonishing, for example, to see Foucault talking of 
trllth as a force, rather than as a norm, if one failed to realise that, from the 
pOInt of view of sciences which generate technology, know~edge contains 
valuC'. 
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Introduction 

With regard to the unavoidable question as to whether we should see 
Foucault's place as being on the inside or on the outside of philosophy proper, 
some have been tempted to reply that it is outside but alongside. More numer­
ous, though, are those who consider 'outside' to be the equivalent of 'against', 
sensitive as they are to the fact that Foucault disparaged questions with trans­
cendental implications, preferring those with historical implications, and cen­
sured the quest for profundity, so difficult did it seem to him to establish 
vantage points from which to view what lay on the surface, replacing the 
history of systems with the history of problematics. 

The time has come to apply to Foucault's own work the methods of elucida­
tion - namely, those of genealogy and interpretation - which he himself 
applied to his fields of study. Before looking to Foucault, as certain of his critics 
have somewhat disingenuously hastened to do, for answers to the traditional 
questions of philosophy - a subject which has always been considered through­
out its history as a quest for truth and wisdom - it is worth meditating on the 
fact that he began his work with a history of madness. 

Georges Canguilhem 
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Archaeology and epistemology 

Roberto Machado 

When trying to situate Michel Foucault in the context of philosophy it is hard 
to avoid thinking of Nietzsche, the phenomenologists, or even Marxism .... 
Yet in my opinion, from a methodological point of view, the most pertinent 
way of situating what Foucault calls 'archaeology' is to stress his connection 
with the mainstream of French epistemology since Bachelard. 

Epistemology, as it reflects on how scientific knowledge comes into being, 
judges science from a point of view which is, by nature, scientific. In order to 
account for the conditions in which scientific knowledge becomes possible, 
French epistemology takes the study of history as a privileged tool of analysis. 
This does not mean to say; of course, that all history of science is philosophical, 
but rather that conceptual philosophies like those of Bachelard, Cavailles, 
Koyre and Canguilhem, because they study science in terms of its place in 
history, do more than simply describe inventions, traditions or authors. From 
.In epistemological point of view, in fact, a history of sci~nce would be able to 
,lchieve its goal, which is to establish the historical nature of science, only by 
placing it in a philosophical perspective, and therefore by making a clear 
distinction between itself and historical and scientific disciplines. 

It is easy to understand this situation if one bears in mind the fact that the 
mtimate connection, if not the essential sameness, of philosophical analysis and 
I he history of science derives from the fact that the latter poses, for philosophy, 
I r undamental question: the question of the nature of rationality. Science, which 

I .\ rule-governed and rule-generating mode of discourse, is, for epistemology, 
Ill( home ground of truth and, as such, the means by which rationality is 
)'1'1\ rated. So, if there is such a thing as a history of reason, it is only the history 
• ,r \ci nce which would be able to demonstrate this and trace its development. 
\ ' \uch, the critical dimension of the philosophical history of science does not 

III .IIlY way constitute a critique of science but, on the contrary, a critique of 
\ h.11 i\ OUISl(k f(';\ \011 , It analy, (S the overcoming of obstacles', prejudices and 
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myths, which make possible the progress of rationality. It is a philosophical 
means of clarifying the nature of knowledge using, as a norm, scientific 
rationality itself at its highest level of development. So epistemology is seen as 
a branch of philosophy which studies the question of rationality by taking 
scientific thought as rational thought par excellence . ... 

I wish here to analyse the important shift in methodological approach 
brought about by Michel Foucault with respect to epistemology. One will 
recall that Bachelard's philosophy discredits any attempt to formulate a 
general theory of rationalism. He thought that philosophy should follow the 
lead given by science, and remain on the same level as science, assimilating 
what it has to teach and respecting the rules it generates. From this perspective, 
Bachelard's epistemology can be seen as a form of 'regional' rationalism, the 
absence of criteria valid for all sciences necessitating the minute study of 
several 'regions' or areas of scientific thought. 

Gaston Bachelard was concerned with sciences like physics and chemistry 
which can, roughly speaking, be seen as occupying the area of nature, or 
matter. Then Georges Canguilhem, using essentially the same methodological 
categories as a starting point, tackled biology, anatomy and physiology, disci­
plines which he refers to as 'sciences of life', thus outlining another region of 
scientific enquiry. Archaeological history can be understood as the investiga­
tion of a new area, all of its analyses centring on the question of man, and 
forming a large research project on the historical constitution of 'the human 
sciences' in modern times. But the specific nature of the object of study is not in 
itself sufficient to demonstrate the originality of archaeology. To the extent 
that it centres on the question of man, who is seen as a region separate from the 
regions of nature and oflife, the archaeological process is guided by principles 
which are different from those of epistemological history. Archaeology, whilst 
keeping epistemology as a methodological reference point, assumes a different 
position in its analysis of rationality. Whilst epistemology postulates that science 
must - returning to Bachelard's expression - 'give order to philosophy', 
archaeology claims independence from all sciences and allows itself to criticise 
the very notion of rationality. In the same way, whilst epistemological history 
examines, on the level of scientific concepts, the production of truth in science, 
defined as a historical process by means of which rationality is produced and 
developed, archaeological history, by establishing conceptual interrelation­
ships on the level of knowledge, does not give priority to the normative ques­
tion of truth, any more than it sets out to establish a temporal order of recurrent 
patterns viewed from the vantage point of current scientific rationality. By 
neutral ising the question of the essential nature of science, archaeology is able 
to produce a history of knowledge from which all trace of the history of the 
progress of reason has disappeared. 

Archaeology has never either implicitly or explicitly criticised epistemology 
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but has always aimed to suggest that epistemological history was incapable of 
analysing the very problems which it was able to describe. It is indeed probably 
one of the great riches of the archaeological method that it is a tool capable of 
considering human sciences as theoretical knowledge [sa voir] by means of 
putting to one side the question of their scientific nature and as such avoiding 
the impossible challenge of having to account for recurring patterns, but with­
out, for all that, abandoning the need for a conceptual analysis capable of 
t stablishing discontinuities. 

Nevertheless, it is not purely and simply a question of a shift from the 
IIlVestigation of science to the investigation of theoretical knowledge [savoir]. 

rhe archaeological method of analysis is generally known as the 'archaeology 
,l theoretical knowledge' but, contrary to what is often held to be the case, this 
,Icnomination is not the starting point but the result of a process, itself his­
IOrical, by means of which the concept of archaeology is modified, to the extent 
,hat it appears as something different in each work. 

Seen in this light, L'Archiologie du savoir no longer comes over as the 
lormulation of a methodology used in the various archaeological researches: 
I 'llistoire de fa folie, La Naissancede fa clinique and Les Mots et les Choses. These 
II the works I wish to use to demonstrate how the archaeological method 

orks at the very moment where (once it has been formulated) it produces 
oncrete results. In fact it is not possible to see the methods actually put into 

1'1 :lctice in the earlier books in terms of the methodological processes put 
," ward in L'Archeologie du savoir. L'Archeologie du sa voir is not so much a 

, IlIlceptual explanation of what has already been achieved as a setting up of 
'" w bases for later research that archaeological history might carry out, though 
11m in itself rapidly gives way to a new type of historical analysis of knowledge 

hich Michel Foucault calls 'genealogy'. Conceptualism, discontinuity and 
I ,.rmativity are the different stages of the development of archaeology that I 
k.ll be analysing, starting from points which seem to me to give the best 
• ount of its methodology and the shifts which take place in its relationship to 

,,\ temology. 

'luse of the extent to which it is conceptual, Histoire de fa folie is not only 
II fcrent from factual histories of psychiatry; it is also critical of the methods 
I .l other histories adopt. Nevertheless, the conceptual problem is not posed 
II ,h same way as in epistemology, where the concept itself is the fundamental 

• ns by which scientific rationality is defined. Histoire de fa folie represents an 
IItl .• 1 shift away from this sort of epistemology, radicalising the autonomy of 
" "pt as far as its relationship with science is concerned. The fact that 

hiatry might not be, properly speaking, a science does not stop it from 
II' opriating scientific concepts: it is a theoretical mode of disc,ourse which, 

n d it is not Slit ntifit, .• 11 cL.im sci( ntific rr((lt'ntials inasmuch as it comes 

') 
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within the parameter of medical discourse. But Histoire de fa folie is not limited 
to modes of discourse which claim scientific status, since it also takes into 
account philosophical, literary, theological and political discourse. With the 
question of madness as a guiding thread, the analysis takes into consideration 
a whole host of different types of discourse concerned with madness. It is 
precisely because the analysis gives priority to the conceptual element of these 
forms of discourse that it is possible to make connections and establish a 
whole. But the concept of knowledge [satloir], which will become the object of 
archaeological investigation, has not yet been formulated in this book which, in 
order to separate itself off from epistemological history and define the specific 
nature of archaeology, is founded on the disctinction between knowing and 
perceiving. Epistemology affirms that science alone is capable of producing 
knowledge [connaissance]. Foucault, however, uses the term knowledge [con­
naissance] in the broader sense of a systematic theory - that is to say, the 
objectification by means of scientific discourse, or discourse which claims to 
be such, of the phenomenon of madness, as is done for example by medical, 
psychiatric or legal theories, which claim that they are contributing to the under­
standing of something which can be known about objectively, or 'positively'. 
This is important because Histoire de fa folie points out precisely that the level 
of knowledge [connalssance] is insufficient to give rise to such conditions as 
would make psychiatry possible. ' 

How, then, can one set about analysing the way psychiatry came into being? 
This has to be done by some means other than taking a point of view which is 
either exclusively or fundamentally based on the level of theoretical discourse, 
since psychiatry is incapable of defining the essence of madness. As such the 
analysis has to be situated just as much on the level of the theoreticaVpractical 
relationship, which he refers to as the level of 'perception', established with 
the insane person in a situation of institutional confinement.2 That is why 
archaeology researches modes of discourse linked more directly with institu­
tional practices like the procedures adopted by the judiciary and the police or 
the archives of prisons, hospitals and asylums. The point is that these texts, 
which are unfamiliar to historians of science, are to be studied from a con­
ceptual point of view. 

It is here that the question arises as to what archaeology is. The designation 
appears for the first time in Histoire de fa folie, referring not so much to a rigid, 
stable and precise method as to an ever-renewed requirement that scientific 
discourse - scientific in the broad sense of the term, including discourse which 
claims scientific status - should be accounted for in a particular way. The 
meaning of the term evolves during the course of Foucault's archaeological 
investigations but remains unchanged in one respect: archaeology defines a 
specific approach and a space appropriate to itself, but always explicitly or 
implicitly, referring to the epistemological history of science. 
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In Histoire de fa folie, 'archaeology' has the limited and precise sense of a 
search for conditions which will give explanations on a deeper level than those 
provided by science. Hence the importance of the structural dichotomy in the 
organisation of the research. In this dichotomy, the area appropriate to archae­
ology is situated in the realm of knowledge [connaissance] - not only because 
this provides the ra w material which archaeology studies but, most importantly, 
because it comes first in the process of revealing its true objectives. Priority is 
given to whatever shows a separation between the two categories, and to that 
which provides an explanation for this separation, or claims to do SO.3 This 
priority makes it possible to see here - in oppostition to histories of forms of 
discourse, of theories, of concepts, psychiatric or not, about madness - an 
lrchaeology of the power relationship established with the insane person, in­
dependently of the scientific reasoning by means of which the true reasoning is 
hidden. In Hlstoire de la folie there is no archaeology of knowledge in the sense 
of Foucault's later definition of the concept, though there is an archaeology of 

I rception. 
The existence of the two levels leads Foucault to criticise a 'continuist' form 

,If history which would describe the progress of psychiatry as a linear passage 
t rom social perception to scientific knowledge of madness. Archaeology follows 
, pistemology in criticising continuist histories, but establishes discontinuities 
n a d ifferent way. In Histoire de fa folie, the breaks are general, vertical and 

Ilartial. 
, The discontinuities might well be general, but they are still circumscribed 
hy the question of madness and are therefore studied on the basis of the 
, onceptual interrelationships established at a given period on the level of 
I ' rception as well as on the level of knowledge [connaissance]. But there is also 
II terogeneity: between the critical awareness and tragic experience of mad­
'less in the Renaissance; between the two forms of institutional confinement in 
the classical age, the hospital and the Great Confinement; between legal and 
ocial awareness about madness; and between awareness of madness and 
Iwareness of impaired reasoning at the end of the eighteenth century. 

T he discontinuities are vertical inasmuch as the distinction between the 
v Is of perception and knowledge [connaissanceJ brings the analysis to a point 

II( yond that of the discourse studied. Through being deliberately situated on a 
I, vel more fundamental than theories which assign to madness a specific place 
III a nosography, the analysis gives clear priority to the practices of confine­
Illent, so that even categories of temporary insanity and alienation appear to be 
II l1stituted by the organisation, function and transformation of institutions of 
,1I1finement. Yet this analysis has broader implications when, for example, the 

III tltution of the Great Confinement - the way it came into being, its decline 
Illd ItS transformation into the asylum system - is linked with ec~momic, social 
IIItI !loiHical factor" Bllt tltt' pCl(cption knowi dg [connaissanceJ dichotomy 
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remains: nosographic theory is never related to institutional or economic con­
siderations. Although the analysis tries to explain at once the conditions which 
made modern perception and knowledge [connaissance] about madness possible, 
its verticality lies in forms of discourse directly connected with perception. 
Psychiatry appears as a compromise between two heterogeneous elements, the 
abstract field of theory and the concrete space of confinement itself - or, in 
other terms, 'medical analysis' and 'institutional perception,.4 

The discontinuities are partial in the sense that the historical investigation 
does not separate one period from another in any absolute way. Of course, 
what Foucault refers to as the Great Confinement constitutes a break with the 
situation of the insane person in the Renaissance in the same way that the 
asylums of Pinel and Esquirol represent a break from forms of confinement in 
the classical age. In the same way there are inconsistencies between psychiatric 
theory, classical nosography and critical understanding of insanity during the 
Renaissance. But the discontinuities are not total because the theories and the 
practices are never independent of what went before. There are always prior 
conditions which have implications. Histoire de la folie reveals a process 
tending towards the increased subordination of madness to the notion of 
reason. It criticises reason when it analyses its boundaries, the frontiers which 
reason establishes and moves as it tries to exclude and reduce everything which 
poses a threat to its sense of order. The movement of these frontiers is not 
of a continuous nature but tends always towards a more powerful and total 
domination of reason over madness. Inasmuch as it constitutes a new theory 
about the nature of madness and new sets of practices in the control of the 
insane person, psychiatry also appears as a radicalisation of a historical process 
of domination. It should be noted finally that the historical conditions which 
make psychiatry possible are institutional rather than theoretical and that it is 
not so much medical examination which defines, isolates and individualises the 
mad person as economic, political and social problems. 

This leads us naturally to consider the problem of the extent to which 
archaeology has to be seen as normative. Histoire de la folie is not a normative 
history in the sense that it attempts to pass judgement on modes of discourse 
by adopting as a norm a present-day view of what science should be. The idea 
that science progresses, which is the essential claim of epistemology, loses all 
value in this form of research which, inasmuch as it neutralises the question 
of progress with regard to the perception of and knowledge about madness, 
necessarily makes the notion of historical recurrence an impossible one. None 
the less, the problematic caused by the notion of recurrence remains present 
and, in fact, provides the structure of the argument of the book, albeit in an 
inverted way. Histoire de la folie gives rise to what one might call inverted 
recurrence to the extent that the criterion of judgement it uses comes not from 
the present but from the past. It is a normative work in the sense that it detects 
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in the history of the theories and practices related to insanity a process which 
reveals how a truth which arises out of and is fundamental to the nature of 
insanity not only remains undiscovered but is indeed covered up, because it 
poses a threat, a danger. 

I should like to analyse this question more closely and define more exactly 
the sense in which Histoire de la folie is normative. The whole structure of the 
argument rests upon the existence of the fundamental experience of madness5 

- that is to say, it is seen not just as a historical pattern or something brought 
about by politics in practice and science in theory, or something which can be 
looked at in terms of the means by which it is constituted and its stages of trans­
formation; it is seen, rather, as an originating experience more fundamental 
than historical patterns, which reason has covered up, masked and dominated, 
hut without entirely destroying it: 'Completely ostracised on the one side and 
tOmpletely objectified on the other, madness is never shown for what it is in 
.1 language which would be appropriate to it.'6 Foucault does not try to deal 
with the positive history of this original reality but is content to point out that 
\uch a thing must exist, and does so by means of reference to historical persons 
lake Goya, Van Gogh, Nerval, Holderlin, and Artaud .... He writes a critical 
.Ind normative history of the negativity of insanity, using as a starting point a 
"due taken to be positive. 

Hence the importance of the hypothesis of a fundamental experience of 
Illadness: only this experience is able to tell the truth about psychiatry by 
placing it in the context of a historical process during the course of which 
Illsanity has been controlled more or less effectively. During the Renaissance, 
Illoral criticism designated it as being more or less illusory; in the Enlighten­
IIlcnt, rationalism reduced it to the rank of a kind of aberration; in the modern 
I:'C, fina lly, human sciences have pathologised it by considering it as a form of 
,It rangement. As such the production of theories about insanity appears to 
,onstitute the opposite of knowledge lconnaifsanceJ to the extent that it invents 
I"r it fictive essences and natures. But what is paradoxical is the fact that the 
11m of this sort of history is to subordinate insanity to reason and truth by 
,i, 'vcloping a pseudo-science, the point of which is to ensure the domination of 
" "on over insanity. Whichever way one looks at it, the history of insanity does 
lot trace the progress of reason towards truth, but the progressive domination 

"I madness so that it can be integrated into the realm of reason. This is what 
lilt history of madness comes down to: the history of the fabrication of a massive 
it. r n this sense, the book very much bears the marks of the epistemological 
II "lcct. 

III ,,//Ice de III clinique is a concisc text which makes no explicit mention of 
III litodologl('al qucstions exccpt in the prera('e. Such questions,do, however, 
11111 dllllllgh til!' hook. _Ilhnl dd It"I (,l1dy frollllh(' way in which they appear in 
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Histoire de la folie. Next I should like to analyse the discourse of archaeological 
history at this new point of its trajectory, still taking as a starting point the 
questions of concept, discontinuity and normativity. 

The archaeology of clinical treatment such as Foucault conceives it is not 
only very different from factual histories of medicine; it is opposed to them. 
Nor is it an epistemological history to the extent that archaeology does not 
constitute an original and specific object such as theoretical knowledge [sa voir)? 
In order to show that the break between traditional medicine and modern 
medicine is archaeological, Foucault states that there has been no break on an 
epistemological level- that is to say, that there has been no shift from meta­
phorical to conceptual language, and no increase in objectivity.s Archaeology's 
aim is to produce a type of knowledge [connaissance] which epistemology 
cannot produce because the nature of connaissance is not scientific. 

Furthermore, the thematic ambiguity between archaeology and episte­
mology is to be found in a terminological ambiguity. The term 'archaeology' is 
found in the subtitle of the book - An archaeology of medical perception - but it 
appears nowhere else in the body of the text. Yet the adjective 'epistemological' 
- which is associated with terms like 'medical attitude', 'medical perception', 
'visible', 'invisible', or 'invisible invisibility' - is used on several occasions to 
designate the object of study which, from a conceptual point of view, defines 
the archaeological approach of the work.9 

In Naissance de la clinique, archaeological history is situated on two correlated 
levels: perception and language. 'Medical experience', 'medical perception', 
'medical look' /regard] ... are expressions used on several occasions as 
synonyms and as correlative terms to define a space within medical knowlege 
fconnaissance]. In this way Foucault uses, throughout his analysis, the term 
'spatialisation', meaning the constitution of a visible area or space of medical 
perception, a space to which modern medicine does not have privileged access. 
Foucault does not deny the empirical nature of modern medicine. He criticises 
the dichotomy of the position which supposes that the fundamental character 
of modern clinical practice is to give priority to the visible over the theoretical. 
He puts forward a hypothesis to counter this view - and this is the central idea 
of the book - that the change is due to a transformation in the relationship 
between the visible and the invisible. From this perspective, the fundamental 
change from eighteenth-century medicine to modern medicine takes the form 
of a movement from the taxonomical to the corporeal: the illness becomes 
spatialised within the organism. In other words, it is the contrast between a 
surface perception which is deliberately limited to visible symptoms and a 
deeper perception which, by means of the study of the sick organism, makes 
the invisible visible. So, it is a change in the very nature of visibility which 
constitutes the main characteristic of this discontinuity. 

But the analysis of medical perception, and the space in which it exists, 
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cannot be dissociated from the analysis of the language of medicine. Naissance 
de la climque tries to show how the very concept of illness has been transformed 
from the classical age through to modern times - or rather, how the idea of 
illness as something with an independent existence has given way to the idea of 
the body being ill. The break caused by modern medicine is to be found in the 
movement from ideal to real corporeal space, and consequently the transfor­
mation of the language which is intrinsically linked to the perception of this 
space. As opposed to the dichotomy set up by historians when they define 
modern medicine as the rejection of theory and choice in favour of experience, 
Foucault analyses the language in its relationship to medical experience and 
that which underlies the experience. There is no 'spatialisation' of the patho­
logical without 'verbalisation'. The object of archaeology is 'this region where 
words and things are not yet separate' - that is, 'the linking of medical lan­
guage with what it describes', 'th~ spoken structure of the perceived', 'the 
fundamental spatialisation and verbalisation of pathology', 'the perception' of 
the doctor 'put into words'.lo 

It is in fact reflection on the intimate relationship between these two aspects 
which permits us to make sense of the changes which have affected and 
transformed the nature of medical knowledge /connaissance]. These changes 
take the form of reorganisations in the relationship between the two terms. In 
(Iassical medicine, language took precedence over examination and illness was 
.1 'rational', or 'essential' space. Perceiving an illness was the equivalent of 
mterpreting an intelligible order of illnesses within nosographic space on the 
I 'vel of representation. Medical language is here, therefore, necessarily prior 
I() perception. In clinical practice there is a balance between language and 
I ·rception. Clinical experience becomes analytical because the very space in 
which perception takes place has a linguistic structure. In the case of anatomical 
medicine, what is seen is given priority over language. The identification 
"f the space which the illness occupies as being within the sick organism 
,btroys the ideal nature of the illness and makes it empirical. For medicine, 
I he development of a modern language depends on our being able to see inside 
I h . substance of the body and discover what has gone wrong on an organic 
I, vel. 

onsidered from the point of view of the reorganisation of systems of re­
I.ltionship between perception and language - this being the level of depth at 
, hich archaeology operates - the analysis of the changes caused by anatomic­

. .tly based medicine does not make appeal to any theory of historical continuity. 
\11 hough the critique of retrospective history is constantly present in Naissance 

tlr Itl clinique, this critique never has recourse to the criteria of present-day 
llt'nee. At no point is one type of medicine considered to be explicitly superior 

.lrlOther. Even though Foucault on several occuasions refers, to his study as 
IIlg CPI\tt·!lwlogtr;ll. 11<' 1\ none till' ks~ pUlling forward an original type of 
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history of medicine. However, the idea of inverted continuity which is to be 
found in Histoire de Ia folie disappears totally: no extramedical criteria are used 
to pass judgement on the rationality of medicine. The discontinuity between 
modern and traditional medicine - the central question of this book, which 
attempts to define a normativity intrinsic to medicine at different periods - is 
established by meal}s of the analysis of the ~ransformation of the concept of 
medical knowledge, taking as a starting point the criteria which each period 
considers to be true criteria, criteria which can be explained in terms of the 
correlation between perception and language. In Naissance de Ia clinique, these 
criteria are not situated in the past or in the future - and therefore exterior -
but are deeply internal conditions of possibility, 'the conditions defining what 
can be seen as possible in terms of medical experience', or the 'concrete a prioris' 
of medical experience. This idea will reappear in a later book. 

US Mots et les Choses is Foucault's most ambitious book. It extends - not 
without important modifications - certain results of the preceding analyses of 
psychiatry and medicine to a set of principles which constitute what amounts 
to a general theory of human sciences. The point which concerns us is the fact 
that he formulates and applies the archaeological method in a way which 
coincides neither with preceding analyses nor with his later work. 

The most important aspect of this meditation on methodology is his defini­
tion of the object of analysis as an episteme. This is best understood in terms of 
the notion of theoretical knowledge IsavoirJ . In us Mots et les Choses, 

archaeology is a history of theoretical knowledge IsavoirJ. What gives unity to 
the work is the idea, which is new in archaeology, that theoretical knowledge 
Isavoir] has a positive nature. Up till that point, Foucault has always used the 
term 'positivity' in the sense attributed to it by epistemology - that is to say, as 
a quality specific to scientific discourse. In Histoire de Ia folie he uses it to refer 
to forms of discourse claiming scientific status, as well as to scientific know­
ledge itself. Limiting oneself to this form of positivity, or even giving priority 
to it, would appear in this context to be analytically dishonest. In Naissance de 

Ia clinique, the adjective 'positive' is used in inverted commas and refers to 
modern medicine which is generally considered to be positive - that is to say, 
scientific - for the purpose of showing that there has been no 'psychoanalysis of 
medical knowledge'. Although, in these two cases, the analysis distances itself 
from the concept of positivity, it is only in us Mots et les Choses that the concept 
changes its meaning with, to be precise, the introduction of the concept of 
theoretical knowledge IsavoirJ as the specific level of analysis and the trans­
formation of archaeology into 'the archaeology of theoretical knowledge' 
[savoir]. Foucault now says that theoretical knowledge [savoir], which is the 
starting point of positivity, cannot be defined in terms of anything other than 
itself, neither by a more complete form of theoretical knowledge [savoirj nor by 
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my thing of a different order, like economic or social structures, which would 
present it only as an expression or projection of itself. 

T his change of direction in the project of archaeology modifies the way in 
which relationships are treated between forms of discourse and economic, 
political and institutional considerations, the importance of which diminishes 
,luring the co)Jrse of substquent research. In Histoire de Ia folie, these 
,onsiderations played an essential role: in order to analyse the conditions 

'hich made psychiatry possible and the institutional practice of confinement, 
d Ie modes of discourse and the way they were linked to economic changes 
"'l're designated as being better able to explain the problem being studied than 
Illcdical theories about madness. Priority was given to the 'perception' of the 
iliad person rather than knowledge lconnaissanceJ about madness. In turn, 

Ilissance de Ia clinique linked different types of medicine with institutions like 
11. ( hospitals and colleges or, in a larger perspective, with political changes, 
I' trticularly during the French Revolution. The book showed, for example, the 
III . ompatibility between the contemporary concepts of illness and hospitals; or, 
r.un, it made connections between the state of medicine and political con­
.oI t'rations, linked with the reorganisation of teaching, medical practice and 

It. , pitals. In Naissance de Ia clinique social practices come across as being ex­
II lIleous, even though they retain some importance. It would even be possible 
", ,'Ive an account of the general thesis of the book without making reference 
,. , I hem. This is because the main objective of the book - to analyse, on the level 
.11 'rception [regard] and oflanguage, the principles which constitute modern 

11 11 c1 ical knowledge, and to define the specific nature of the break between 
1111 c1 ical knowledge and the past - required him to give priority to medical 
II • ()urse. In us Mots et les Choses, which studies the make-up of human 

II Hces on the basis of a conceptual framework of theoretical forms of know­
d 'C lsavoirs) which constitutes the conditions which make possible the 
" tcnce of these sciences, Foucault leaves totally to one side the question of 

,. I lationship between economic structures and politics. Taking theoretical 
lI11wledge [savair] - and no longer perception or appearance - for the first 

1 .11 , in a clear and systematic way, as the specific level of archaeological 
I .Iysis, Foucault tries to show the intrinsic preconditions for the birth and 
I II\formation of given forms of theoretical knowledge [savoirs j, discrediting 
" t,)rms of external history. Curiously enough, the 'genealogical approach' 
".I. rtaken by Foucault just after L'A"chtologie du sa voir, which aims to 
I'l.lln the existence and transformation of elements of theoretical knowledge 
''' I I'S I by situating them within power structures, follows a quite different 

II( lion which is, from this point of view, much closer to Histoire de Ia folie. 

s.. II is the search for order in the way theoretical knowledge [savair] is 
In Illuted that characterises the thinking in us Mots et les Choses. Hence the 
\I tiOIl of the rpiJ/rmr: Ill(" rlllflrmr i~ not synonymous with theoretical 
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knowledge [savoir]; it is the expression of an order, or rather a principle, 
through which historical order is given to theoretical knowledge [savoir]. This 
is prior to and independent of the ordering of discourse such as it is carried out 
by science. The episteme is the specific order, configuration or disposition 
which theoretical knowledge [savoir] assumes at a given period, and which 
confers on it a positive nature as theoretical knowledge [savoir]. 

The episteme has two complementary aspects which can be distinguished 
from one another. First of all there is the general, global aspect: 'In any culture, 
there is only ever one episteme which defines the conditions of possibility of all 
theoretical knowledge [sa voir] at a given moment: 11 For each period there is a 
single corresponding episteme which governs the totality of forms of theoretical 
knowledge [savoirs]. Les Mots et les Choses is not the history of a science or of a 
concept. Its investigations take place on a different level, on concepts belonging 
to different forms of theoretical knowledge [savoirs], attempting to establish 
conceptual interrelationships between them. Life, work and language, for 
example, are fundamental concepts of knowledge [savoir] between which there 
is no contact. But archaeology attempts to establish a relationship between 
them, to link them together. Archaeology attempts to find out if there are 
similarities between the three domains and whether or not the same type of 
transformation took place at the same moment in each form of theoretical 
knowledge [savoir]. The heterogeneity of the forms of discourse is replaced by 
a more fundamental homogeneity which reveals the elements of compatibility 
and coherence as well as the incompatibility and differences between different 
periods. The primary aim of Les Mots et les Choses is to reveal synchronic 
continuity and diachronic discontinuities between forms of theoretical know­
ledge [savoirs] and to establish the general configuration of theoretical know­
ledge [sa voir] at a given period.12 

Hence the second aspect of the notion of episteme: its depth. Archaeology is 
the historical analysis of theoretical knowledge proceeding from that which 
characterises it at its most fundamental level. In Les Mots et les Choses, surface 
level, at which most other historical analysis takes place, is seen in opposition 
to the level of depth which archaeology alone is able to give an account of. On 
the surface level, one comes across nothing more than opinions which can serve 
only to create a doxology. 13 Archaeology, on the other hand, analyses forms of 
theoretical knowledge [savoil:r] proceeding from 'the historical a priori', which 
means the base element proceeding from which, in turn, the episteme provides 
the conditions of possibility of the forms of theoretical knowledge [savoil:rJ 
at a given historical period. Thus the notion of knowledge /connaissance] as 
having an ordering process, which characterises all approaches to natural 
history in the eighteenth century, is also found in attempts to analyse wealth 
distribution and discourse. What is more, this conception is in harmony with 
the theory of representation conceived as 'the general foundation of all possible 
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orders: 14 This is what makes it possible to talk of the episteme of the classical 

.Ige. 
In short, archaeology analyses the similarities and differences between dif­

ferent forms of theoretical knowledge [savoirs], establishing between them a 
unique network of necessary relationships',15 the episteme of a period, which 
provides the starting point and the conditions for all that follows - that is, 
I he historical a priori which reveals in depth the elementary, fundamental 
h()mogeneity. 

Seen in terms of verticality and horizontality - by which is meant the global 
.• nd in-depth characteristics of the theoretical knowledge [sa voir] of a period­
I h episteme makes it possible to situate archaeology in a relationship with 
• pistemology with regard to the way it deals with discontinuity. By analysing 
oil( nature of history on the level of concepts, epistemology denies the con­
I. lIuity of retrospective histories which give priority to thematic and theoretical 
, It ments. Being conceptual history, archaeology is discontinuous, like epistem­
" logy, but the form of discontinuity which it reveals is different. 

We should bear in mind that epistemology takes as its object science in its 
III \torical context. It takes as its starting point the historical constitution of 
. I('ntific concepts, the type of progr~ss which characterises them, the progress 

II Ll de by the objectivity which they demonstrate, the way they produce truths 
101.1 the criteria of rationality which they set up. Archaeology, with theoretical 
~ l10wledge [sa voir ] as its object, claims independence from the aims of epistem­
,I"gy and affirms the priority oftheoretical knowledge [savoir] over science. It 

I I rue that Foucault never gives priority to the question of the nature of 
, I"ntific knowledge and the idea of archaeology is very much linked to the 
I .Ire to escape from the epistemological process. Hence the importance of 

I Ircption in Histoire de fa folie and that of 'look' [regard] in Naissance de fa 
I, 'Ilque. Yet what now distinguishes these two types of history - and this is a 

IlII ulamental new departure in us Mots et les Choses - is the formulation of two 
I (1f1C levels of analysis: archaeology with theoretical knowledge [sa voir] as 
.I' lt ct and epistemology with science as object. 

From the point of view of the historical nature of theoretical knowledge 
I ,Jil'], what characterises archaeology in us Mots et les Choses is the fact that 

II II hllyses sets of theoretical knowledge [savQirs], not from the future point of 
I. \ of the present day, or even of the past, but from the point of view of their 

• 11 lime. 'The history of theoretical knowledge [savoirJ' can be carried out 
Ill y If we proceed from that which was contemporary to it, not in terms of 

, ( Iprocal influences, but in terms of that which was a priori present in the 
I lleul in question:16 Archaeological history is neither evolutionary nor retro­

II V(, nor is it interested in recurrence: it is epistemic. It does not postulate 
tIl ( XI~tt'ncc of continuous or discontinuous progression, but sees discontinuity 
I I 11m of tht' IIt'lIt rali~;Hi()n of the qU(,~li()n of progress. This is possible to the ' 
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extent that the present state of science no longer provides the criterion of 
judgement for the theoretical knowledge [sa voir] of the past, where this know­
ledge [sa voir] is not considered in relation to some goal, like the progress of 
truth. Yet for all that, archaeology does not seek to invalidate the legitimacy of 
epistemological analysis and respects the specific level on which the latter 
operates, and this is precisely because of the way it distinguishes between 
science and theoretical knowledge [savoir]. 

Finally, we come to the important problem of establishing the criteria of 
archaeological knowledge. Is it possible to claim that it is not normative? We 
probably can do so if, epistemologically speaking, we compare Les Mots et les 
Chases with history based on the notion of recurrence. In Les Mots et les Chases 
theoretical knowledge Isavoir] of the past is never judged in terms of criteria 
provided by the present, and there is no trace of the notion of recurrence in its 
investigation of the way human sciences are constituted. No reference is made 
to reason, objectivity, or truth, as we would see them today. In the same way, 
there is nothing to suggest a progression of any kind. So the distinction between 
an outmoded past and a past we can still accept loses all meaning in a history 
attempting to define 'simultaneous systems' and 'series of mutations', by 
characterising a period in terms of a unique episteme which governs the totality ' 
of the forms of theoretical knowledge IsavoirJ and in which each newepisteme 
implies a break with the past: a radical form of discontinuity. 

Yet for all that, the analysis is not factual or simply descriptive. There is, in 
Les Mots et les Chases, a specific normative element present in the very concept 
of episteme. Proof of this is to be found in Foucault's insistence on the necessary 
character of the episteme. Rather than passing judgement, the normative 
nature of archaeology gives structure to the theoretical knowledge Isavoir] of a 
period, proceeding from the theoretical knowledge IsavoirJ itself, considered in 
terms of its contemporary context, its generality and its depth - that is to say, in 
terms of the episteme. We should bear in mind that epistemology is not a norm 
which is external to science; also that present-day science provides its own 
norm. Archaeology abandons the criteria of truth as defined by science, par­
ticularly present-day science. Instead it brings about a double shift in the 
criteria it uses: from science to theoretical knowledge IsavoirJ and from the 
present to the contemporaneous. Without completely neutralising the question 
of truth, it does not take truth as a criterion by means of which science in the 
past should be evaluated, but tries to define it from within the theoretical 
knowledge IsavoirJ of the period being studied, in order to establish the con­
ditions of possibility of the discourse which takes place. It is the period itself 
which, independently of science and the present day, defines its own epistemic 
truth criteria, the foundation of which is the historical a priori. 

So archaeology, inasmuch as it avoids judgement in terms of recurrence, 
preserves the requirement for normativity which epistemology imposes, but 
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hifts and modifies the criteria in order to establish the historical principles by 
IIleans of which discourse is organised. However, this is carried out in a 
·bfferent way in each investigation. In Histoire de fa folie, perception and 
: nowledge [connazssance] of madness are judged from the viewpoint of an 
"riginating experience which is taken to be the norm. In Naissance de fa 
Imique, an archaeological discontinuity is perceived between two historical 

I pes of medicine, starting with the idea of perception being put into language 
,nd the dimension of depth in medical knowledge; in Les Mots et les Chases, 
',nally, it establishes an internal and constitutive order of forms of theoretical 
I nowledge [savoirs] in their positivity, taking as a starting point the episteme 

'hich is conceived as the criterion for this ordering. 

I herefore, to see the expression 'archaeological method' as a number of rigid 
I',ocedures which can be used in the production of true knowledge would be 
I" misunderstand the way in which Michel Foucault proceeds. Archaeological 
I" tory is something which he practises at a precise and datable moment of his 
lit oretical investigations and in his career. What is more, with the publication 
" ,)urveiller et punir it will be replaced by the idea of genealogy which will itself 

IIlIdergo important modifications. Yet one of the essential characteristics of 
", haeology remains the multiplicity of ways in which it can be defined, its 
Iltlldity as a mode of research which, inasmuch as it cannot be fixed into a rigid 

Ilion, means that it is able to learn from its sources. The successive shifts in 
II, haeology are not marks of inadequacy or a lack of rigour, but illustrate the 
I, Ilherate and well-considered provisional nature of the analysis. It is the idea 
"ID immutable, systematic and universally applicable method that Michel 

I Illcault is asking us to question. 

<)TES 

Cf. for example in Histoire de la folie a rlige classique, 2nd edn, Paris: Gallimard, 
1972, p. 174. 
Cf. /bid., p. 407. 
Cr./bid., preface to the 1st edn, pp. i-ii. 
Cr./bid., p. 414. 
('his hypothesis, very much inspired by the Nietzsche of The Birth of Tragedy, was 

triticised by Foucault in L'Archeologie du sat/oil' (Paris, Gallimard, 1969, p. 64). It is 
su rely for this reason that he withdrew it from the preface in the second edition 
which, none the less, does not eliminate the hypothesis of an originating experience 
"imadness which is the basis of the whole argument of the book and without which 
II "lIlllot Ill' understood III its t'ntlrl'ty. 
11,.IOllt· tit' ,(, lollt', 1'. I WI, 
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7. This does not come across clearly without knowledge of the second edition of 
1972. Foucault introduces terminological modifications. By eliminating expressions 
present in the first edition of Naissance de La clinique (Paris: PUF, 1963), like 'a 
structural analysis of the signified', and introducing the concept of sa voir (theoretical 
knowledge) as the object of the 'analysis of forms of discourse', he was probably 
wishing to establish a terminological homogeneity with that of L'ArcMologie du 

savoir. 
8. Naissance de La clinique, Paris: PUF, 2nd edn, 1972, p. vi. 
9. Cf.lbid., pp. 158, 169, 184, 197, 199. 

10. Cf Ibid., pp. vii-viii. 
II. Les Mots et les Choses, Paris: Gallimard, 1966, p. 179. 
12. This global aspect of the episteme was criticised in some writings on Les Mots et les 

Choses. L'Archeologie du savoir redefines this concept in a more limited, more 
specific way. By so doing, it is not criticising the concept itself so much as the fact 
that it had been poorly understood (cf. p. 27). It is not my opinion, however, that it 
is just a question of misunderstanding. For proof of this there is the fact that a 
defender of the work of Michel Foucault, George Canguilhem, in his most rigorous 
and lucid article on Les Mots et les Choses ('Mort de I'homme ou I'epuisement du 
cogito', Critique, no. 242, July 1967), interprets the episteme as a universal reference 
system which makes possible the variety of different forms oftheoretical knowledge 
at a given period (p. 611), or as earth out of which only certain determined forms of 
discourse can develop (p. 612). 

13. On the surface-depth opposition see, for example, Les Mots et les Choses, pp. 46, 77, 
251,278,281-9,328-9,339. 

14. Ibid., p. 14. 
15. Ibid., p. 77. 
16. Ibid., p. 221. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Most of the discussion was on the relationship between Foucault and the 
French epistemological tradition. Roberto Machado admitted that his analy­
sis was limited to two works: Les Mots et les Choses and L'Archeologie du 
sa voir. Before Les Mots et les Choses the idea of an archaeology of know­
ledge did not exist. On the other hand, it is not possible to analyse the 
genealogical books (like Surveil/er et punir) from the point of view of a com­
parison with epistemology - with the work of Canguilhem, for example. 

Yves Roussel then put forward the hypothesis that the so-called genea­
logical books can also be seen in an epistemological context. Could one not 
compare the way they are written with, for example, the writing of Alexandre 
Koyre? 

Roberto Machado hesitated before replying. In fact he considered that 
starting with Surveil/er et punir, the work of Foucault was concerned not with 
theoretical knowledge [savoirj seen as a system of organised perceptions 
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[connaissancesj, but with the conditions which would make theoretical know­
ledge possible. 

By way of conclusion, Jacques-Alain Miller described Foucault as a 
philosopher who was full of surprises and inconsistent, in the positive sense of 
being beyond the need to be consistent: up to L'Archeologie du savoir he 
thought in terms of a unitary system, and subsequently in terms of multi­
plicitous systems, criticising conceptual frameworks he himself had used. 



two 

Notes on phenomenology in 
Les Mots et les Choses 

Gerard Lebrun 

Although Foucault does not deal directly with phenomenology in Les Mots et 

les Choses, there are a number of points at which he takes the opportunity to 
rebut its theses. Should these be seen merely as passing swipes taken by the 
archaeologist who sees himself already as being outside the mainstream of 
philosophical debate? This seems unlikely. If the archaeologist speaks, as it 
were, from the touchline, this is because he wishes to show that the mode 
of thought which he is situating in the 'configuration' he is dealing with is 
characterised by an irremediable naivety. And in the case of phenomenology, 
he is scarcely able to disguise the severity of his judgement. It is seen as a 
cul-de-sac, a mode of thinking which loses its way the moment it comes into 
being. For that reason, Les Mots et les Choses was not understood, when it first 
came out, as an attempt to establish a new methodology, but as an act of 
aggression which brought about the reaction some of us remember. This time 
is already long distant. The phenomenological tide is on the retreat, and Les 

Mots et les Choses has lost its polemical flavour to the extent that todais reader 
can easily forget - or fail to realise, depending on his or her age - that the book 
is combative and philosophical. Today's reader is also less sensitive to the fact 
that this 'archaeology of human sciences' contains at least the sketch of a history 

of philosophy. 
Drawing attention to this fact is by no means to suggest that Les Mots et les 

Choses is primarily a book of philosophy or a history of philosophy. I know 
only too well that Foucault was very mistrustful, particularly of this latter 
discipline, and did not allow himself to practise it. But the fact still remains that 
in the book indications can be found of a way of rereading Descartes, Kant 
and Husserl. If we pay too little attention to this, there is a danger that we 
will reduce the book to the status of an 'archaeological montage' , brilliant but 
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Clmewhat arbitrary. Following this line, one would have to see Foucault as a 
riter uniquely preoccupied with the methodology of the human sciences, an 

• ('pticised 'Author' who was cut off from his sou'rces and from the concerns of 
I h moment. In the same way that it would be superficial to judge this book by 
• it'w dislocated statements taken out of context, it would also be misrepresen­
I ,t Ive to see in it only the birth of a new discipline worthy of nothing more than 
, .Idemic criticism. Indeed, it has not yet come to that. Recent polemics have 
I, monstrated the extent to which Foucault remains, fortunately, an uncom­

I." table thinker. But it is worthwhile seeing the book in the light of the passion 
hich enlivened it when it was written and recognising, beneath the mask of 

I.. archaeologist, a committed, keen thinker who might have been unjust, but 
I ,0, then only in the sense that 'to live is to be unjust'. That is why I have 
1,.l\en to put forward three complementary polemical theses which can be 

II acted from the book: (1) phenomenology was not capable of understanding 
I .. nature of classical discourse; (2) phenomenology was not capable of doing 
I lice to Kant; (3) phenomenology saw itself as the continuation of a very 
, • Il'nt philosophical project, whereas in fact it was very much a 'child of its 

"" ault claims that we have achieved nothing, so long as we are content 
,,,ply to give the configuration of theoretical knowledge which characterised 

• Ighteenth century some name like 'rationalistic', without going back, here 
I I" where, 'to the archa ic level which makes knowledge [conna£rsance j pos­

I , and the nature of that which can be known theoretically [savoirj'.1 It is 
II thought that this 'rationalism' is sufficiently understood if it is seen 

II ly as a way of , making nature mechanical and calculable'. This is already 
"lIfuse the systematic mathematisation of empiricism (whi~h in fact started 
\ with Newton) and the 'universal science of measure and order', with 
I, II the Regulae deal. This is why there is a failure to take into account the 
• dence, proclaimed by Descartes, of order over measure; that is to say, the 
I hat mathematisation was only one of the aspects of the mathesis of the 
I. ('nth century. The latter was seen at the same time as the science of 
"tty, relative to 'simple substances' (mathesis proper) and the science of 
,( It ation (taxonomy, or qualitative mathesis), which dealt with the complex 
,. of substances found in experience. It is not surprising, then, that this 

1\ I of the general order of things should include empirical knowledge in 
h 'no trace of mechanism or mathematisation is to be found'.2 In the 

lit h century thcre were a number of forms of knowledge which no one 
II tl"Hlght of expressing in mathematical terms. This seems 'strange' to us 

WI' II,lve ,I dl\lorted view ()f the idea of mathesis which was then 
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dominant. We have lost sight of the fact that 'the analysis of representations 
according to their identities and their differences - that is, the ordering of 
things into permanent tables - situated the qualitative sciences without ques­
tion in the field of a universal mathesis.'3 By this means, Foucault does more 
than criticise a thesis of the history of ideas: he begins to reject the analysis of 
mathesis made by Husserl in Krisis. 

When Husserl analyses in Krisis the 'unheard-of novelty' of the arrival of 
modern rationality, he identifies rationality with mathematisation such as one 
finds with Galileo. The world, which reason is able to dominate little by little, 
is a world which is in principle indefinitely open to measure. This is what 
happens when Galileo dares to extend the a priori which had proved its 
fecundity in geometry to the 'universum of being', when he decides that the 
whole which constitutes reality must have its mathematical index. For Fou­
cault, Husserl's interpretation distorts mathesis, overstressing the aspect of 
mathematisation. This has an effect on the way we have to view a number of 
points in history, as one notices if one reads the beginning of Krisis after Les 
Mots et les Choses. The transformation of the classical mathesis into a mathe­
mati sing ontology does not allow one to define the full nature of the 'historical 
a priori' which predominantly (but not exclusively) brought about Galileo's 
extrapolations. What is more, his interpretation discourages us from looking 
for this 'historical a priori' - that is, from asking what it was that made 
irresistible the rise of the Galilean 'hypothesis' of universal inductivity, which 
went on to take hold of the world of intuition at a time when the performance 
of applied mathematics did nothing to warrant this (Krisis, § 9d). Why, in these 
conditions, should the Galilean idea have imposed itself with such a degree of 
force? Whence could have come this sudden conviction that there could be, 
properly speaking, no theoretical knowledge 'unless one were able to find a 
method to construct the world in a systematic way a priori' (Ibid., § 9b)? We are 
told that Renaissance thinkers were 'inclined to make bold generalisations'. 
But is that enough to explain the fact, emphasised by Husserl, that Galileo 
did not even consider his astonishing gamble as a hypothesis? Galileo, again 
according to Husserl, proceeds with such a sense of security because he blindly 
takes geometry as his guiding thread, and because it does not occur to him to 
ask what it was that made this idealisation of geometry possible (ibid., § 9h). So 
far so good. But again, one can ask whether this 'omission' is enough to explain 
his bold assumption. 

From this vantage point it is possible to understand the significance of 
Foucault's redefinition of classical mathesis. If we refrain from seeing this 
primarily in terms of the 'hypothesis' of a priori mathematisation, we can find 
the answers to these questions - even at times in Krisis itself: for example, when 
Husserl describes the Galilean age: 
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It can be seen then, in the happiness of this certitude, that this way of thinking 
connects that which is closest with that which is most distant, and that it extends 
from that which is more or less known, to the unknown. This is because it 
constitutes an infallible method of extending knowledge, by means of which it 
must be possible to know the entire Whole of being, in its totality and in the 
fullness of its being-in-itself - through infinite progress.4 

This extract already sets out quite well what Foucault will mean by 'the reign 
of Representation'. The difference is that in Les Mots et les Choses this move­
ment from the principle of being to its representation is not seen as being 
engendered by the ideal of mathematisation (as it was, too hastily, according to 
Ilusserl). It is now the movement itself which makes the ideal possible. It is not 
because he gave full confidence to 'so-called geometrical intuition' (Krisis, § 9h) 
Ihat Galileo posited 'universal inductivity', but because he belonged to a time 
when 'the way of being of things and order'S prescribed the 'obviousness' of 
Ihis region of theoretical knowledge. To sum up: (1) Foucault's analysis of the 
'nathesis, following the Regulae, shifts the centre of gravity of classical know­
kdge: it is the orderable, not the calculable, which is universally guaranteed; 
(2) supposing that the Galilean ideal is what Husserl is describing, it is the field 
of Representation which accounts for the way it came into being, not Galileo's 
IInagination, nor the notion that he had 'inherited' the geometrical a priori in 
.Ill already consolidated form. 

The polemical character of the notion of Representation appears when one 
looks at Foucault's analyses alongside those of Krisis. It could be said that both 
hooks aim to describe classical thought in its naivety. But Foucault is also 
,oncerned to respect its specific nature. He wished to understand positively, 
IInder the actual circumstances, why it is only 'to our way of seeing things' (as 
Indeed Husserl recognised) that Galileo formed the boldest of hypotheses, 
whilst, as far as Galileo was concerned, he was doing nothing of the sort. In the 
.lIne way, it is only from our point of view that Galileo did not even consider it 
'orth legitim ising this certainty when he posited that true being is a priori 

" (essible to calculation. If this is the case, we should be wary of seeing as a 
1,llIlosophical error, as a lack of thaumazein, that which might well define the 

Illo\inality of an order of knowledge which is so distant from our own that it has 
I" (orne extremely difficult to discern the conditions by means of which it func­
Iluncd.6 Thus, when one considers the effort Foucault made to detach himself 
I. hnitively from non-contemporary texts, one gets a better understanding of 

hy it was that he formed the concept of the episteme and also the (para-
1'111 nomenological) concept of the 'historical a priori'. It was necessary to point 
lUI IIsing new words that it is, in principle, impossible to understand the 

I IllIfe of a configuration of theoretical knowledge so long as one sees the way 
It 'II\('S into being in terms of an 'omission'; a Verdeckung. It is worth calling 
lit .Igt" of Rl'l'rt'St'llt;llioll ;l 'historiral u priori' even though this might seem 
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disconcerting and even though the term might subsequently be abandoned; 
this is above all to point out to the reader that before highlighting the omissions 
and unthinking mistakes of classical thought, it is prudent to reconstitute the 
system of constraints which decreed that certain things were obvious and made 
certain questions impossible. If Galileo and Descartes did not baulk at what, 
for phenomenology, is enigmatic, this is perhaps quite simply because this 
thaumazein had no place in their structure ofknowledge. Rather than enumerat­
ing the presuppositions which escaped their notice, we should begin by ques­
tioning the presuppositions which make us consider it natural that they were 
speaking a language which should be directly accessible to us, and that their 
discourse should be such as to provide, in consequence, a means of access for 
our criticism - without any difficulties of principle. 

We can take this further by asking whether seventeenth-century thinkers 
were even capable of undertaking an investigation of the legitimacy of con­
cepts or the explication of meanings. The archaeologist's answer is that they 
were not. The time for this sort of questioning was not yet ripe. In this case it 
would not be right to say that Descartes let slip the idea of transcendental 
thought at the very moment when he had it in his grasp, nor that Hume had 
al ready undertaken the work which would have led to its establishment, but 
that his empiricism stopped him from realising this. There is no need whatso­
ever to use their 'mistakes' to serve the purposes of objectivism. There is no 
point in regretting that Descartes missed the idea of the transcendental ego, 

when he was far from being able to foresee it. 'At that point in time' the Cogito 
could have appeared only as the first link in a chain of reasoning. Nor is there 
any reason to follow Merleau-Ponty in pointing out the abstract nature and the 
inadequacy of the Cartesian Cogito. 

Or rather, these objections can arise and can be justified, but from the starting 
point of a profoundly different form of discourse, not one whose purpose is to 
provide a link between representation and being .... So long as the classical 
mode of discourse lasted, it was not possible to articulate the criticism of the 
nature of being which the Cogito implied.7 

Nor is there any reason to consider the God of seventeenth-century writers as 
a kosmotheoros, forged by 'overarching thought', as a result of a lack of radical 
criticism. If all things must necessarily have a place within the project of Rep­
resentation, their finiteness has to be measured - in particular the finiteness of 
being human - against the yardstick of infinite perfection. Far from being a 
facile solution, theology was an integral part of the system of Representation.H 

So it is possible to talk in terms of a failure or a block in classical thought 
only so long as we postulate a continuity between this form of thought and our 
own, a continuity which would naturally have given us the right to judge it in 
terms of the performance of functions which it would, however, have been 
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'Iuite incapable of conceiving. The moment we reject this tacit postulation, we 
have also to abandon the Husserlian interpretation. It is no longer possible to 
ustain the notion that the classical mathesis, perverted by 'objectivism', never 

Illanaged even to begin work on the transcendental foundation of knowledge, 
vhile all the time this work was crying out to be done. It would be more 

IlgOroUS, philosophically, to start from the opposite hypothesis: the reason why 
"'lIthesis irresistibly imposed its idea of a 'true world', to the extent that it made 
lIupossible any investigation of the idea that there might be such a thing as a 

orld 'given in advance', is that classical thought was a thousand miles away 
t l/lm being an effective transcendental philosophy. If this reading seems para­
,I, ,xical, even provocative, this is because it disturbs the habits of thought which 
'" back to post-Kantianism. By subjecting classical thought to forms of criticism 

hich contained a latent yet always hidden transcendental element, all that 
1''' nomenology was capable of doing, after all, was to reinforce the way of 
I II mking which the history of philosophy, as taught in universities, develops in 

We are so impregnated with 'Kantianism' that we are led, albeit dis-
11I>'enuously, to transform every classical author we study into someone who 

I ,lIld or should have detected the problematics of transcendentalism (however 
Illll"h importance we might decide to attach to this). Foucault makes a clean 

I " .• k with this tradition. This is precisely what makes it possible for him to 
I homage to Kant in a way which was no longer officially sanctioned by 
.. Iemia. Kantianism is seen as a revolution in thought. This idea loses its 

I 1I,.Ility when Foucault reveals once more the abyss which separated Kant 
""Ill the mode of thought which Kant himself called 'dogmatic' and which 
"haeology designates by the neutral term 'age of Representation'. 

II 

,111 on this point, it is useful to read Les Mots et les Choses in relationship to 
Ilu ,·r!. Whatever shifts and complexities there might have been in Husserl's 

11IIOnship to Kant, it can be said, from an archaeological point of view, that 
I I ,·rI did not fully appreciate the change which came into being as a result 
r ntian criticism. This underestimation of Kant's role was probably in­

I! .hle from the moment the concept of 'objectivism' began to be used as a 
"" of interpreting seventeenth-century thought. In fact Kant, according 

Ihlsserl, is also the victim of this same 'objectivism', which is why Kant 
I IlIlable to penetrate to the core of the transcendental question, under­

d .IS the 'reflexive question about the ultimate source of the formation of 
I .. dge' (Krisis, § 26). Strong evidence for this is provided by his regressive 

thudology: 'if it is necessary that our experience should be that of objects in 
If • thm it is nCl"nsary that , ,.' To commit oneself to this mode of argu­
,. I If) ,IU('llI mor Ih.HI (v(, (h( world oftht 'worldgiven-in-advance'. 
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Also Husser! does not decide to recognise in Kantianism the threshold of 
modernity. Kant probably had the merit, he says, of distinguishing between 
objective science 'as something which is taken on loan and remains in the realm 
of subjectivity', and philosophy, which is the 'theory of how the loan comes into 
being' and thus unveils 'the naivety of any philosophy of nature-in-itself which 
claims to be rational'.9 Does this mean that the Critique marks the end of the 
'happy certainty' in which the classical age lived? No. Husser! refuses to go so 
far. He says that we should not forget that Kant saw the Critique as a prelude 
to 'a philosophy in the ancient sense of the term; that is to say one concerning 
the universum of being, and consequently also capable of reaching the En-soi 

which is rationally unknowable'tO - that is, by any means other than those 
of theoretical reason. Thus, nothing had changed, 'in spite of it all', in the 
traditional concept of philosophising. '[Kant's] problematic occupied exactly 
the same territory as the rationalism running from Descartes to Wolff, via 
Leibniz:1l 

It might seem that Foucault wrote Les Mots et les Choses in order to refute 
this judgement. One can, in any case, find in the book elements of a reply 
which Kant might make to Husser!'s criticism, so closely does Kant follow the 
Kantian process. One would not therefore be losing sight of Les Mots et les 

Choses if one were to go on to rediscover, in Kant, the distinct pronouncement 
of the end of the age of Representation. Kant is aware of being the first 
philosopher to rectify the orientation of metaphysics by calling into question 
the 'assurance' of metaphysicians regardinga priori knowledge. Where did this 
'assurance' come from? It came from the fact that these metaphysicians had 
been misled by the example, presented to them by mathematics, of an endless 
extension of a priori knowledge, and that they did not ask themselves what the 
nature of this a priori knowledge was, and whether or not it had any limits. It 
was certainly not the mathematicians' job to ask this question, 'since their 
concepts could not go beyond the boundaries within which the objects of 
thought relevant to them are given'.l2 Nor was there any reason for 
mathematical physics to suspect a limit to a priori knowledge. The extension 
of a priori knowledge even outside mathematics, by means of simple concepts, 
and the fact that this extension is a means of generating truth, are both 
sufficiently upheld by the concordance of judgements and principles with 
experience: l3 Scientists therefore have no need to ask questions about the 
origins of concepts of space and time, nor about pure concepts of understand­
ing: for them the movement from object to representation is guaranteed. And 
this explains their quite legitimate suspicion of any attempts at eludication. 
The origin and value of their concepts 'are not of any concern to them .. . 
which they find very useful. Given all that, they do very well, provided that 
they do not go beyond the limits assigned to them: the limits of nature: l4 

All in all, Galileo, for Kant, had every reason to be 'objectivist', since he was 
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thinking within the horizons of Representation .... In metaphysics, as we 
know, it is a different matter. The philosopher was wrong to suppose that he 
was operating in the same territory as the mathematician, and that a priori 

concepts which he uses are, in principle, linked with being. That is, until the 
moment comes when he is finally forced to suspect that it is impossible for him, 
with his a priori concepts, to 'manage to penetrate as far as things which arc not 
objects of experience'.l5 Then he has to be aware that the 'co-belonging of 
being and representation' is not guaranteed in all areas, and that it is not his 
business to deal with things which, by right, are knowable in themselves. 

One transhistorical overview is worth another. If we accept Kant's - as 
Foucault does after his fashion in Les Mots et les Choses - we have to agree that 
It is not 'objectivism' in Husser!'s sense of the word which is the key element, 
hut the certainty that being can always be represented directly. Indeed, Kant 
does not make this certainty into the characteristic of anepisteme. He attributes 
II to an ancient mistake which began with Plato, or rather, with the self­
Interpretation of Greek geometry which made Platonism possible.l 6 So he 
't'cognised and at the same time misunderstood what Foucault designates as 
Ihe reign of Representation. He misunderstood it inasmuch as he saw its 
origins in terms of a philosophical mistake, which could perhaps have been 
Ivoided (if Plato, for example, had not allowed himself to be won over by 

I h • enthusiasm of the Greek geometricians). Yet he recognised it to the extent 
I hat he defined it sufficiently to be able to expel from the field of play meta­
physicians who should never have been there in the first place. The important 
dllng was that he did recognise it (thereby at the same time relegating any 
philosophy unconcerned as to its own limitations to the category of dogmatism). 

hlr the first time, Foucault says, 'the space of representation' is criticised at its 
( ry foundations and questioned 'as to its rightful limitations. For the first time 

I ( ( ognition is given to this European cultural event which took place at the end 
.. I the eighteenth century: the retreat of theoretical knowledge and thought 
lilt ide the space of representation: l7 

I t is on this basis that Foucault undermines fhe phenomenological criticisms 
I ant. To see in Kantianism a way of thinking which allowed the continued 

II' dominance of ' the evidence of objectivity' is to miss the essential point. The 
(Illial point is that, with Kant, the classical mathesis is swept away for ever. 

I I., postulate of integral representability is suddenly abandoned, and analyses 
( ,epresented order are replaced by an analytic; that is, reflection on the 
mlitions which make order possible, which is situated outside the 'table of 

I Iltities and differences'. It is essential, for example, that the systematisation 
I 1I.llure into types and species should now be subject to a 'transcendental 
Ilpmilion', which is not necessarily immediately accessible to the classifier: 8 

In hon, representation has from that point 'lost the power, using itself as a 
I I. ,llId a~ It It~t'lf IS (it'p\oyed, hy.1 pron'~s which is self referring, to ground 
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the connection between its own diverse elements'.19 So any objections 
addressed to Kant are, to say the least, negligible if they do not take into 
account the decisive nature of this 'event below'. For these critics simply fail to 
understand that transcendental thought arose solely with Kant. The most they 
can do is to confuse the issues. So, according to Foucault, nothing could be 
more unfortunate than to reproach Kant, as Husserl does, with having failed 
to grasp and follow the thread of the Cartesian Cogito, the very thread 
which Kantian critique had broken, deliberately and for ever. This is what 
phenomenology failed to perceive because it failed to grasp the extent of the 
subversiveness of Kantianism. The result was, Foucault thought, that all 
phenomenology could do was to gravitate around Kant, since (although it 
failed to realise this, which in fact reveals repeatedly its lack of 'radicalism'), 
archaeologically speaking, it was totally derived from Kantianism. 

III 

Foucault never describes a form of philosophical thought as being the victim of 
an error, in the way the 'people' and the realist philosophers were according to 
Berkeley; the 'dogmatists' were according to Kant, 'objectivist' thought was 
according to Husserl, and so on. This form of critique is always carried out by 
someone claiming to be redressing the 'error', and to be leading us back to the 
point where it could have been avoided. This serious2o discourse no longer 
takes place in archaeology. The archaeologist does not denounce errors. The 
most he would do would be to speak of a distance between the task prescribed 
to the 'philosopher' by the episteme which (unbeknown to him, obviously) had 
brought him into being, and the absolute knowledge of which he thought 
himself the bearer. Since there is now no longer any question of our being able 
to discourse in a way which is finally liberated from all illusions and all pre­
suppositions, we have to be content with determining just what was the 
function of the 'philosophy' we are dealing with, leaving to one side the claims 
it was making. It is obvious that these claims might not be 'true', since the very 
function of the philosopher is to go beyond his episteme. 

As far as phenomenology is concerned, there are at least two ways, accord­
ing to Foucault, in which it can be called 'a child of its time', and dependent on 
the 'underlying event' which the Critique instigated. First, its discourse was 
made possible only by the separation of levels between the 'field of real 
knowledge' and philosophical reflection - which arose for the first time in the 
Critique. In fact, the Critique was able to question the existence of a 'way of 
being common to things and to knowledge' only through its 'distancing itself 
in principle' in its relationship with objective sciences. And this distancing 
transformed our subsequent understanding of'philosophy'. The result was the 
establishment of an entirely new mode of'philosophical' discourse whose 'view 
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of universality' was no longer the same as that of philosophies which had come 
beforeY To give just one example: it was at this point that a division of 
labour and interests came about between the 'theoretical technician' and the 
philosopher. The very idea of such a division would have been quite alien 
10 Descartes or to Leibniz. The philosopher's job, henceforth, was to be to 
, lucidate the implicit, to detect presuppositions, and to reveal 'naivety' in all its 
forms. From this point of view, Husserl's critiques of Kant are ofless impor­
lance than the initial position which he adopted and which permitted him to 
formulate them. Kant, we are told, had not stood back sufficiently from 
<lbjectivity. But the important point is that it was only with Kant's work that, 
hy definition, philosophical reflection became able to stand back from any­
,hing, or to stand independently at all. 

Secondly, what happens in phenomenology illustrates perfectly the role of 
Ihe analytic of finitude, which no transcendental philosophy can help but play. 
r 11 the very concise passage where Foucault describes Husserl's place in the 
Ilmeteenth-century episteme, he mentions two characteristics which make 
I (usserl, archaeologically, a 'post-Kantian'. The first is the desire toground (,to 
Illchor the rightful claims and the limits of formal logic in reflection of a 
I I ,lnscendental nature'). The second is the desire to unveil (to see the 
I I ,lnscendental as being indefinitely present in the empirical).22 It is this second 
haracteristic which Les Mots et les Choses emphasises. Here, phenomenology 
Ippears above all as prefiguring the 'anthropological age'. This is an astonish­
Illg diagnostic which begins to become comprehensible only if one goes back to 
",lOt, paying attention to the connection which is made from the beginning 
I" tween the transcendental motif and finitude. The episteme in place at the time 
'Iuld not have functioned without this connection. 

The coming into being of new positive elements (like the concepts of life, 
'Irk, language) which to some extent are determinants of what it is to be a 

loolman being in fact posed the problem of how the human being, acclimatised 
he was to this state of affairs, might discourse in a way which could be seen 

. he true.23 This problem would have been insoluble if modern thought had 
·ntinued to operate with the concept of negative finitude which classical 

1'lIkers had used (taking finitude as the sum of our imperfections, our dis-
lit e from the infinitely perfect Being ... ). But this concept, as we know, only 
I any place or usefulness under the regime of Representation. The Kantian 

I III cendental device makes it possible to replace this with a quite different 
!live and grounding form of 'finitude'. The notion of positive finitude is 

Illhably familiar to the reader of Merleau-Ponty. But Foucault's originality 
!II I~ts here in placing it at the heart of the Kantian Critique, exactly where the 

I I, r of Merleau-Ponty would least expect to find it: in the transcendental 
IIhl' 'I, which one should be careful not to consider as the overview which 
I rI .111 PonlY lirtkssly crilicises, Totio Ihis would be to distort Kant and to 
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give too much credit to 'neo-Kantian' interpretations. This, at least, is the 
lesson which comes out of Foucault's book. The essential point of the Critique 
is the advent of a subject who possesses a priori knowledge only to the extent 
that he is deprived of intellectual intuition; that is, to the extent that he is finite. 
This inexhaustibly fertile topos was 'necessarily' rediscovered by phenomen­
ology, and exploited to the full. It was 'necessarily rediscovered' because of its 
reassertion of the transcendental, 'to the extent', Foucault explains, 'that it 
asserts itself against psychologism and naturalism, that is to say, from its point 
of departure'.24 It is impossible for anyone who takes up the transcendental 
motif - and particularly for anyone who radicalises it - not to make use of the 
notion of a 'grounding finitude'. From the point of view of this link between 
the transcendental and the finite, the archaeologist does not have to go along 
with the criticisms which Husserl and Merleau-Ponty bring to bear against the 
Kantian transcendental subject and its abstraction. With regard to the con­
stituting ego, and then the 'being-in-the-world', he is entitled to describe the 
metamorphoses of this 'non-empirical' and 'finite' subject, which Kant had 
situated outside representation, as thefundamental element.25 It is true that Kant 
took only a few steps along the way. That much can be conceded to Merlau­
Ponty. But he had established - and this is the decisive point - the apparatus 
by means of which phenomenology was to be able to rediscover the transcen­
dental in the empirical, and succeed, in an indefinite way, in transforming all 
apparent factual truth into truth based on reason, and even, in the extreme 
case of Merleau-Ponty, in breaking down the barriers between these two 
religions. 

This analysis, the severity of which appears clearly enough in the ninth 
chapter, at least does phenomenology the favour of allowing it to maintain its 
unity, and sparing it from being presented, for example, as a kind of wayward 
logicalism. Foucault safeguards the coherence of phenomenology. But at what 
cost? There are grounds enough for criticising his reading of Husser!' As has 
been pointed out, Les Mots et les Choses accurately targets the thought of 
Merleau-Ponty, but Foucault seems to take it for granted that Merleau-Ponty 
expresses the truth about Husserl's thought - though this is, as has been 
shown,26 very debatable. Moreover, because Foucault sees phenomenology as 
being centred on the notion of a grounding finitude, he isa priori, and unjustly, 
denying the value of any reading which discovers in Husserl a treatment of the 
themes of metaphysics which is even deeper than the author had thought. But 
let us leave to one side these objections, numerous though they might be, which 
a historian might make regarding Foucault's reading of Husser!' Not only 
because an examination of this nature would go beyond our purposes, but also 
because it might lead us to assume that Les Mots et.fes Choses contains a critique 
of Husser!' Now, Foucault does not go on to write a critique but, as Deleuze 
says, a 'cartography'. To situate is not the same as to criticise, and to locate a 
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position is not the same as to reveal presuppositions. It might still be said, 
though, that this process of location amounts to a brutally reductive process. 
But this would not be pertinent either. Indeed, it would be too weak a term to 
describe what amounts, quite simply, to an act of destruction. By this I mean 
the presentation of a philosophy in such a way as to put off possible future 
readers. Indeed, it might well be that in the field of the history of philosophy 
there have been far fewer true critiques than is supposed, and far more acts of 
destruction. 

However this may be, we can see the point if we ask ourselves simply which 
way Foucault is pointing us. Once we have finished the book, what vision of 
phenomenology will we be left with? That of a philosophy and of two ways of 

eing it. The first of these, the most clearly elucidated, is the idea of a way of 
I hinking which has to be seen in the context of its time if we are to understand 
I he necessity which brought it into being. Foucault says that the analysis oflife as 
Itved [Ie vicu] is a prerequisite of the epistemic field: it is 'quite necessary'. And 
.0 phenomenology appears, to whomsoever is able to see, as 'the instrument, 
'cry sensitive and finely tuned, of the great break' leading to anthropologyP 
rhe deliberately disconcerting homage which he pays to it comes down to this: 
r hat it is rooted in factitiousness (which the historical Husserl never conceded) 
,rnd in the circularity between the transcendental and the empirical such as one 
finds in Merleau-Ponty, and that this is what made phenomenology inevitable 
rnd noteworthy. The reader might well wonder what, when it is seen in this 
light, has become of the traditional image of Husser I (the ipochc, the transcen­
,I ntal reduction, the debate about Husserlian idealism ... ). This is the second 

lewpoint, about which archaeology seems to leave us in the dark. But this 
• .1 ualness is only apparent. If the reader goes back to Husserl's canonical texts, 
II( will see that they too have their legitimate - though chronologically sur­
pr ising - place in the archaeologist's scheme of things. One might begin by 
· onsidering what guarantee there is of the 'principle of principles' in ldeen I; 
rhat there is 'an original donor intuition ... which is the source through which 
k lIowledge [connaissance] is made known to us', and that this parousia is not 
"yond our reach. This is the parousia which Descartes had glimpsed, and 
hich reduction allows us to grasp systematically and exhaustively. Yet the 

'1'1 stion is whether the exploration of this dimension is as new as Husserl 
• 1.1Ims. This is the question the reader of Foucault has to ask when he considers 
rillS second viewpoint. Because when it comes down to it, it is the resources of 
I{cpresentation', in Foucault's sense, that the phenomenologist believes him­
(If able to use. Thus, when Merleau-Ponty assures us of the existence, in a sense 

\It thc term which will bear up to patient elucidation, of a place where there 
IIl("MS 'not only the meaning of words, but also the meaning of things',28 he 

II .Irly describing what Foucault calls the 'table' [tableau]. The question now 
I \\'ll.It valli' can w(· attach to this postulation of absolute knowledge, after we 
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have read Les Mots et les Chases? The answer is that it can only seem obsolete. 
If we accept the pertinence of the archaeological description, we have to admit 
that phenomenology, which is behind the times as far as its episteme is con­
cerned, is claiming to be able to restore the Age of Representation (albeit 
purified, we might suppose, of 'objectivism'), and as such flies in the face of its 
own configuration. It is then up to the reader to judge what to make of this 
'representative' daydreaming going on in the middle of the twentieth century. 
In any case, the reader of Foucault is left with a choice between only two 
views of phenomenology. Either it is an analytic of finitude, and this is the 
truth about the nature of the Husserlian project whose 'insidious relationship 
with empirical analyses of man,29 becomes increasingly apparent; or it is a 
recommencement of representative discourse, which the advent of the 'anthro­
pological age' has doomed, in advance, to failure. Otherwise it has to be seen as 
a 'discourse of mixed nature' which leads to an impasse or to claims which are 
not compatible with its time. We are locked into this dilemma by the very 
construction of Les Mots et les Chases. And this point is perhaps even more 
important than the centring of phenomenology on the founding notion of 
finitude. For the analysis of phenomenology, which is carried out in the second 
part, would be merely arbitrary if it had not been carefully prepared by the 
analysis of the seventeenth century in the first part (and this is why it is worth 
rereading this latter, at least once, as an anti-Krisis). 

If we accept Foucault's description of 'Representation', and if we agree that 
it would be impossible for us to go back on the 'great turning point' of which 
Kantianism is the philosophical indicator, we can no longer raise any objec­
tions in principle against the judgement passed by the book. What we may do, 
though, is ask whether or not the concept of Representation was not formed 
in such a way as to make it possible for Foucault to discredit in advance all 
attempts to reconstitute absolute knowledge after Kant. The Critique marks 
the dislocation of the mathesis (in the broad sense which Foucault tends to give 
this concept). After this dislocation, it is necessarily vain to attempt to set up the 
Idea of an authentic Wissemchaft which bears the hallmarks of Platonism in the 
way that Husserl attempts. There is not, and there never has been, any Idea of 
theoretical knowledge which could, by and by, have been perceived, and which 
it was granted to our time, finally, to see deployed. There was only one regime 
oftheoretical knowledge [savoir], of Representation, which existed, innocently, 
for two centuries. This was the mode of being and the order on the grounds of 
which knowledge iconnaissance] spontaneously organised itself, and made it at 
once useless and impossible to attempt any form of transcendental grounding. 
Then this 'pattern' was upset, and from that point grounding and unveiling 
became the principal tasks for philosophers; yet at the same time these were 
tasks they were no longer in a position to accomplish. It was possible to live in the 
possession of absolute knowledge Isavoir], as happened during the seventeenth 
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and early eighteenth centuries, but once this has been lost, there is no going 
back. After Kant, positive finitude is the only possible grounding of the 
justificatory discourse, if one insists that there should be such a thing, which 
goes by the name of 'philosophy'. In short, if one accepts the divide between 
Representation and Anthropology, one also has to accept that phenomenology 
has to be confined to the analytic of finitude, because, from an archaeological 
point of view, it could never be taken seriously as the heir to Plato or Descartes. 

Foucault did not, of course, design the concept of Representation, or write 
l..es Mots et les Chases with the sole purpose of settling accounts with Husserl.lt 
would not be appropriate to suggest or even set out to look for a key to such a 
I ich book. It remains a fact, however, that the Representation-Anthropology 
divide has the effect of denying any authority to phenomenology, as if the 
luthor had also wanted, by means of what he wrote on this subject, to deliver 
himself once and for all from the influence exerted by phenomenology. What 
we are dealing with is a break or turning point. It is clear, however, that this 
notion is a delicate one, and has to be handled with care in the history of 
philosophy. It is not enough for a writer to 'break' openly with a tradition or 
with one of his predecessors in order to lose all attachment to them. In Kant's 

ork, Leibniz remains present in texts other than those in which he is dealt 
ith specifically, and Nietzsche's debate with Schopenhauer still continues in 

f'Ilf: Will to Power. Problema tics and methodologies can remain impregnated 
vith the thought of someone one has once and for all 'broken with'. This could 

I the case with Foucault's relationship with phenomenology. Indeed, he dis­
ociates himself for good from the analysis oflife as lived [Ie vecu], and proceeds 
I a 'happy positivist' to enclose Husser! in the anthropological age and push 
I >,Ick the reign of Representation into the past. But would it be right to see here 
I pure and simple 'break'? Should one forget that 'historical a priori' is a term 
, hich originates with Husser!, not to mention the attraction which the word 
lrchaeology,30 held for him? How also could one avoid being struck by the 
ay phenomenological reduction resembles the position of detachment and 

II' utrality adopted by the archaeologist? When the very form of thought 
hich Foucault is showing up as naive and unaware of its position is the form 

I thought which saw it as its main aim to expose the traps of 'naivety', is he 
IIOt, when it comes down to it, acting as the 'ultimate phenomenologist' - as 
"meone offering a 'phenomenology to end all phenomenologies', as Dreyfus 
,nti Rabinow31 put it? Husserl's philosophy functions in a similar way 
u'lsmuch as it is continually transgressing its own principles as a result of the 
r "Iicalism of its research. 'The greatest lesson of reduction', as Merleau-Ponty 

1.1. 'is that total reduction is impossible.' Why not go one step further? The 
'r ,\lest lesson of phenomenology, for anyone who has managed to take the 
r .Itl·st possible step back from 'the obvious', would be the impossibility of 

I It flCll1ll'llology. 
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There is an affinity, at least a rhetorical affinity, between phenomenology 
and archaeology. One might think, for example, of the passage in which 
Foucault notes the distance he adopts in relation to immediate perception 
[Ie vecu]. One has to dare to ask a question, he says, which 'probably seems off 
the rails, so much is it out ofline with what makes our thought historically pos­
sible. This question would consist in our asking whether man really exists.'32 
What is the point of this provocation supposed to be? To make the reader con­
sider, once the initial surprise is over, how deeply 'humanist' presuppositions 
are rooted in his way of thinking, since to question these comes across initially 
as a joke. Fink uses an analogous procedure when he tries to show neo­
Kantians how wrong they are to align Husserlian problema tics with their own. 
You Kantians, he says to them, at least have the virtue of problematising 'being 
in general'. Yet you still think from the starting point of the world, whilst 
phenomenology 'questions the unity of being and the form of the world', and 
'addresses itself to the question of the origin of the world,.33 Fink does nothing 
to hide the hubris of this position. Yet how else can one demonstrate the way 
this unprecedented problematic comes into being to those who are absolutely 
unable, as a result of their 'attitude', even to begin to see the possibility of its 
existence? 

It is worth considering the extent to which Foucault does reuse the frame­
work of phenomenology and continues its task of unveiling presuppositions. 
One might also think of the systems of constraints, transformations and limita­
tions which make it possible for the archaeologist to point out, in the texture of 
the 'configurations' he is studying, the impossibilities and connections which 
would remain unnoticed by anyone who was not attempting to establish, as a 
priority, 'conditions of possibility .. .'. These prohibitions and prescriptions, 
which characterise the 'historical a priori', abound in Foucault's analyses. It 
was, for example, impossible, in the age of Representation, to think of anything 
as a 'living being'; and impossible, in the age of Man, to preserve the application 
of the Cogito; and necessary that, in taxonomy, the knowledge of plants should 
have done better than the knowledge of animals; and so on. The question is 
whether these statements about impossibility and necessity end up controlling 
the nature of the final picture we get. One cannot avoid finding in these 
archaeological rules of exclusion at least some measure of similarity with the 
incompatibilities of essence, the strength of which Husserl could not have 
emphasised better than by invoking, rhetorically, 'God Himself (who, if He 
had a body, would be able to perceive only in terms of sections). 

One might object that the Archtologie du sa voir is designed in such a way as 
to make it, in principle, impossible for such a rapprochement to be made; that 
the 'conditions of possibility' in question are not aspects of a logos but simple 
conditions for the appearance of forms of knowledge, and that the 'historical 
a priori' should not be considered (though this would be 'plea~ant', according 
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to Foucault) to be an 'empty form' which comes to the fore in human thought, 
then disappears after its reign.34 We may agree with this entirely. Yet at this 
point it is necessary to distinguish between two separate things. On the one 
hand, the use of expressions like 'conditions of possibility' and 'a priori' (to 
which Foucault has recourse in Les Mots et les Chases just about every time he 
wishes to show what is new about his way of reading history) certainly does 
not mean to suggest that in this book there is the equivalent of a reading of 
essences. Such an interpretation would result in the reintroduction, into the 
very heart of each episteme, of exactly what archaeology excludes in all its 
forms: the transcendental subject. Moreover, the author can in no way be held 
responsible for a misreading of this sort. It is not his fault if the phrase 'a priori' 
is taken as 'essence' or if the 'conditions of possibility' seem to be inseparable 
from some 'subject' who is the bearer of them. On the other hand, the fact 
remains that the rules of the game which Foucault reconstitutes drastically 
limit the choices possible within each episteme. Now, what status can we give 
to these rules, if we are to remain faithful to the spirit of archaeology? They do 
not come from some Zeitgeist. Nor do they result from lacunae in information, 
nor from technological backwardness, nor from the shortsightedness of authors 
who 'have not yet foreseen that .. .' Foucault relentlessly rejects any 'explana­
tions' based on the negative. How then are we to understand the strict ordering 
of possible tasks and procedures which can assure us of the originality of a 
configuration of theoretical knowledge? 

The question becomes all the more pressing if we admit that the archaeo­
logical method cannot be reduced to the nominalistic exercise of putting things 
mto inverted commas (,rationalism', 'biologism', 'mechanism', 'empiricism', 
rtc.) to form macro-concepts which can subsequently be destroyed, in a way 
which the history of ideas and the history of philosophy often find most conven­
Ient. Indeed, it is to Foucault's credit that he forbade us to use 'philosophical' 
words without mentioning or researching their date of birth or the date when 
Ihey came into use. Indeed, he casts suspicion on superficial panoramas with 

hich, inevitably, theologians of meaning are satisfied. Also he enjoins us to 
r legate to the level of idle chitchat discourses about 'man', 'emotions', 'finite­
ness', and so on, which shy away from this initial philological examination. 

one the less, there is nothing relativistic or nihilistic in his attitude, for 
J'oucault sweeps aside this chitchat of new metaphysicians only in order to 
IIbstitute systems for the rigorous determination of theoretical knowledge 

1 .. llIoil']. These systems did not fall from the skies, and their formulation is 
worthy of clarification. 

It is not, therefore, inconceivable that Foucault should have made use of 
phenomenology in the very book where he was unceremoniously sending 
" )lacking. By so doing, he did not surreptitiously become 'essentialist' but 
IlIIply went hack to tilt· delt'rminants by means of which a configuration of 
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thought establishes that which is 'true for itself. It is in this way that Nietzsche 
himself gave meaning to the notion of a priori: 

If we establish everything which is necessary according to our current way of 
thinking, we have proved nothing about that which is 'true in itself', only that 
which is 'true for us'; that is to say, that which makes our existence possible by 
virtue of experience - and this process is unalterable to the extent that to want to 
change our way of thinking about it would be impossible. This is where all a 
prioris are to be found.35 

So, in order to bring to light these initial determinants which only chance 
has brought together (and certainly no source of meaning, no transcendental 
subject), it suits the archaeologist to have recourse to Husserlian concepts like 
'horizon' or 'idealising presupposition'. It does not make one 'essentialist' to 
determine, with exactitude, that at a given time, human beings, in a particular 
area, were bound to develop a certain concept or, inversely, that they were 
incapable of seeing into a region of experience ('labour', 'life', 'sexuality') which 
nowadays is so familiar that we do not even think of seeing such things as inter­
pretatiom. On the other hand, the notion of the a priori does not become 
unusable for having been excluded from its eternal form. It is by no means to 
diminish the originality of archaeology (which can too easily be said to have 
been a 'failure') if we study how it came into being from this point of view. 
This might make it into an instrument by means of which the 'history of 
philosophy' could be renewed, in such a way that it would pay attention, at last, 
to the death of what, academically, is still seen as constituting 'philosophy'. 
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UMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Various contributions led Gerard Lebrun to clarify Foucault's relationship with 
phenomenology. Hubert Dreyfus wished for clarification of Foucault's 
objections to Merleau-Ponty. Gerard Lebrun stressed Foucault's admiration 
of Merleau-Ponty. He wondered if Foucault had overestimated him as being 
Ihe bearer of the truth about Husser!. In any case, this made it possible for 
, oucault to interpret the destruction of phenomenology, as a result of its 
If ndency towards irrationalism, as the accomplishment of its destiny, to the 

tent that this can be seen as a transcendental philosophy with a Kantian 
urce. 
In the same way, replying to a question from Andre Glucksmann, Gerard 

L brun gave his opinion that Les Mots et les Chases owes nothing to 
H iddegger, who, in this book, undergoes just about the same treatment as 
t.1 rleau-Ponty. 

J annette Colombel noted that Foucault did not deal only with Merleau­
onty, but also with Sartre, when confronting the problem of phenomenology. 
y way of reply, Raymond Bellour mentioned that the pages on Sartre were 

r moved from the final version of Les Mots et les Chases. 
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Foucault and Marx 
The question of nominalism 

Etienne Salibar 

It might seem strange nowadays to want to go back to the question of the 
relationship between Foucault and Marx (or Foucault's attitude towards 
'Marxism'). It might be thought that any charm or interest this question might 
have possessed had been exhausted by the end of the 1970s, all the arguments 
having been set out at the time of the vigorous exchanges we still remember. 
Foucault himself commented at length on the issue in articles and interviews. 
At the same time, it is not difficult to imagine the irony with which he would 
have greeted the kind of analyses and formal interpretations which inevitably 
result when parallels are drawn between established works and writers in 
a way which takes these to be self-consistent. Although this is exactly the 
territory I wish to cover, I should none the less like to do so obliquely (taking, 
as it were, a diagonal path) in a way which will show up the main concerns in 
a slightly different light, in the hope of finding new questions so that the 
philosophical work being done on Foucault, as on Marx, can be continued. 

It is tempting - perhaps indispensable if we are not to read Foucault in a 
merely pious way - to apply to his texts (I am thinking here particularly of his 
books) his own principle of analysis of the rules governing the formation or 
individualisation of statements [inonces]: that we should look for their cor­
relation with others, those which 'populate the margins around them', and 
with which they 'enter into the process of dispute and contestation', in order 
that we might 'rediscover how it was they came into being' (L'Archt%gie du 
sa voir [AS], pp. 128, 138, 159); also that we should, for that reason, reconnect 
effective statements [inonces) to the discursive tactics which have come into 
being, and produce their effects in the context of a given strategic field; and 
that we should study the transformations of these tactics to see how, by the very 
fact that these particular affirmations have been made, the territory in which 
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they intervene is modified. There is no question, of course, of speculating on 
that which is unsaid or on intentions. The affirmation of theoretical discourse, 
which is already of a political nature, should be taken literally within its own 
'incorporeal materiality' (AS, p. 158). Philosophy is, as has been clear since 
Kant's time, a KampJplatz in which there is no definitive settling of conflicts 
and in which, consequently, no intellectual scheme ever occupies a position 
which is absolutely simple and stable but develops in opposition to existing 
statements [inonces), as a result of their incessant 'problematisation'. 

If we are to see a special function in the opposition of Marx and Foucault in 
this perspective, something has to be made clear straight away. I shall form the 
hypothesis that, in ways which were constantly changing, the whole of Fou­
cault's work can be seen in terms of a genuine struggle with Marx, and that this 
can be viewed as one of the driving forces of his productiveness. We can see that 
this struggle had already been engaged the moment he began to write Histoirede 
laJolie (since, as Pierre Macherey opportunely pointed out in a recent article, it 
IS in his repudiation of his initial adherence to Marxism, conceived of as a 
'concrete critique' of alienation, that one should seek the reasons for which he 
henceforth 'shunned like the plague everything which arose out of dialectic 
materialism'). The struggle was still in progress after La Volonte de sa voir, as is 
demonstrated by extracts from lectures, articles and conferences from the 1980s. 
None the less, this struggle is not a simple duel, for several obvious reasons. 
First, Foucault undertakes different programmes of work where a confronta­
lion with Marx intervenes in a more or less decisive way and which, more 
Interestingly, are not always addressed to the same 'Marx' or the same 'Marx­
I m'.1t is also true that the continuity of these confrontations with Marx might 
lppear to us, in retrospect, as one of the strands which give unity to Foucault's 
I search, from book to book and from archive to archive. Also, it is clear that 
I he Marxist affirmations he deals with are not taken in academic isolation but 
Ire seen in conjunction, determined as they are by their usage and interpretation, 
o that the result is rather like an X-ray of the tissues of Marxist thought and an 

, valuation of the role of Marx in contemporary knowledge (the names ofSartre, 
Ivferleau-Ponty, Althusser and the Frankfurt School can serve as examples of 
his). But most importantly, it appears evident that for Foucault, the struggle 
'ith Marx never had an end just in itself and cannot be dissociated from other 

,onfrontations in which the role of Marx is secondary or tertiary, or even 
primary. We should note immediately that this situation of 'the tactical poly-
.llence of discourse' (La V%ntide sa voir [VS), p. 132) forbids, in this respect, not 

,.nly all claims to exhaustiveness but all claims that it is possible to reduce what 
I , It stake in the combat to one sole question. As he develops hist>wn questioning, 
I <lucault does not cease to ask Marx questions which come from other philo­
""hical and historical origins, just as he does not cease toask other interlocutors, 
• ,ulv(fsarics, questions whose formulation depends on Marx. 
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I propose to illustrate this hypothesis by the use of one singularly striking 
example. It derives from the way in which, in La Volonti de sa voir, the ques­
tions of Marxism and of psychoanalysis are interwoven. This is a polemical and 
at the same time programmatic work, the perspective of which was later, of 
course, somewhat altered. Yet its unity comes precisely from the adversaries he 
chooses for himself and from the way he associates them. 

It is not enough to say that what Foucault is doing here is to attempt to 
question a particular conception of power and a certain conception of sexuality, 
by means of demonstrating what underlies them both (the 'hypothesis of re­
pression') and leads them to confer on these concepts an essentialist definition. 
The important fact is that, throughout his work, he takes it upon himself to 
undermine a problematic found throughout the 'epoch', systematised in what 
we can call, generically, contemporary 'Freudo-Marxism' (Reich, in particu­
lar, being named on several occasions). Foucault himself points out, with 
precision, the major themes: 

• the reciprocal implication of sexual repression and the exploitation of the 
workforce in capitalist society (VS, pp. 12-13, ISO-51, 173) and the corres­
ponding notion of sexual liberation as resulting directly from and being part 
ofthe political and social revolution (VS, pp. 14-15, 105, 173); 

• the complicity of moral censure, the 'policing of what can be said' [inonces] 
and the reproduction of economic relationships under the domination of 
the same political order (VS, pp. 62-4, 111-13, 132, 143); 

• the homology in this respect of the global bourgeois order and the authority 
exercised in family and educational 'cells' by the Father-Figure who is com­
mon to both (VS, pp. 62-4,111-13,132,143); 

• the more general opposition between a natural energy tending towards the 
seeking of pleasure and the artificial order of institutions, the prohibition of 
incest and the assertion of the monogamous family and the State (VS, pp. 95, 
107-8, 146, lSI). From this comes the notion of the hypocrisy of the 
dominant classes (VS, p. 168), culminating in the fiction of a 'reality 
principle' against which the 'great refusal' can be opposed, the global sub­
version of values established by means of lies. 

We might wonder why it should have been so important to Foucault to 
criticise these themes. The answer would probably be that Freudo-Marxism is 
at the same time high on the agenda of popular and academic culture; that it is 
a kind of geometric locus for the sort of intellectual currents which attempt to 
establish relationships between different disciplines, like different branches of 
philosophy, science and literature, militant, theoretical and aesthetic practices; 
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because it is, in sum, the natural point towards which the alternative to human 
(ciences tends. The hold of Freudo-Marxism thus extends well beyond its 
explicit expression, encompassing current pyschological discourse every bit as 
much as that of the followers of Bataille. Now, Freudo-Marxism (in whatever 
rorm) is a 'reversal' of values pronounced by powerful institutional apparatuses, 
l ffect ively inspiring dispute within these apparatuses, struggles whose impor­
tance Foucault recognises, but about which essentially he considers it important 
to find out to what extent they really do break with the forms of discourse they 
lenounce. It would not be wrong to suppose that what Foucault - who is 
lardly to be suspected of conservatism - wants radically to question is the 
larity and the effectiveness of a certain form ofleft-wing thinking or revolu-

Iionary utopianism. 
Other reasons still seem to come into play. The way Foucault criticises 

Freudo-Marxism suggests that for him, such a 'combination' should, as a 
ft'ne ral rule, reveal precisely how it is that Marxism and psychoanalysis should 

I ,dong to the same field of theoretical knowledge, how it is that they should, as 
II we re, share the same pedestal. It is not certain that they can be reduced to 

hat they have 'in common', but it is certain that, in what they share, a form of 
. t termination must operate which is essential to both of them. Marxism and 
I ' ychoanalysis cannot be interpreted in any illusory pure form, but in their use 
,ud application, and particularly in the way they are applied each in respect of 
the other (which gives a particular example of the way each of them works in 
I II ' field of ' human sciences'). 

T urning the argument back on itself, it appears too that a criticism of this 
" lure acts as a counter-proof to the autonomy of Foucault's own discourse, 
1>1 lhe extent that it deals, at first sight at least, with the same 'objects': the 
II lstitutions of power, of resistance, exclusion, social treatment of moral and 
. ual 'deviance' and its importance in the political economy of modern socie­

II' . Notions like that of 'normalisation' and the 'disciplinary society', put 
" "ward in Surveiller et punir, echo at least verbally (and this cannot have 
I, Ippened by chance) Freudo-Marxist themes in which a reader would not 
" ,essarily have to be naive or antagonistic to see a substitute for or generalisa­
, ·n of these ideas (this 'risk' will always be present in the analysis of the 

I ' "toral' form of power, since it is concerned with the way in which a certain 
, ' line of sexuality takes its place in the 'economy' of the modern state: see the 
I vo essays on the subject of power' reproduced in Dreyfus and Rabinow's 

I ,,,k Michel Foucault. Un parcours philosophique). Now the closeness of the 
I.,. I ts and even of the words used in Freudo-Marxism and in Foucault's 

.Irch (a closeness which would go even further if it appeared that Foucault 
proceeding to combine anti-Freudian and anti-Marxist concepts in an 

IIIhr flCld way) is arcentuatcd in fA Volonti du sa voir by the final emergence 
t I h nol Ion 01 'hlol'm\'!, ' , Ill< I by tl1I' n'pcall'd designation of contemporary 

41 



Etienne Balibar 

racism as the crucial phenomenon for which it should be able to account. As 
initially conceived, Histoire de fa sexualite was to have ended with a volume on 
'Population and races'. The place occupied by the problem of racism in the 
research perspectives which Foucault outlines here is considerable (VS, pp. 37, 
56,73,88,155-7,161-8,179 ff., 193-8). Racism can indeed be seen as the most 
revealing 'concrete' effect of the play of modern political technologies on the 
life of individual bodies and on the level of populations, or on the 'species' and 
the way it reproduces itself. Likewise it can be seen as the major indicator of 
how deeply anchored in the contemporary regime of knowledge-power (and 
even, as Foucault finally comes to specify it, 'knowledge-power-pleasure' 
Isavoir-pouvoir-pfaisir]) notions like 'degeneracy' and 'eugenism' have become, 
given that in these notions can be seen the very essence of the way the compro­
mise is formed between the symbolism of race and the symbolism of sexuality 
(VS, p. 195). Foucault knows perfectly well that the need to account for 
contemporary forms of racism, their 'mass' dynamic, their hold on the individ­
ual 'personality' and their relationship with war (discussed at length in the last 
chapter of La Volonte de sa voir) is at the origin of Reich's Freudo-Marxism and 
also that of Adorno and Marcuse (the theoretician par excellence of ' repressive 
civilisation'). He also knows that one of the most acute difficulties confronting 
Freudo-Marxist theorisations (in any case with Reich, to whom Foucault refers 
repeatedly at this point) comes from the troubling proximity of their biologism, 
or energism, with racist ideologies themselves. Therefore he cannot avoid 
asking himself: under what conditions does the analysis of power in contempor­
ary societies cease to be caught up in this same ambiguity? The reason for this 
is that this power too would, fundamentally, be a biopower or power over the 
species, rooted in a 'biohistory' and ordering a 'biopolitics'. At this point the 
critique ofFreudo-Marxism becomes not just a theoretical introduction but an 
indispensable proof in demonstrating the different nature of his own concepts 
and adjusting their practical effects. 

It is well known how, during the course of La Volonte de savoir, a critique of 
'the hypothesis of repression' is developed at the same time as its .function is 
explained with regard to the economy of discourse about sex: that is, the 
injunction to talk about sex, to find out the 'truth' about it and to find in it the 
truth for all people. This injunction assures the proliferation of the discourse in 
question (which makes modern Western societies the most talkative in history 
about sex, and indeed the inventors of the notion in its generic usage) 
is not attentuated but, on the contrary, tactically reinforced by the way the 
prohibition is represented. On the basis of this characterisation, Foucault put 
forward three major arguments in opposition to Freudo-Marxism: 

I. First, its historicalfalreness. It is materially untrue that the society which 
develops from the eighteenth century, 'which can be called, as one prefer. 
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bourgeois, capitalist, or industrial' (VS, p. 92), fundamentally denied sexuality 
and effectively censured it. On the contrary, sexuality was something which 
received constant attention. And in the same way it is false that a precondition 
of the 'putting to work' of the working masses, the proletariat, was an emascu­
lating supervision of the sexual body of workers (VS, p. 167). What is historic­
ally true is that, on the contrary, sexuality, with its regulatory and constraining 
devices (family morality, in particular the prohibition of incest, the way educa­
tion was managed, medicalisation and psychiatrisation), was imported into the 
sphere of work on the basis of a bourgeois model. This happened from the 
moment economic relationships began to evolve towards the social integration 
and subtle normalisation of the workforce (and probably also towards the 
increasing intellectualisation of this force). Correspondingly, the 'asceticism' of 
bourgeois morality should be represented not as a condition of economic 
rationality or, inversely, as hypocrisy, but as a tactic by means of which physical 
pleasure can be intensified. 

2. Next there is the dependence on a purely juridical model of power which 
IS simultaneously limited and archaic; centred on the representation of the 
overeignty of the Law (moral Law, political Law, symbolic Law). Here we are 

touching on the common core of psychoanalysis and Marxism which makes 
their combination possible, even inevitable. Each recognises its own presuppo-
ition in the other. More precisely, each recognises in the other a variation 

of the idea of the subjugation of individuals to a dominant power which is 
upposed to take the form of obedience (VS, pp. 112-13). In opposition to this, 

Foucault - from the time of Surveiller et punir at least - never ceases to put 
forward the idea of 'discipline' (though in fact for him this idea goes back a 
long way: see, for example, Histoire de la folie on the 'positive' meaning of the 
power of confinement; or L'Ordre du discours on the 'affirmative power' which 
, 'nealogy attempts to describe). 

We should note that from the moment the idea of subjugation-<>bedience 
,omes in, together with that of alienation, there is a profound relationship 
I ... tween them (since obedience, in the last analysis, has to be founded on the 
Illteriorisation of the Law which arises out of external authority; since in this 

-lY it determines a split in the subject which can take on the privileged form 
"hhe body-soul duality, but which is also found in the public-private duality 
"I in the dualism of State-society). In the belief that it is able to discover an 
, planatory principle in the homology of State and moral censure, Freudo-

1.lrxism - and in general all the variations of the repressive hypothesis - do 
nothing more than repeat the imaginary schema already present in an identical 
Ie" In in each of their two composing parts. 

\. Taking a step further, then, we can see, throughout the length of the text 
of I I Volomi de savoil', a systematic criticism of what I should be happy to call 

Icil-rnng to a phrlo\ophlcal tradition whICh very early on attracted the 
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attacks of materialists (Lucretius) -the principle of social homoeomery: by which 
I mean the idea that, in the social (or political, or cultural) 'whole', the 'parts' or 
the 'cells' are necessarily similar to the whole itself. As it happens, the focus 
of Foucault's criticism (in this sense a materialist criticism) concentrates on 
the question of the family (though it also touches on other institutions and 
apparatuses, like those of the school and medicine). Foucault stresses the 
strategic role of the family (its moralisation and its medicalisation) in the 
apparatus of the regulation of populations which forms one of the essential 
powers of the 'bourgeois' State; also it is important for him to show that the 
family is simultaneously the locus of institutional perversion (VS, pp. 50 ff.), the 
hysterisation of the woman's body (VS, pp. 131, 138, 146), the space which is the 
opposite to psychiatric space (VS, pp. 147-8), the central concern in the com­
petition between holders of professional knowledge about man (VS, pp. 131, 
138, 146), the means of socialising reproductive activity and, in particular, the 
locus of the juridical 'recoding' of bodily techniques in general into forms of 
alliance or kinship (VS, pp. 138, 142-50, 165). It is for all these reasons that the 
family cannot be considered as the reduced image of the global society. 'The 
family does not reproduce society, and the latter, by corollary, does not imitate 
it' (VS, p. 132). The family is a 'local centre' of power-knowledge (VS, p. 130), 
but not a monad pars totalis of ' the society', and its strategic importance lies not 
in its resemblance but in its specific nature or in its difference. Therefore it is 
no more the case that the family is a little State than that the State is a large 

patriarchy. 
Now this analysis can be generalised immediately with regard to all institu­

tions whose practices contribute to the production of this complex object 
referred to as 'sexuality', and it forms an essential part of the criticism of the 
representation of power as 'a general system of domination exercised by one 
group or element on another, the effects of which, seen in terms of successive 
amplifications, are supposed to run through the whole social body' (VS, p. 121) 
- or, in other words, of the social organism (an organism in which, rather than 
the model of the body, one should see a perpetuation of the idea of the soul 
or the spirit). This illustrates concretely the need for what Foucault calls 
nominalism (VS, p. 123), even though this reduces the critical effect of some of 
his own formulations. In Surveiller et punir he had written, during the course of 
his description of panoptism: 'What is surprising about the fact that prisons 
resemble factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, all of which in turn resemble 
prisons?' (Surveilla et punir fSPj, p. 229). And even though he clearly warned 
the reader to be wary of the temptation to see in the 'panoptic view' anything 
other than a programme, immediately subject to the variables of what might 
happen when it is put into practice in a given field of resistance, he none the less 
presents prison as a 'carceral archipelago' (SP, p. 304) made of several con­
centric circles of institutions, or disciplinary practices constituting 'a means 
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towards the perpetual surveillance of the population: an apparatus which 
makes it possible to control, by means of offenders themselves, the whole 
social field' (SP, p. 287). As such it comes across as the starting and finishing 
point of all the varieties of normative power, the totality of which consti­
tutes a 'disciplinary society'. After this, Foucault seems to break with the 
idea that the definition of large-scale 'diagrams of power', proper to a given 
society, could be founded on the formal homology of institutions (in which 
there is always the idea that each of them is a piece in the greater mechanism 
of power, or that it participates in the generic essence of power). It seems 
that he adopts instead the thesis of the 'equivocal nature of power' and goes 
on to study the historical articulation of its different practices, which in turn 
implies - in a way which designates a break with the philosophical tradition 
running from Kant to Marx (or at least the 'young Marx') - that there is 
no longer such a thing as the practice of power, but practices, each specified by 
its own 'technology'. 

Yet this critique goes back to, and helps to define more precisely, a funda­
mental theme which could be said to have run through the whole of Foucault's 
work, in counterpoint with his critique of humanism and of the 'anthropologi­
cal circle': the critical investigation of 'political psychologism' in the broadest 
~ense of the term. By this is meant both the idea that historical and social 
processes have their roots and conditions of possibility in the way individuals 
.Ire determined, whether this be freely or by means of constraint (an idea to 
which 'sexual psychology' or a psychology of sexual personality brings an extra 
dimension of apparent objectivity), and the symmetrical idea according to 
which the psychology, behaviour or awareness of individuals reflects the func­
lional positions they occupy in the field of institutions or political contradic­
lions (Marxist 'class consciousness' was often no more than a variant of this 
Idea). Foucault never ceased to explore the origins and institutional forms of 
Ihis mirror-relationship; that is, he never ceased to ask why it is that in 
. ontemporary society - especially since the more society 'modernises itself the 
IlIDre it 'politicises itself - politics (be this the practices of a government or the 
lorms of resistance these cause) is projected into psychology and constrains 
Illdividuals to identify with a 'self (or a 'group self) in order to act as social 
1>( ings. What are the models of subjectivity which individuals have to imitate 
11\ order to be able to take part in these practices? In this respect, the utopian 
1~llitics of Freudo--Marxism seem to be a simple reversal of values, yet they 
IIrlne the less remain totally caught up in the psychopolitical framework and 
Ihus reveal the psychologism inherent in its two parents, Marxism and psycho­
dll.llysis. 

II fe, in any case, the symmetry ends. In the context of LA Volonte de sa voir, 
1,11 x .10<1 Freud lx'come the objects of totally different treatments. It is not my 
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aim here to try to see if one is more correct than the other, but to describe the 
way in which this asymmetry demonstrates Foucault's discursive strategy. 

It seems that this strategy (as a result of the initial objective of the 'history of 
sexuality') is directed first agaimt psychoanalysis. This is because psychoanalysis 
postulates that sexuality has no history (or that sex is the one thing in the whole 
of history which transcends history, according to the schema of the enunciation 
of the limits of human finitude which is described in the final pages of Us Mots 
et les Chases). But it also seems that since the critique of psycholanalysis is 
carried out by means of the use, to some extent, of Marx ism (or, if one prefers, by 
turning certain affirmations which are associated with it in the Freudo­
Marxist mix) against psychoanalysis itself, it is necessary also to challenge the 
whole transcendental aspect of Marxism, present in the very language of 
historical immanence (the idea of a historical law), which would reduce its 
critical power to nothing. Thus, depending on the vantage point one adopts (I 
will not dare go so far as to say one's preference for 'Marx' or 'Freud' as 
theoretical reference points), one could begin to feel either that the main point 
is the break with Freud, to which the critique of Marx is only a means, or that 
the critique of Marx is so thoroughgoing that it necessitates a definitive settling 
of scores with psychologism which includes psychoanalysis. And here, natur­
ally, it is the whole apparatus of ' the political history of truth' (VS, p. 81) which 
is at stake; the idea of reversing the traditional idea of a truth which is 
supposed to be 'fundamentally related to freedom', to show that 'truth is not 
free by nature, nor is error servile, but its production is completely enmeshed 
in power relations'. Psychoanalysis, as Foucault sees it, poses a fundamental 
obstacle to this critical thesis, because it is completely caught up in the practice 
of confession , and also in the denial of this practice, because it makes of sex itself 
the truth which 'demands' to be liberated ; whilst Marxism can make a decisive 
contribution, provided that it is possible to dissociate it from that part of itself 
which identifies the telos ofliberation with the final manifestation of truth : the 
part which is rooted , in the last analysis, in the hypothesis of repression. 

Would this mean that the critique of psychoanalysis is situated in the 
category of ideology? Foucault has always challenged the term (and does so 
again here: VS, pp. 91, 129, 135. 168), though there is a brief but notable 
exception, in L'Archeologie du sa voir. But this is not always for the same 
fundamental reason. A retrospective overview would show, it seems to me, 
that the Marxist notion of ideology (such as Marx puts forward in The Gel7nan 

Ideology - that is to say, not so much as a reflection, but rather as the social 
being's 'consciousness of self, or as the abstraction of the 'language of real 
life') was always bound to figure, even if only implicitly, in the same field of 
discourse and knowledge Isavoir] which makes it possible for archaeology to 
criticise scientific claims. The movement is made, in any case, from a proble­
matic of sign and representation to a problematic of practice. Rereading 
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N aissance de la clinique - a book which does not address itself directly to Marx, 
and with good reason, but where the historical categories of cultural experi­
ence are inflected in the direction of an analysis of institutional practices - there 
is no escape from the conclusion that Marx's 'language of real life' would 
appear to Foucault as a scarcely transformed variant of Condillac's 'language 
of action' (and consequently the whole theory of ideology as that which is left 
behind by [ ... ] Ideologists), in which History is substituted for Nature in the 
role of originating experience, and the reciprocal mutual relationship between 
sign and thing would close into oneness. On the contrary, rereading the analyses 
of the 'production of discourse' which follow on from L'Ordre du discours, it 
appears that what causes the problem in the notion of ideology is its anthro­
pological presupposition, its implicit reference to a subject's alienation, includ­
ing that which comes in the form of'misunderstanding', or 'illusion', as implied 
by relationships of domination. Between these two critiques, L'Archiologie du 

savoir represents a fleeting moment of unstable equilibrium (which is also the 
only moment at which Foucault refers to Marx, Freud and Nietzsche as being 
on an equal footing as initiators of the 'decentring of the subject'). The Marx to 
whom Foucault has recourse at this point, in order to describe the 'incision' 
between ideologies and sciences in the history of discursive formation, is none 
other than the Marx transformed by Althusser into a theoretician of the 
articulation of practices, amongst which therefore 'discourse practices' would 
also figure. But the moment is unstable, because the designation of the forma­
tion of discourse as the formation of ideologies always tends to collapse the 
articulation of power and theoretical knowledge Isavoir] into an articulation of 
misunderstanding and understanding (in the sense of connaissance). From that 
point, the unity of 'power-knowledge' Ipouvoir-savoir] shifts the question of 
ideology to a point where all practices are equivalent with regard to their truth, 
ra ther than substituting for it another name to serve as a critique of the forms 
of knowledge Iconnaissance]. Every practice, as an exercise in power, implies 
norms of truth, procedures of dividing between truth and falsehood; and 
(scientific) knowledge represents in this respect only one form of power 
exercised amongst others. 

Although psychoanalysis is not to be criticised as an 'ideology', Foucault 
none the less clearly does put forward - in ways which very much call to mind 
the critique of speculation as it is found, for example, in The Gelman Ideology 

a genesis of sex as 'ideal point', 'the most speculative, ideal, the most interior 
d ement', 'the imaginary point' or 'imaginary element' about which the his­
torical apparatus of sexuality orders individual experience (VS, p. 172). And he 
tdls us that this genesis is valid at the same time as 'an archaeology of psycho­
.Inalysis '. Psychoanalysis can escape the hold of this idea of sex neither theoretic­
Illy (since, for psychoanalysis, sex is the epitome of truth itself) nor practically 
( Inn' the psyrh()analyric technique depends entirely on sex being banned and 
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on the injunction to return it to its rightful place). The result of this is that 
the hypothesis of pyschoanalytic nominalism is quite simply absurd, whilst a 
Marxist nominalism can at least be considered. 

The rejection of Freudo-Marxism can, then, be read as a simple introduc­
tion of a Marxist criticism of psychoanalysis: 

There are those who think it is possible to denounce at the same time two 
symmetrical hypocrisies .... This is to misunderstand the process by means 
of which, on the contrary, the middle classes, through an arrogant political 
affirmation, endowed themselves with a sexuality about which they liked to do 
a lot of talking. The proletariat refused to accept this sexuality from the moment 
it was imposed on them for the purpose of subjugating them. If it is true that 
'sexuality' is the sum of the effects produced in bodies, ways of behaviour, and 
social relationships, by a certain apparatus which arises out of complex political 
technologies, it must be remembered that this apparatus does not act sym­
metrically on either side and that it does not produce the same effects. It is 
therefore necessary to return to formulations which have for a long time been 
disparaged Isic I; it must be said that there is a middle-class form of sexuality and 
that there are different forms of sexuality in different social classes. Or rather, 
that sexuality is originally and historically bourgeois, and it brings about, during 
the course of its successive shifts and transpositions, effects specific to its class. 
(VS, p. 168) 

This is precisely one of the shifts to which Foucault refers in order to explain, 
if not how exactly psychoanalysis came into being (since psychoanalysis is 
present as an object of knowledge IsavoirJ throughout the history of the 
objectification of sex, the whole history of the articulation of sex, word and 
prohibition), then at least the time and place of its formation. 

In the same way that sexuality exists as a substance, or rather a 'class body' 
(VS, pp. 164 ff.), so too the very substance of psychoanalytic discourse and 
practice cannot be dissociated from a class position, in the sense of a place 
which it occupies in the strategic relationships between the classes (VS, pp. 170 
ff.). Previously, Foucault had argued at length against the idea of a parallel 
between the political repression of poor classes and the control of sex (VS, 
pp. 158 ff.). As soon as it became necessary to conceive of the family as a place 
where the apparatus of sexuality is intensified, sexuality came to be seen as 
constituting primarily a bourgeois privilege, both from the point of view of 
pleasure and from the medical point of view, and as such it became a funda­
mental element of bourgeois culture. Yet it also becomes the basis of State 
racism, rooted in the middle classes and linked with heredity and eugenics: 

And this process was linked to the movement by means of which it affirmed its 
difference and its hegemony. It should probably be conceded that one of the 
primordial forms of class consciousness is the affirmation of til{' hody; at least 
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this was the case for the middle classes in the course of the eighteenth century; it 
changed the blue blood of the nobles into a healthy organism and a healthy form 
of sexuality; it is understandable why the bourgeoisie took so much time and put 
up so much silent opposition before it recognised the bodies and sexuality of 
other classes - exactly those classes which it was exploiting. (VS, pp. 166-7) 

The industrialisation, urbanisation and social conflicts of the nineteenth cen­
tury called this privilege into question and brought about the extension of the 
'sexual body' to the whole social body (VS, p. 169) - that is to say, the extension 
of the family, medical and demographic techniques of sexualisation. The class 
division then shifts: no longer bearing on whether or not a sexual body 
experiences pleasure, but on the way in which the interdiction is imposed 
and treated: Those who had lost the exclusive privilege of nurturing their 
sexuality have, henceforth, the privilege of being more able than others to test 
out the nature of the interdiction, and of being in possession of the method by 
means of which the repression can be countered' (VS, p. 172). At the same time, 
amongst the middle classes, psychoanalysis takes pride of place as a critical 
method in the apparatus of psychiatry, and the lower classes are stigmatised as 
hotbeds of 'racial' degeneracy and subjected to administrative and judiciary 
controls designed to drive out incest and the like. 

This situation of psychoanalysis in terms of social class is only one of the two 
sides of the criticism. On the other side, which deals formally with the under­

lying ideas of psychoanalysis, a thematic approach not dissimilar to that of 
Marxism is also at work. Or rather it is here that the reference to Marx in­
evitably has to be seen to enter into the analysis of ideas. In the psychoanalytic 
representation of sex founded on the interplay of that which is hidden and that 
which is manifest, of desire and law, of death and family being fundamentally 
linked, it is necessary, according to Foucault, to see, rather than the simple 
following through of the development of the disciplines by means of which the 
hody is normalised, a return to the juridical model, or rather to the 'juridical 
discursive model' (VS, p. 109) of power over the practices which give rise to 
this. One might be tempted to see this as a contradiction internal to the rules 
tnd norms, such as was analysed in more detail in Surveiller et punir (in which 
he showed first that 'the power of the Norm' was in opposition to 'the power of 
,he Law', (SP, pp. 185-6), and then that in disciplinary power - that is, 
normative power - there is the 'surplus power' or the 'supplement' which 
.done confers on juridical fictions their hold on reality by creating a juridical 

1('Cllity (SP, pp. 224, 251, etc.). Moreover, it is by referring to this critical turn­
round, which is carried out in the name of law or of its juridical idea, during 
I he course of which it attacks the very disciplines out of which it none the less 
1'1 oceeds, that Foucault highlights what he calls the 'political honour of psycho-
Il.dysis' (VS, p. 197)ano its practical and theoretical opposition to fascism, which 
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goes back to the very source of his initial break with the organicism of the 
'grand system' of perversion, heredity and degeneration (VS, pp. 157-8). 

Therefore, at the heart of this (psychoanalytic) idealism, there figures the 
undisputed power of the juridical idealisation; the historically constituted 
imaginary notion of sovereignty. Foucault describes this power as an illusion, 
but only to the extent that it perpetuates an anachronism: 

A normalising society is the historical effect of a technology of power centred on 
life. Compared with societies such as we knew them until the eighteenth 
century, we have entered into a phase of juridical regression; the written 
Constitutions throughout the world since the French Revolution, the Codes 
which are drawn up and revised, the whole relentless and noisy legislative 
activity which takes place should not create any illusions: these are all forms of 
activity which make an essentially normalising power acceptable. (VS, p. 190) 

But for a few words ('life' instead of 'work', 'normalisation' instead of 'econ­
omic', though in both texts there is talk of production, or rather, productivity) 
we are, it seems, curiously close to Marxism, the sort of Marxism which, like 
Marx in Poverty of Philosophy, puts forward the idea that 'the windmill 
will give you a society with sovereignty and the steam mill will give you a 
society with industrial capitalism' and denounces Proudhon's 'fiction of the 
personal society'; the same Marxism which, along with Marx in the Eighteenth 
Brumaire and Lenin in 1905, describes the 'constitutional illusions' of 
revolutionaries, repeating the forms of the struggle against feudalism; and 
indeed the same Marxism which, along with the Marx of Capital, describes in 
factory legislation an effect of permanent 'excess' in power relations over and 
above the juridical forms of contract. 

None the less, we have now gone as far as we can go. And this is not only 
because Foucault describes Marxism, indirectly, as caught in its own trap with 
regards to the State, where the monarchical sovereignty is represented in a way 
which results in the State being condemned to oscillate between the idea of all­
powerfulness and the idea of its being radically without power, or as having a 
purely parasitic function, according to an all-or-nothing dialectic (already in 
Surveil/er et punir, discussing the ideas of Rusche and Kircheimer, Foucault 
had systematically opposed the law of'all-or-nothing' with regard to control or 
destruction such as one might imagine regarding State apparatuses, and the 
diffuse network of effective 'micro-powers', which act even on the level of bodily 
contact (SP, pp. 29 ff.). For one could go so far as to interpret this dependence 
of Marxism on the juridical illusion (or the 'decisionist' illusion, founded on the 
antithesis oflaw and violence) which he himself criticises, as an internal incon­
sistency, or the point where his analysis of exploitation and his analysis of the 
State get out of synchronisation. So a part of Marxist discourse could be 
interpreted asan internal debate about the juridical representation of power, which 
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is symmetrical in the sense of the internal debate which psychoanalysis extends 
into disciplinary practices and forms an integral part of nineteenth-century 
humanist socialism: 

Another type of criticism of political institutions appeared in the nineteenth 
century: a criticism which was far more radical since its aim was to show not 
only that real power was beyond the rule of law, but that the system oflaw itself 
was nothmg more than a means of exercising violence, of annexing it to the 
profit of some rather than others, and calling into being, in the guise of a general 
law, the asymmetries and injustices of domination. But this critique oflaw is still 
founded on the assumption that power must, by essence, be exercised according 
to some fundamental law. (VS, p. 117) 

Foucault himself suggests ways of getting out of this mirror-relationship 
between law and the critique oflaw. He does so inSurveil/eretpunir, taking up 
Marx's analyses in Capital regarding the division of labour in production, in 
order to show how disciplinary procedures increase the utility of the body of 
workers by neutralising their resistance, and more generally how this permits 
the unification of the two processes of the accumulation of labour and the 
accumulation of capital (SP, pp. 221 ff.). 'Discipline' and 'micro-power' there­
fore represent at the same time the other side of economic exploitation and the 
other side of juridico-political class domination, which they make it possible to 
see as a unity; that is to say, they come into play exactly at the point of the 'short 
circuit' which Marx sets up between economics and politics, society and State, 
in his analysis of the process of production (thus permitting us to see it in terms 
of a 'practice'). Foucault does this again, but in a different way, in La Volonte 
de savoi/· when, to his own ends, he uses the notion of hegemony in a way which 
puts one very much in mind of Gramsci. Here in fact the point is to cease 
representing classes as subjects or as castes (VS, p. 125), and above all to in­
corporate in their very definition the complexity of power relations and the 
multiplicity of the forms of conflict and resistance (VS, p. 126) in a way which 
ma kes it possible to get away from the 'great binary division' (VS, p. 127) in 
which the necessity for a final crisis and collision is always ideally contained. 
The 'social hegemonies' (VS, p. 122), or the 'hegemonic effects' which make up 
the 'great dominations' (VS, p. 124) and constitute the 'focal points of 
resistance' on the basis of which a network of institutions and disciplinary 
practices spreads throughout the whole of society (VS, p. 169) have to be 
lonceived of not as given in advance but as results or as resultants; 'terminal 
forms', which are at the same time differential or relational forms. In the same 
way, revolutions have to be conceived of as 'strategic codings of points of 
! ( sistance' (VS, p. 127) - in other words, as the effects of contingent integration, 
110t predetermined (we should note here that Lenin, about whose 'theory' of 
the 'weakest link' Foucault had occasion to be ironical (,Pouvoirs et strategies', 
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an interview with J. Ranciere,Les Rtfvoltes logiques, no. 4, Winter 1977) had, for 
his part, written: 

to imagine that one army will take up position in a given place and will say, 'We 
are for socialism', and that another army will take up position in another place 
and will say, 'We are for imperialism', and that then there will be a social 
revolution .. . is to be a revolutionary in words only and to understand nothing 
of what a real revolution is. [Oeuvres, vol. XXII, p. 383] 

In short, these corrections no doubt go against the grain of the imaginary 
historical eschatology which Marxism puts forward, but they are by no means 
incompatible with the strategic analyses which Marx uses, any more than 
they contradict the idea of 'overdetermination' which Althusser had used for 
purposes analogous to the critique of , Marxist' teleology. 

What, on the other hand, marks an irreducible divergence is the very idea of 
the structure of social conflict which Foucault puts forward. This divergence 
does not consist of the alternatives of 'local' and 'global' (between the micro­
physics and macro-physics of power, so to speak), but rather bears on the 
opposition between the logical structure of power relations, in which 
'contradiction' is at best only one particular configuration, and the logic of 
contradiction, in which the 'power relation' is only a strategic moment. For 
Marx, as for Foucault, in the last analysis, it would be right to suggest that 
'power relations do not exist in a position exterior to other types of relations .. . 
but that they are immanently present amongst them' (VS, pp. 123-4), or again 
that 'power comes from below' (VS, p. 124). That is to say that all its effective­
ness and reality comes from the material conditions in which it is exercised; 
a fortiori it would be correct to say that 'where there is power there is resistance' 
(VS, p. 125). But these arguments are not understood in the same way. One could 
say that Foucault understands them simply as having an external nature, which 
means at the same time that 'the opposing aims' in a strategic conflict destroy, 
neutralise, mutally reinforce or modify one another, but do not form a superior 
unity or individuality. On the contrary, for Marx, the condition for the develop­
ment of a conflict is the interiorisation of the relationship itself, in such a way that 
the antagonistic terms become the functions or the bearers of the relationship. 
This is why it is not essential to the Marxist representation of the class struggle 
to describe society empirically as characterised entirely by 'a binary and global 
opposition between the dominators and the dominated' (VS, p. 124), but it 
is absolutely essential for it to conceive of class relations as being internally 
irreconcilable, as relations from which the dominated can escape only by 
destroying the subjugating relationship itself, and thereby transforming them­
selves into different individuals from those who 'constituted' that relationship. 

Paradoxically, perhaps, this divergence - with the result that, with Foucault, 
one always has the impression that it would be possible in some way to shift the 
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terms of a conflict to create a different outcome - echoes a divergence which 
runs in the opposite direction with regard to practices. For Marx, the practice is 
par excellence an external production, which produces effects outside itself 
and consequently also produces effects of subjectification (the conflict which 
develops in the area of the 'means of production'), whilst for Foucault, power 
is a productive practice which acts in the first place on bodies themselves, 
aiming initially at individualisation or subjectification (one might go so far as 
to say a 'practice for the self or 'of the self), in consequence producing effects 
of an objective nature, or knowledge IJavoi,.]. What this comes down to is that 
Foucault's logic of power relations is underpinned by the idea of a plasticity 
of life, whilst the Marxist logic of contradiction (which interiorises power 
relations) cannot be dissociated from its immanence within the structure. 

T his long discussion, based on a rereading of one of Foucault's texts, will 
perhaps make it possible for us to glimpse a little more concretely the complex 
form in which his relationship with Marx can be seen, at a point which is, 
admittedly, privileged. But I believe that the lesson can be generalised. A 
similar strategic complexity, albeit differently organised, characterises each of 
the phases of his work, such as they can be traced from one book to the next. I 
would be happy to put forward the idea that this strategic complexity follows 
a general format, which is repeated several times, in which a movement is 
made from a break to a tactical alliance, the first involving a global critique of 
Marxism as a 'theory'; the second a partial usage of Marxist tenets or affirma­
tions compatible with Marxism. One might even suggest that the latter become 
at the same time more and more limited and more and more specifically 
Marxist. Thus, in contradictory fashion, the opposition to Marxist 'theory' 
grows deeper and deeper whilst the convergence of the analyses and concepts 
laken from Marx becomes more and more significant. It should be added that 
It is not when Foucault most often quotes Marx that he most uses him, nor is it 
when he has been reading Marx most closely that Foucault puts forward the 
Illost radical critiques of him (it would be worth making a detailed study just 
"f all the quotes from and references to Marx). 

Like Marx, and yet in a different way from Marx (which is why it becomes 
'H'cessary to see them in opposition to one another), Foucault, with a century's 
""tance from Marx, created what he himself calls 'philosophical fragments in 
historical building sites' (L 'Impossible Prison, p. 41). The same questions come 
lul o play. These are, first, that of philosophy in the form of the philosophy of 
I"'tory (and here there is probably only one problem, or rather this form of 
1'IIIIosophy has only one problem: the particular nature of 'bourgeois' society 

lid lI s successive political forms); and, second, history as investigation and as 
III IOCICII wriling (then' arc obviously several forms of both). For a century the 
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question has constantly been raised as to whether Marx's work should be 
considered as the culmination of the philosophy of history or as the start of a 
different, non-philosophical relationship with history. Foucault himself par­
ticipates in this investigation. But the difference between him and so many 
others (I am tempted to say nearly all the others) is that having formulated a 
purely theoretical reply (which can be found in the famous pages in Les Mots et 
les Choses on the 'storms in a children's pool') he pursues it in a practical form, 
by remaking, on the basis of different objects of study in a different setting, the 
'jump' from philosophy to non-philosophy, which suddenly reveals different 
aspects of philosophical questions (like questions of truth, power and practice 
and questions of time and the subject). Given this, if our aim is to determine in 
what way our philosophical horizon is irreversibly post-Marxist (in both senses 
of the expression), reading Foucault will give us a privileged vantage point. 

Yet one could go further. Inasmuch as it is true that Foucault's discursive 
tactics can, to an extent which is essential to them, be analysed as 'anti-Marxist', 
certain common ground between them has to exist. Inasmuch as it is true that 
the shift in philosophy as practised by Marx and by Foucault involves, in a 
nutshell, the need which has existed for a century to move from a philosophy 
of history to a philosophy in history, it is necessary, in the rigorous form of a 
series of dilemmas (either Marx, or Foucault), that the main lines of tension of 
a theoretical field should become apparent and, eventually, definable. This 
field must, in some form, already exist, and it must already have been traversed 
and particularised. None the less it must remain to a large extent to be dis­
covered and defined cartographically. Perhaps it could be referred to as the field 
of 'historical materialism'. Marx, of course, did not himself use this expression 
to characterise the philosophical position implied by his critical analysis of 
capitalist society, but came very close to it and never actually challenged its 
usage. In any case, it does indicate less poorly than any other term the point of 
interest and the philosophical anchorage in its object which the theory creates 
for itself: the material nature of the class struggle, and therefore the contradic­
tion, the necessity of historical transformation (by means of contradiction and 
in the field of the 'social relations' constituted by the class struggle). Hence the 
open philosophical question, which remains aporetic, as to whether it is pos­
sible to conceive of a dialectic which does not include the imagined anticipation 
of the end of its contradictions, but consists simply of the analysis of movement 
at a given moment, according to its internal determination. Central to this 
difficulty is the concept of 'social relations', or contradiction as a structure 
internal to power relations. This is what sustains the Marxian notion of 
historical materialism. This then is what, more and more explicitly, Foucauh 
questions. At the (provisional) point of his evolution on this question (in 
Surveil/er et punir, La Volonte de savoir, and similar texts) he developed ideas 
which it would not be wrong to refer to by the name of'historical materialism', 
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but in a way which is opposed, in each of the ways in which it is meant, 
to Marx: materiality is seen not as the materiality of 'social relations' but 
as the materiality of the apparatus and practice of power, inasmuch as it 
affects bodies; historicity is seen not as the historicity of contradiction (whether 
this be viewed as an instance of the totalisation of different forms of struggle 
or as an instance of the interiorisation of their necessity) but in terms of 
the historicity of the event; the improbable outcome of various strategies of 
repression and of multiple and partially uncontrollable forms of subjugation. 
Hence the overt philosophical aporia which becomes possible for Foucault, 
which, as I see it, is not situated so much in the difficulty of seeing the 
' transformation' on the basis of the 'microphysics of power' (thus, in aleatory 
terms) as in terms of the following difficulty: how can one consider the cate­
gories of forms of history, taking as a point of departure the material nature of 
the body, without at the same time including historical events within the 
bounds of the metamorphoses of life, which is another, different form of 
teleology? 

Inasmuch as Marx's historical materialism remains haunted by the spiritual­
ism of philosophies of history (the contradiction, necessity, immanence of a 
structure seen as the logic or the discursive nature of historical time), the 
question has to be asked as to what it is in Foucault's 'materialism' and 
'historicism' that leads to its immediate proximity to vitalism, or indeed bio­
logism. The objection could be made here that Foucault avoids this problem by 
means of his positivism (a term which was used to attack him and which he 
took on board and made use of) or, better still, by his nominalism. There are 
two good reasons for using this term. Not only does the practice of 'historical 
nominalism' make idealised notions like 'sex', 'reason', 'power' or 'contradic­
tion' impossible, but it alsoforbids one to pass directly from the material nature 
of bodies to the ideal nature of life, whilst others are unable to desist from 
moving from the material nature of social relations to the ideal nature of 
dialectics. All the same, an interdiction, even one formulated for one's own 
purposes, is never more than an ambivalent injunction. It does not make the 
question go away, but merely holds it in check. Moreover, the situation can be 
reversed . We might suppose that Marx could answer the criticism as follows: 
'y ou claim that, in place of a substantialisation of the concept of power as a 
'thing" which can be appropriated, and in place of the (juridical) idealism 
which identifies all power as the emanation of sovereignty, you are establishing 
.10 analytic of power which makes explicit its purely relational nature. Now, 
vhen I analysed capitalist exploitation as a process of the consumption and 

" 'production of the workforce and as a permanent excess in the forms of 
, Clntract and exchange, not only was I doing nothing other than just what you 
,IY, but I virtually drew the consequences by means of which the ambiguities 
I your " matt' nalaslll" (all he criticised in advance. I agree with you entirely 

55 



Etienne Balibar 

that historical individuals are bodies subjected to disciplines, but I put forward 
the idea that these "bodies" themselves, in the particular situation of their class 
(and why not sex, knowledge, or culture), must themselves be thought of in 
relational terms. Therefore it is I who am the most thoroughgoing nominalist, 
the least metaphysical, of the two of us.' 

In my opinion, the point is not to divide up concepts like 'body' and 'relation­
ships' and to assign them to one side or the other - at least not without further 
examination of what they imply - but simply to make clear the question which I 
have just formulated in an abstract way. In the critique of philosophies of history, 
from Marx to Foucault, there is always the question of the nature of the material, 
and therefore of 'materialism'. As to the consideration of the historical in its 
material context, or as 'material', one is clearly faced with an ambiguous under­
taking, which is prone to various forms of reversal. One might agree to call 
upon nominalism as a supplement to materialism necessary to stop a particular 
form of materiality - economic, political, or discursive - from turning back into 
metaphysics. Yet the Marx/Foucault confrontation shows that there are at least 
two ways of being a nominalist. Therefore there are two ways of practising 
philosophy in history, as opposed to philosophies of history. It is in the gap, in 
the active opposition between these two (at least) ways that, today, it is the lot 
of philosophy, as far as its relationship to historical knowledge is concerned, to 
find itself situated. It is therefore an immense advantage to be able to make use 
of the work of Michel Foucault as a point ofleverage. Instead of just chewing 
over the work of Marx, and finding oneself caught in an equivocal search for a 
point of leverage in Marx in order to form a critique of Marx, we now have at 
our disposal two sets of theories, which are simultaneously disjointed and neces­
sarily in confrontation with one another, and therefore of a 'heretical viewpoint' 
about which the questions of a field of theoretical knowledge can be formed. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

The debate bore directly on the central theme of Etienne Balibar's contribution 
- that is, the existence of Foucault's thought of a materialism appertaining to 
bodies, and the possibility of a limiting positivity .... Fram;ois Wahl said that 
he was not sure he understood the term 'materialism of bodies': given that the 
notion of body maintains an infranoumenal status in Foucault's writing, it is still 
not put forward as a material affirmation. 

Etienne Ballbar recognised this. In Foucault's work, the problematic of the 
nature of material appeared before the problematic of the nature of the body. 
Etienne Balibar was simply trying to reflect on the discriminating value that the 
notion of body seemed to possess in the practice of writing history in relation 
to a Marxist or Marx-orientated vision of the immanence of structure in 
historical contradictions. 
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Raymond Bellour referred to the passage in La Volonte de sa voir which 
defines the history of mentalities as the history of bodies at their most material. 
In these few lines one senses in Foucault the desire to approach as closely as 
possible to the real; to the nature of the material. 

Fatl Trlki then read aloud a long quotation from Foucault in order to clarify 
his relationship with Marxism, which was one of standing to one side rather 
than one of combat. 

'>7 
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Michel Foucault and psychoanalysis 

Jacques-Alain Miller 

'Foucault', says Maurice Blanchot, l 'was never all that passionately interested 
in psychoanalysis.' He was right. None the less, the archaeology of human 
sciences in Les Mots et les Chases (1966), and therefore the perspective in which 
human sciences have to be seen for the purposes of archaeology, is entirely and 
explicitly ordered by psychoanalysis, by psychoanalysis and ethnology, though 
the way they are linked together is such as to favour psychoanalysis rather 
than ethnology. Foucault was never all that passionately interested in psycho­
analysis. Maurice Blanchot says so, and there is no doubt about it. None the 
less, psychoanalysis is at the heart of the project which seems to have occupied 
Foucault throughout his later years: namely, the history of sexuality. 

The position occupied by psychoanalysis in La Volante de sa voir is sym­
metrical and inverse to the position it occupies in Les Mots et les Chases. It is no 
longer the guiding principle of the enquiry but the object of the enquiry. It 
does not guide the archaeologist, but is subject to his counterattack. It is not 
praised. On the contrary, it is crushed with sarcasm. It is no longer in a position 
to foresee the next break in the basic make-up of theoretical knowledge 
[sa voir], when it could well be the fate of man to be wiped away 'like a face 
drawn in sand at the edge of the sea'. It is seen as belonging to a structure whose 
historical emergence is contemporary with the human sciences; it arises out of 
a retrospective view of history, which archaeology is to deal with in such a way 
that we might free ourselves from it. 

Tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow, when the fundamental layout of 
knowledge [sa voir] has changed, perhaps this shift in the work of Foucault, 
between 1966 and 1976, will appear to the future archaeologist as the privileged 
indicator of the moment when the practice of psychoanalysis fell definitively 
into disuse, deprived of meaning and of hope, becoming as anachronistic for us 
today as initiation. Maybe. And in the same way that Foucault, at the begin­
ning of Naissance de La clinique, 2 gives us texts to read by Pomme from 1769 and 

58 

Michel Foucault and psychoanalysis 

by Bayle from 1825, to show us the full extent of the division between them, it 
might well be that a future archaeologist will place one Foucault text from 
1966 and another from 1976 at the beginning of a book called The Death of 
Psychoanalysis. Maybe. The possibility exists. Psychoanalysis does, after all, 
contain within it the knowledge of its own mortality. Freud knew this and said 
it. Maybe it was with the idea of perpetuating his discovery and invention that 
Freud endeavoured to protect it in the form of an institution, denounced by 
Lacan as having the same structure as the Church. 

What interests me here is not any desire to contradict Foucault. If that were 
the case, I should say so. I did in fact once do just that, when Foucault was 
spending an evening with us - his friends from the Department of Psycho­
analysis3 - in order to discuss his La Volante de sa voir , which had just come out. 
I do not want to contradict him now but to follow through what he says, his 
method, and the problems he faces when he takes it upon himself to overturn 
the perspective in Les Mots et les Chases, and to write, in turn, an archaeology of 
psychoanalysis, as though psychoanalysis were something dead or about to die. 
I am interested here in his procedures. I shall begin by clarifying the contrast 
with the procedures he used in 1966. In Les Mots et les Chases, Foucault 
proceeds by way of extraction. He defines the notion of man, which all human 
sciences take for granted, in the context of the ensemble of human sciences. 
What he calls 'man', the 'man' of the human sciences, would have been un­
thinkable during the classical age, and is absent from it; that is, from the 
episteme of Representation. The concept emerges at the end of the eighteenth 
century, and in the first years of the nineteenth. Already there are some human 
sciences, which have become counter-sciences, which are bringing about its 
dissolution. This amounts to the dissolution of their object of study. 

On the one hand, in La Volante de savoir, Foucault does not proceed by 
means of extraction; he proceeds by means of inclusion. On the basis of psycho­
analysis, he invents a vaster ensemble in which psychoanalysis is, in turn, 
situated. He calls this the 'apparatus of sexuality'. Next we should consider 
how it is that, starting with psychoanalysis, Foucault obtains this apparatus of 
cxuality, in which he situates psychoanalysis as one composite part amongst 

·,thers. In fact he does so by drawing on one key aspect, relevant for the 
purpose of inclusion in archaeology, which is summed up in the syntagma: 
talking about sex'. As soon as this key element has been isolated, all kinds of 

,hfferent forms of theoretical knowledge [savoi,.], practices, institutions, forms 
"I' behaviour, become apparent. These might be considered to be contrary to 
,,,ychoanalysis and yet, by virtue of this common trait, this attribute, they can 
I.,. grouped alongside it to form an ensemble which, heterogeneous though it 
IIlIght be, can be given a name - it should not be forgotten that Foucault is a 
nominalist. That name is: 'the apparatus of sexuality'. Now that it has. been 

111I.lI(,<I in this nt'W ohject, which has been created before our very eyes, 
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psychoanalysis immediately loses the very uniqueness which psychoanalysts 
flatter themselves that it possesses. It can be seen as sharing common ground 
with the forms of discourse and practices which it called into question from the 
moment of its birth, yet which can now be seen as calling it into question, since 
the place of psychoanalysis in history is established and might well be in a state 
of decline. 

'Sexuality', in La Volonte de sa voir, warrants the same inverted commas as 
the term 'man' inLes Motset les Choses. It is not something which nature simply 
presents us with, but it is a name which, Foucault says, can be given to a 
historical apparatus [dispositij), which came into being at about the same time 
as the apparatus of ' man'. It is just as recent and perhaps just about as close to 
being swept away. In the same way that Foucault was able to say that 'man' is 
an invention, the recent date of which the archaeologist can quite easily show, 
he says that sexuality is originally, historically, bourgeois, and that it dates from 
the middle of the eighteenth century. And even if he does not foretell its end 
with the same assurance, he hopes this end will not be long in coming, and sees 
the first signs of its approach. It is therefore by the expedient of this invented 
object, which he calls the 'apparatus of sexuality', that Foucault undertakes 
what he himself calls the archaeology of psychoanalysis. To quote him: 'The 
history of the apparatus of sexuality can be seen in terms of an archaeology of 
psychoanal ysis. ,4 

The Foucault effect - by which I mean the effect of the truth of the enquiry 
or the experiment with which he is proceeding - is always at its most telling 
when archaeology shows us, from both sides of a break, a movement being 
eclipsed; the interplay of absence and presence. 'Man', for example, is a 
presence on one side of the modern (anthropological) break and an absence on 
the other side. Or again, and simultaneously, clinical medicine is absent on one 
side and present on the other side of the same break. And, to begin with, it 
might seem as though the same were true of sexuality, such as it is found, 
redefined, in La Volonte de savoir. The most precious lesson of the project of 
Histoire de la sexualite is, in my opinion, the following. Foucault's object, 
created on the basis of psychoanalysis, slowly but surely destroys the frame­
work, the limitations and the categories of his own archaeology, and this is 
precisely because Foucault, its inventor, subjects himself to it and assumes its 
own logic. As such it takes one aback to realise that his superb archaeological 
machine, which had triumphed successively in the case of madness, clinical 
medicine, the human sciences and prison, here comes to grief and decomposes 
because of the effect of the very object it set for itself, when it took psycho­
analysis as its starting point. 

The apparatus of sexuality comes to the fore at the end of the eighteenth 
century. Yet it is already present from the middle of that century, and in fact. 
from the moment one takes the notion of'talking about sex' as the key element. 
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the whole of Christian discourse on the flesh becomes swallowed up in the 
archaeological structure, and then the originating network of ideas has to be 
sought even further back. It is here that a kind of slide is set in motion, which 
uproots the archaeological process and also the processes of epistemic scansion 
that directed the enquiries into medicine and the sciences and kept archaeology 
secure, making possible the flawlessly binary linking together of successions of 
presences and absences, absences and presences. These scanning processes are 
corroded, as ifby acid. Once corroded, they teeter and collapse. 

'Sexuality' emerges in the middle of the eighteenth century. But it had been 
xpanding increasingly, Foucault says, since the seventeenth. Then it is neces-

sary to go back to the Council of Trent, to the practice of penitence, the 
xamination of conscience and spiritual direction. And from there, because 
piritual direction itself has a history, the archaeologist finds himself dislodged 
rom the form of archaeology he is used to, and projected with irresistible force 

hack to the Greeks and the Romans. This will remain one of Foucault's 
greatest lessons: that he did not recoil from the consequences at this point, and 
take the easy way out by wrapping the job up on the cheap; that he did not 
hang on to the branches when the very ground of his archaeology was dis­
.lppearing beneath his feet; and that he did not tie himself down, by means of 
.1 grandiose gesture of denial, to the infernal logic he himself had stirred up. 
:\nd indeed, Maurice Blanchot might well ask him, posthumously, why not 
.mcient Judaism, where sexuality plays an important role, and whence the law 
originates? There is a programme here for five thousand years' worth of 
.Irchaeology which would probably lead right back to Ancient Egypt, which 
rxercised such a powerful fascination over Freud. 

T he process seems to imply that Foucault's archaeology had met in this 
"bject a transhistorical thoroughfare which continually led beyond and outside 
II ~elf. One might well wonder if the epistemic structures of archaeology were 
,It·signed to deal with something like a religion, for it is by this religious 
II chaeology of psychoanalysis that what I have just referred to as Foucault's 
Iide is set in motion. It was this consideration which led directly to a kind of 
I l haeology of religion which drew it irresistibly out of its original territory -

'''at is, the modern age beginning with the classical age of the eighteenth 
, ,"ntury and going right up to our own contemporary age. Yet Foucault did not 
'IV in. The artful archaeologist did not hand in his resignation straight away 
I" <a use of the truth-effect he had produced, which turned on him, like the 

.rrerer's apprentice, in such a surprising way. This, together with the fact that 
I ' ''Icault persevered in order to give us L'Usage des plaisirs and Le Souci de soi, 
I .111 achievement which must be admired by all those for whom thought is an 
thlcal concern. 

J'oucault himself notes the change in his research, such as it appears in the 
t two volumes of His/oiu de la sexualite. It takes on, he says, a completely 
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different form. A completely different form indeed! It seems as though the 
central notion of'talking about sex' had turned out to be too slender to support 
the archaeological project, so that Foucault had found it necessary to add 
another which, little by little, superimposed itself more and more over the first; 
this new notion being 'talking about the self. The term 'power', on the basis of 
which the object of sexuality was problematised in the first volume, yields 
priority of place in the succeeding volumes to the question of the subject. 

Of course, the term 'subject' is not absent from La Volante de savoir, but it 
occurs in an incidental manner; and the idea of power is present in L'Usage des 

pkzisirs and Le Souci de soi, but in an interiorised form, at the very heart of the 
workings of the self on the self. The introduction to L'Usage des pkzisirs is 
unequivocally about the broadening of the terms of the investigation beyond 
the sexuality of the subject, to the constitution of the self as subject. 

On rereading this introduction it becomes clear that the markers are there 
which show the extent to which what occupied Foucault during his last years 
was an explication which runs parallel to the work of Lacan. Foucault never 
quotes him, neither in Les Mots et les Chases nor in Histoire de kz sexualite, and 
professed not to understand him. I still recall his saying to me in 1972, after we 
had spent a day at the Salpetriere, where I had accompanied him as he went 
through the Charcot archives, 'One of these days you'll have to explain Lacan 
to me.' This makes no difference, however, to the fact that one has not fully 
grasped L'Histoire de kz sexualite unless one recognises in Foucault, not an 
explication of Lacan at all, but an explication which runs alongside Lacan. 
This is not because Foucault's subject had become the same as Lacan's. 
Foucault's subject recognises him/herself as a subject, and this - from 1958 at 
least - was no longer the sort of subject Lacan was dealing with. On the 
contrary, the reason is that Foucault found it necessary to revise the nature of 
the self in a history which had taken as its starting point the notion of an 
apparatus designed in such a way that the self would not have to be taken into 
account. This was because it was intended to concentrate on practices of an 
external nature. 

Maurice Blanchot comments on the difference in style in the last books. He 
says they are at rest, without the passion which runs through Foucault's other 
texts. This is true. But how can we explain this sudden calming down in the 
very work which, in the heat of its sarcasm, affirmed its ambition to set us free? 
Foucault referred to L'Histoire de la sexualite as a counterattack against the 
apparatus of sexuality. He wrote in the final pages of La Volante de savour that 
'the point of leverage for the counterattack against the apparatus of sexuality 
had to be not sex as desire but bodies and pleasure'. Bodies and pleasure. 

Indeed, Foucault's archaeology had from the beginning always been a form 
of counterattack. It always needed a point ofleverage. In Les Mots et les Chases, 

the counterattack against the human sciences used concrete disciplines as II 
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point of leverage: the triad of linguistics, ethnology and psychoanalysis. I 
would go so far as to say that his Archimedes' point was Lacan. Would it not 
be true to say that his counterattack against the apparatus of sexuality, with 
psychoanalysis at its heart, has as its point ofleverage no discipline, no practice, 
other than the utopia of a body outside sex, whose various pleasures depend on 
nothing but the unifying rule of castration? This point ofleverage is, of course, 
very slender. It is nothing more than a subdivision of perversion which, in La 
Volante de savoir, Foucault saw only as a utopian viewpoint necessary in order 
to think in terms other than those of psychoanalysis. And it was precisely the 
need for this initial point of leverage which precipitated archaeology rapidly 
hack wards in a movement which was unstoppable and limitless. Yet if this 
movement is seen as stopping in Ancient Greece, perhaps this is because 
I'oucault discovered there, within and not beyond the contemporary epoch, 
Ihe point ofleverage he needed. For my part, I see this final calming down of 
IllS quest not in terms of a happy sexuality but in terms of a body capable of 
llIultiple pleasures; that is, in terms of the realisation of this utopia, where the 
I hings of love do not form an ensemble unified by the function of the castrated 
"hall us. This takes place at a point beyond the break with the modern world 
lor which Foucault was always hoping for himself and for his archaeology; at 
I point beyond, from which he would be able to turn back and look at our 
« (loch in order to describe its end. Yet this point turns out not to be beyond, but 

I" be figured in Greece. 
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UMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Two themes emerged from the discussions: the historical nature of sexuality 
nd the relationship with religion. 
Rainer Rochlltz was astonished at the claims made by Jacques-Alain 

MIller, who was actually suggesting that Foucault was making a negative 
t lement about the nature of history in that he wanted to situate castration in 

hi lory and yet was unable to do so. Yet surely it would be worthwhile to 
tuate the birth of psychoanalysis at a certain moment within history, relating 
to certain social structures? 
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Jacques-Alain Miller replied, not without irony, thatthe notion that sexuality 
is historical is by no means shocking to a psychoanalyst. It is quite clear that 
psychoanalysis was born on the terrain of the natural sciences. One might 
wish that there were in the hall a pupil of Foucault prepared to carry out an 
archaeology of psychoanalysis, who would look for the conditions which 
made it possible somewhere between religion and science. Replying to Jean­
nette Colombel, Jacques-Alain Miller specified further that he did not 
think psychoanalysis tended to normalise sexuality. 

Anne Kerlen wanted to reaffirm this. After all, sexuality became historically 
problematic at the time of the women's movement, the FHAR (Homosexual 
Front for Revolutionary Action) and other contempoary movements. 

It was the word 'religion' which caused Franc;ols Wahl to intervene. This 
word 'religion' is used by Jacques-Alain Miller in order to speak of the way 
archaeology drifts off course when it considers sexuality. Yet Foucault is 
dealing not with religious practices but with prescriptive discourse, and this by 
no means constitutes a break with archaeology. Having said that, though, 
Miller replied, it was none the less the way the flesh was institutionally 
controlled which interested Foucault, and it was the Catholic religion which 
drew his interest towards Antiquity. Paul Veyne, for his part, was of the 
opinion that 'religion' was not a concept for Foucau It. This was not the problem 
he was dealing with, even if the Christian religion was later to monopolise 
ethical prescriptiveness. 

Andre GIOcksmann concluded as follows: when Foucault distinguished 
between two forms of the erotic, Socrates' ascetic form of the erotic and 
Plutarch's harmonious form, perhaps this also explained the opposition 
between Freud and Jung. If so, then Foucault would not just be offering an 
explanation in parallel to Lacan's, but would actually be explaining him. 
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Inside or outside philosophy? 
L'Archealagie du savair, 

L'Usage des plaisirs, Le Sauci de sai 

Franc;ois Wahl 

T he question as to what conclusions can be drawn from Michel Foucault's 
practice of 'history writing' is not an immediately obvious one. The difficulty 
is of course, one of circularity. In order to find out whether the archaeologist's 
method - which is in other ways perfectly clear - is rooted in a choice which is 
in the last analysis philosophical, it is necessary to have an adequate definition 
of philosophy itself. Yet it is not certain that a definition of this kind could be 
obtained except by means of an investigation from a viewpoint which was close 
to philosophy, yet at the same time distinct from it. This viewpoint would in 
fact be very much like that of archaeology. In their treatment of subjects from 
the mastery of pleasure to the problem of self, Foucault's last two books 
proceed and take support from material which for Antiquity was of a philo­
sophical nature from the point of Antiquity, and which from our point of view 
traces the genealogy of concepts like desire and the subject, which are central 
also to what we call philosophy. It does not follow, though, that the treatment 
10 which Michel Foucault subjects them is in itself necessarily philosophical. 
And even if this treatment can be said to be philosophical, the question still 
remains as to whether this means what was considered to be philosophical in 
Ihe fourth century Be , or in the second century AD, or whether it means 
philosophical in terms of the major philosophical problems as we understand 
them today, or again in terms of a successor to what we call philosophy, which 
1\ yet to appear. Then again, there has existed - especially in the last few 
,cnturies - such a thing as a history of philosophy. The field of this history of 
plltlosophy -large-scale systems and their short-term and long-term succession 

, tr Ref«cnc« ar< dC"Rnatcd as follows. AS: L'A,.cMologi~ du sOllOi,.; UP: L'Usog~ d" p"'isi,.s; SS: u Souci d~ 
't; ( ' p. ('rt/ n'm fll" unr I"/'<' ; .nd OF: C;illc I"'lcu7e, Foucault . 

6S 



Fran.;ois Wahl 

- as well as its rules - from philology to architectonics - are well established. 
Yet the history of theoretical knowledge [savoirj, the power and practices con­
ducted by Michel Foucault, cannot be confused with this history of philosophy. 
His form of history is concerned less with systems and more with the exercise 
of power, and we cannot be sure whether this history is being juxtaposed with 
the history of ideas or whether at times its aim is to replace it. 

Viewed from the inside of Michel Foucault's practice, it might well be that 
none of these questions is either really pertinent or important: or maybe they 
have just been put off until later. But from an exterior viewpoint, for those of us 
whose job it is to take measure of what he achieved in his work and the changes 
it has brought in its wake, each of these questions is essential to the location of 
Michel Foucault's work in relation to other orders of discourse. 

To start again in a less academic and more topical way: if! say 'this is not a 
philosophy', should this be understood as meaning 'this isand this is not (philo­
sophical)', like language from the viewpoint of the represented object which 
gives itself to language, distant but not separated from it: like a similarity 
which is affirmed but then suppressed by negation, such that the object 
common to both escapes notice? .Perhaps what we find between philosophy 
and archaeology is a correspondence crossed by a 'narrow divide of absence', a 
joint cut out by the 'incision' of discourse into the form of things. In short, 
between archaeology and philosophy, perhaps what we see is an interplay of 
equivalences and criss-crossings, an interplay of ordered shifts, but one which is 
at the same time thrown into confusion by new forms of instability. 

I. In the structure - the recapitulatory structure - of L'ArcMologie du savair, the 
effects of the difference in method between archaeology and philosophy are 
made clear in an obvious way. Foucault does this with such clarity that one 
hesitates to restate them. 

(a) Philosophy is, next to literature, history and religion, one of the 'major 
types of discourse' (AS, p. 33) which tradition has accustomed us to seeing in 
opposition to one another. Archaeology casts doubt over this notion of their 
'individuality': the 'ensemble of affirmations' with which it deals are, through­
out history, continually regrouping and then re-separating. Philosophy is, after 
all, a 'discursive fact' which is not substantially different from all the others; 
neither is it more intrinsically determined. 

Philosophy is, from that point, nothing more than a 'surface' (AS, p. 38) 
phenomenon; the effective unities of discourse have to be traced beyond and 
ways of seeing links between them have to be sought elsewhere. At each point 
what has to be dealt with is the dispersion of affirmations ftnoncisj, 'the 
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population of events in the space of discourse in general: at each point one is 
looking for the conditions which make it possible for the rules to appear'. 

What is more: the classical way of reading philosophies is a form of trans­
lation; it seeks meaning and then refers this meaning to the subject who is 
subsequently included as part of it. One senses that in the eyes of Michel 
Foucault the process is always hermeneutic. The archaeologist, on the other 
hand, proceeds on the level of the affirmations [inoncesj, such as they were 
made, in order to analyse the particularities and the exclusions: the contingent 
necessity. In place of the synthetic character of the project, he substitutes the 
'forms of regularity' (AS, pp. 41, 49) which order the game of a form of 
discourse. 

(b) It is not with regard to philosophy but with regard to madness, clinical 
medicine and language that, in order to describe the sum total of affirmations 
[inoncesjlinked to each of them, Michel Foucault challenges the pertinence of 
a unity of object , of a homogeneity of style , of a conceptual system or of a thematic 
identity. But it is clear that this quadruple refutation would also be valid for 
what one might call 'the' philosophical. Instead of, and in the place of, what he 
four times over rejects, the archaeologist encounters - in the criss-crossing of 
forms of knowledge [savoirsj- a 'space where various objects become visible 
and continually transform themselves and one another' (AS, p. 46), where the 
viewpoint itself is ordered by unstable hypotheses; where what determines 
whether or not the objects will group is not their fixed (or otherwise) co­
herence, but their 'simultaneous successive emergence' (AS, p. 49). Here the 
same theme could be modelled on different discursive formations, and the same 
formation could be ordered on the basis of opposing choices. The key word, 
then, is no longer architecture but 'dispersion' and 'distribution' (AS, p. 52). 

(c) Hence, finally, the four hypotheses with which the archaeologist himself 
works : (i) the archaeologist should position himself not within the discourse but 
'on its boundaries', in the shifting interplay of relationships which preside over 
his practice; (ii) the archaeologist should refrain from referring, even implicitly, 
to a formation as being constituted by a subject (probably of a transcendental 
nature) but should trace in the formation a diversity of positions, thus bringing 
,Ibout a 'discontinuity' in the subject (AS , p. 74); (iii) the archaeologist should see 
. ommon ideas circulating (even at the very heart of a formation) not in terms 
tlf the non-contradiction of the concepts, but of a process of 'rewriting' (AS, 

p. 80), bearing witness to a (lacunary) organisation at a level which one might 
, .111 preconceptual (AS , p. 81); (iv) the archaeologist should account for the 
diffraction of theories which are underpinned by the same formation, not in 
Ie rms of a diversity of opinions but in terms of the 'functions of the possibilities 
I IS, p. 931 of this discourse', at the heart of the discourse itself. 
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2. Archa~ology, then, is neither philosophy - held in place by the chain of 
meaning, of the transcendental and of the subject - nor science, setting out on 
the surface the way its concepts are linked together presupposing a theoretical 
homogeneity; archaeology is a positive task - the forms of discourse are given­
and its positive nature is not articulated in the way it surveys a state of affairs, 
but in the conditions which make it possible for a practice to operate. The 
discourse is seen at each stage in terms of the operation of the rules which 
brought it into being. 

In other words, from the archaeologist's viewpoint everything which is said is 
a specific action. This explains the discreet (and rarely noted) presence of Austin 
in the final pages of L'Archtologie du savoir. It might well be that archaeology 
arises out of a theoretical option, and that this is the option of the performative. 

(a) Of course, archaeology is not a science. It does not cover the same 
territory as disciplines established by science; it often outlines heterogeneous 
discursive practices in the various processes or hypotheses of a science at a given 
period. Yet it would not be possible either to claim that the way it is constituted 
is totally alien to science, since the foundations of science are, after all, what 
archaeology is bringing to the fore. 

This is what leads Michel Foucault to put forward, as the proper field of the 
investigations of archaeology, the notion of theoretical knowledge [savoirJ. A 
form of theoretical knowledge [sa voir] 'is that which one can speak of in the 
context of a discursive practice such that this practice becomes, as a result, 
specified' (AS, p. 238); and 'it is also the space in which the subject can position 
him/herself in order to speak of the objects with which s/he is dealing in his! 
her discourse'; and 'finally, a form of theoretical knowledge [sa voir] is defined 
in terms of its potentiality for use and appropriation' by means of its connected­
ness with other practices and other forms of discourse. (This enumeration, of 
course, satisfies the archaeologist's four critical principles.) In short, we are 
now no longer in the classical field of knowledge [conna£rsance] (and its 
subject), but in the territory which proceeds from the discursive nature of 
science (a territory where production occurs by means of the discourse itself and 
where the subject can never 'play the leading role' [AS, p. 239). Theoretical 
knowledge [sa voir) is opposed to science in the same way that the complexity 
and density of the interplay of discursive practices is opposed to 'transcendental 
narcissism' (AS, p. 265). 

(b) It is none the less the case that archaeology is based on an 'enveloping 
theory' (AS, p. 270). The point is to demonstrate the conditions in which a 
discursive practice is exercued or, in other words: 'to show that to speak, is to do 
something' (AS, p. 272). To investigate theoretical knowledge Isavoirl i 
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therefore to have made a choice; and this option is, in the last analysis, the 
per formative option. 

It is an option which, of course, theoretical knowledge [savoir] transforms, 
ince it no longer refers it back to any subject, and as such decentralises the 

option. This is indeed exactly how Michel Foucault is able to say that the field 
of investigation is no longer a philosophical one. What we are left with - and 
this is the essential point, so it is meant neither in the trivial nor in the formal 
sense of the term - is a wager - to be justified by results - on the field 
of investigations where all emergence of meaning is rooted. This is neither 
transcendence nor transcendental; but since it is situated beyond the factuality 
of regularly occurring features, and beyond the description of an ensemble of 
Iffirmations, a 'conversion in one's way of seeing' (AS, p. 145) becomes 
necessary, in order to locate, on the 'periphery' (AS, p. 147) of the discourse in 
question that which orders its very existence: such that to say becomes to do, 
IOd the function of discourse is to be reversed into a practice. 

The result of this is that, if it were absolutely necessary to locateL'Archtologie 
du sa voir in the topography of 'philosophical options', it would not be, as is 
ometimes claimed, on the side of nominalism, but on the side of pragmatism. 

ot in the sense of an acting '1', but in a sense in which each affirmation 
Ilnonce'} has to be understood in terms of the affirmations which created it and 
I hose which it, in turn, creates. Doing is inherent in the discursive. 

II 

It might, as I said, seem legitimate to ask whether, in L'Usage des plauirs and 
I Souci de soi, concepts which arise directly out of philosophy do not come to 
IIle surface: essentially as a result of the problematisation of the self or 

ubjectification' . 
The fact that the question has arisen can be seen from the efforts which 
veral people ha ve made to resolve it - or to deflect it. In the finest, and indeed 

I he most philosophical, of the books on Foucault, Deleuze makes the observa-
n that the point is the existence of a third axis, which goes beyond the axes 

"I knowledge [sa voir) and power. He goes on to suggest that the 'inside' (DF, 
II 104) can be read ;I.S a movement from the exterior to the interior, where the 
",I[ ide remains unchanged, and becomes 'the inside of the outside' (DF, 
I' 105), an interiorisation of the outside. This certainly does not mean that the 

( If is seen as having a unitary nature, but that 'that which is Other is re­
I .. ubled'. The great merit of this proposition is that it constitutes a systematic 
IllOmpassing the whole of Michel Foucault's work. 

I f I. , I believe, necessary to see how far these two claims can be taken - first 
tl! llaim that Midlcl Foucault has taken terms from philosophy; secondly the 
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claim that underlying his discourse there IS a systematic order which is, 
properly speaking, philosophical. 

1. I shall take as a starting point a possible misreading of Deleuze' s propositions 
-a mistake which, once resolved, will make it possible to understand its implica­
tions more clearly. To some, Deleuze's formulation might sound singularly like 
an affirmation [inond] of psychonalysis, whereby the subject is alienated only. 
from the Other and has no message to formulate except the inversion of the 
Other. Of course, this is not what Deleuze is saying, but the difference clarifies 
the issue: redoubling is not a form of alienation; at the very most it is a means 
of constitution and, given that the Other is active within the Self, it cannot be 
true that it is present in the form of an absence. In other words, if one can speak 
of a continuity from the first to the last in Michel Foucalt's work, this again is 
to be found in his positivity which (this being the absolutely crucial choice he 
makes) links sexuality to pleasure, and not to the negative transcendence of 
desire; it is found also in his pragmatism, in that the history of sexuality is not 
the history of how sexuality was represented at each period (i.e., of that which 
was understood about it at the time) but the history of the rules of conduct on 
which sexuality was based. In other words, it is not so much a question of what 
was (or is), but rather of what was done, as it was being done. 

Having established this, it seems to me that to seek further unity in Michel 
Foucault's work would be to fail to take account of what made it so empirical, 
open, discontinuous and, as Michel Foucault said, so surprising for himself. The 
subject he was working on confronted him with a new dimension of the Self. He 
took this into account without (so far?) trying to integrate it into anything like a 
system. As always, he took his lead from the facts of the discourse he was 
studying - which in this case was prescriptive discourse - trying to find incon­
sistencies in it, whateve~ they might be. The Self is a concept which belongs to 
the practice in which sexuality is inscribed. This was also a new piece of data, 
whose compatibility with the others was not (so far?) in question. 

This, of course, is not to deny the massive action of the impersonal Other 
within the Self. This is because Michel Foucault is exploring collective prac­
tices, the regulations they imply, and the way forms of stand-in ethics can arise 
out of them. The point is that the Self is nothing more than a form called into 
being by the totality of these practices, the concept which they need in order to 
be able to link themselves together. Here again, that which appears as an object 
or a theme of knowledge is nothing more than the reverse side of a network of 
relationships and exclusions, convergences and lacunae, formed by the 'pre­
concepts' of the pragmatic. 

2. At the same time we find here the question of the way in which L'Usage des 

plaisirs and Le Souci de soi are related to philosophical texts solved in advance. 
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Indeed, Xenophon, Plato, Plutarch, Seneca and Epictetus are taken as ex­
amples. But Michel Foucault makes it quite clear from the beginning that the 
concepts which lie takes from them are significant only to the extent that they 
make it possible to. construct 'a history of sexuality as experience, if one 
understands by experience the correlation, in a culture, between domains of 
knowledge [sa voir] , types of normativity and forms of subjectivity' (UP, p. 10). 
If the aim of the history of sexuality is to 'define the conditions in which the 
human being 'problematises' what he is .. .' (UP, p. 16), this problematisation is 
revealed as 'linked to an ensemble of practices which have indeed been very 
important in our societies: they are what one might call the arts of existence'. 

This is why the point of departure is not taken in the Eros but in the 
aphrodisia, the 'work' and 'acts' of Aphrodite. This also explains why the 
problematic of sex in Antiquity is seen as being haunted by the fear of the 
excess to which the body can lead and by the medical control of this through 
proper regulation of relationships with women and young boys, and the 
requirement that sexual relationships should take place with the right partner 
at the right time. This problematic is gradually subsumed into the requirement 
for self-mastery and for care to be taken of the Self. Such are the fascinating 
revelations about the practice of sex in Antiquity and its prescriptive core. But 
these are made in a field which is quite clearly chosen and which again can be 
seen as the field of the pragmatic. 

Now, the axis about which philosophy has been constructed since Antiquity 
was not that of experience taken in itself, but that of its relationship with 
knowledge [connaissance], and through knowledge with truth. Michel 
Foucault states this directly: he wants to write a history 'which is not a history 
of that which is supposed to be true in knowledge: but an analysis of truth 
games' (UP, p. 12). This is a remarkable formulation which sets out the whole 
difference: he is not concerned with truth such as it is posited before (and 
beyond) experience, but such as it comes into play in practices and through the 
IOterpretation of these practices. 

1. There remains the view of the erotic in the Symposium. Michel Foucault is 
1M from denying that this requires separate treatment, because this time it is 
the body as such which has to be bypassed, and sexuality which has to be led 
hack within the reach of truth. 

It was on the basis of this that a whole philosophical tradition, from Diotimo-
('laton ism onwards, took it upon itself to believe in the reality of the idealisation­
IIblimation oflove: the soul as more than the body,philia as better than eros, 

,mterity and abstention as realisations of love 'in its essence' (UP, p. 256): in 
hort, what one might describe as a (if not the) transhistoric position of 

pllllo\ophers with regard to the things of sex. And in one sense, this is a correct 
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view: precisely because what was being dealt with here was the discourse of 
philosophy and not the implication of practices. 

But, as Michel Foucault shows so well, once placed in the context of pre­
scriptive writing, even the philosophical project turns out to be conditioned by 
the practices of the period. Here it is the question of the style and not the 
application of a code (UP, p. 269); going beyond the body is a luxury (UP, 
p. 274); if it is important that the lover should determine 'in himself ... the 
being and the form of his love' (UP, p. 261); if, between the lover and the loved 
one, love is supposed to be 'convergent' (UP, p. 261), the sexual ethic remains 
problematised 'like the relationship for a free man between the exercise of his 
liberty, the forms of his power and his access to truth' (UP, p. 277). Michel 
Foucault was struck and probably surprised that, from ancient right up to 
quite recent historical times, a certain relationship between negative prescrip­
tions, a certain parallelism of moral hierarchies, has always existed; but he also 
shows that distances of this nature established in the context of sexuality do not 
in the last analysis even have any meaning, ordered as they are by a different 
problematisation of experience. 

There is, of course, more to come: elaboration does not in itself amount to 
interiorisation (UP, p. 277); the Platonic problematisation of sexual behaviour 
does not amount to its re-elaboration 'proceeding from the soul of desire' (UP, 
p. 268). I am not even sure myself whether, to be precise, Michel Foucault does 
not himself go a little too far when he speaks of ' man's investigation of himself 
as desiring subject' (UP, p. 269). There certainly does exist nowadays a reading 
of the Symposium as a treatise on desire in which the agalmata represent the lost 
object (for Lacan: fa]) and Socrates' work represents the embodiment of the 
truth that love has nothing to give except precisely that which it lacks. This is 
an interpretation which I would be far from considering to be without interest 
or to be without a great deal to offer. But that aside, as Michel Foucault's work 
has amply demonstrated: it functions only on the basis of a retrospective 
reinterpretation. For Plato, intemperance is not alienation but weakness: if 
Poverty is the mother of Eros, this is because it seeks an object or a complement 
which is exterior to it, and not because it lacks something within; finally, it 
distorts the meaning of epithumia to translate it, in the traditional way, as 
'desire': most accurately, it would have to be seen as the racing of the horse of 
the heart. A philosophy which is developed on the basis of making an effort to 
take oneself in hand could not be linked to a philosophy of the self's loss of self. 

The same has to be said of the Stoic systematisation 'in which the relationship 
of the self to the self was intensified and given value' (SS, p. 57). If, for Epictetus. 
man is 'the being who has been given over to the concern for self (SS, p. 61). 
the one who can 'freely make use of himself' (SS, p. 62), thanks to his reason 
which is 'capable of taking itself as well as all besides as an object of study' (SS. 
p. 59), it must be understood that this definition of 'man' (SS, p. 60) amount 
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to an injunction to 'live, constantly taking care of oneself' (SS, p. 62), 'trans­
forming oneself' and 'returning to oneself'. This injunction, in turn, is not 
abstract but already present in a whole series of exercises (SS, p. 63): ways of 
ordering occupations, filling time (including on the social level) with 'useful 
tasks' (SS, p. 66), caring for oneself to prevent illness (the school is a 'dispensary 
for the soul' (SS, p. 71); knowing oneself is an 'art ... with precise procedures' 
(SS , p. 74): learning, in spite of all misfortunes, to do without the superfluous, 
'examining' (SS, p. 78) one's day, questioning the legitimacy ofthe way things 
are presented (SS, p. 80). Philosophy can assign to reason the truth about man 
(SS, p. 82); practice, for its part, organises a 'trajectory' in the face of which 
sexuality remains 'a form of violence, of excess' (SS, p. 85), and anything which 
opposes it is a possession, in the juridical sense of the word, of the self, the 
victory being a 'concrete relationship which makes it possible to enjoy the self 
(SS , p. 82). This much is clear: this enjoyment is an addition of the practice to 
the philosophy of the period; and it is still further from ours since for us 
enjoyment is, on the contrary, a loss of self. 

4. Again, this does not mean that in the view adopted by Michel Foucault there 
IS no choice which can be called philosophical. 

T his happens from the moment the word pleasure is adopted. After all, one 
hardly comes across the term hidone at all in the texts studied in L'Usage des 
plaisirs, and for good reason: for the free man, allowing oneself to be sub­
merged by the movements and transports of the body and heart presents an 
Image of disorder and agitation which he can only contemplate with fear. The 
• cason Michel Foucault chooses the term 'pleasure' is obviously to separate off 
\ntiquity from 'our' conceptualisation of desire . He has definitively shown, in 
my opinion, the irreducibility of the divide. Yet it seems to me that, in speaking 
of pleasure, he himself opted for a reading which is to some extent retro­
pective, the paradigm of which might well be said to date from eighteenth­

, c ntury empiricism. Take the subject of the texts Foucault studies. They have 
I great deal to say about ways of training oneself to contain pleasure: their 
.tnderstanding of sexuality - although it is not tragic, as is later the case -

still far from sharing the euphoria which at a later time will accompany the 
"ord 'pleasure'. In fact, the choice of this latter is made on principle, and the 

I" tnciple is an ethical one. To put the matter clearly: Michel Foucault wanted, 
III this way, to establish his position with regard to the present. 

T his much has to be said of the 'question of self (SS, p. 273). Since it is 
, ntial to the practices of mistrust regarding the body and to the search for a 

1" lvileged relationship with and conformity to nature, it expresses itself in the 
I. 'I III of a need to 'keep control of oneself. It is the reverse side of the 'style of 
( 11.11 behaviour' where disquiet and vigilance are to be seen. As such, this 
Ill! ,lion is pos('ll in I {'rill \ which remain positive. On the one hand, Michel 
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Foucault insists: if these forms of behaviour result in exercises like the exami­
nation of conscience, the struggle against all pathein, the necessity to know 
oneself and even to filter the way one sees things; and if the point of all this is 
to 'keep control of oneself (SAS, p. 273), 'not to accept in one's relationship 
with oneself anything other than that which is dependent on free and reason­
able choice' (SS, p. 81), then what we are dealing with is, in the last analysis 'the 
elements which constitute moralsubjectivity'. This shift is summed up perfectly 
in the notion ofconcem for self. Only, when authors of the imperial period talk 
of the epimeleia hiautou, of the cura sui, of caringfor one's soul (SS, p. 59), for 
that which is, for each person, 'the most important object, perhaps, with which 
he could be concerned' (SS, p. 63), one feels that they are directing the efforts of 
a concrete subject in such a way that he should come to grips with the task of 
appropriation of the self by the self. (Here it would be worth stopping to 
consider the use of the genitive in nearly all these examples.) This is not, 
however, exactly what is meant by the Selfin the universal sense of the concept. 
Here again, Michel Foucault definitively marks the difference between this 
kind of asceticism and the guilt, the obsession with intention and understand­
ing, and the seeking for a universal code which characterise Christianity. 
Although Antiquity deals with the question of the Subject, who becomes the 
'desiring subject', it does so only to the extent of elucidating the 'genealogy' of 
this subject. It seems to me that in fact,fol' today's purposes, on the question of 
an ethic for our time, Michel Foucault is as reticent on the question of the 
definition of the Subject by means of self-constitution as he is on the question 
of the value to be attached to desire. In other words, by introducing the self, 
he wanted to displace a problematic which had become at the same time 
epistemological and ontological and refer it back to a much more strictly 
practical conception of ethics. Techne tou biou. 

III 

How, then, can the history of philosophy be situated in relation to the project of 
archaeology ? 

To begin with, it should be borne in mind that the history of philosophy can 
exist on two levels. It can be the history of a progression, branching off and 
proceeding in fits and starts towards the True. Or it can be seen as a chain of 
systems, which can be studied on the one hand each from within, purely from 
the point of view of internal coherence, and on the other from a point of view 
which sees them as belonging to a common textual pool, in which a degree of 
intertextuality is to be found. 

1. From the first point of view, inasmuch as the history of philosophy is taken 
as the history of successive definitions and constitutions of Truth, it has a 
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operated on several fields. These are those of knowledge [connairsance], 
conditions, limits, and also the values governing action (Ethics) (AS, p. 26), and 
indeed the totality of the factors determining a given state of a culture. From 
this point of view, archaeology does not bring about a radical break. I have 
already mentioned that in the last analysis it goes back to the way practices 
function at the heart of theoretical knowledge [sa voir ] . Deleuze, for his part, 
stressed that it is of a double nature, in that on the level of enunciation the 
discursive object is in juxtaposition with the visible object. So there is an 
arc.haeology of the visible which is inseparable from the archaeology of theo­
retical knowledge [sa voir]. It should be added that Foucault's archaeology deals 
not only with this doubling up of theoretical knowledge [savoir], but also with 
power and, as we have seen, with the prescriptive. 

The fact remains that history is organised around progress and presupposes 
a certain degree of continuity. On this point, as far as the acquired knowledge 
of archaeology is concerned, a comparison with Freud can clarify matters: the 
difference is not insignificant, even if this is seen in terms of the metaphors 
:-vhich are used to interpret the word 'archaeology'. For Freud, the archaeologist 
IS someone who digs in search of that which lies below in order to find one town 
hidden beneath another. (I am not saying that the Freudian process can be 
reduced to this alone, but there is no doubt that this is the underlying image.) 
For Michel Foucault, the archaeologist is someone who moves aside and reveals 
another organisation which follows different alignments. Remaining within 
the metaphor of the town, the process which Michel Foucault uses puts one in 
mind more of the kaleidoscoping of a map like that of Paris, the centre of 
which is constantly changing, from one side of the Seine to the other and back 
again. From this point of view it would be absurd to suggest that a former state 
of knowledge [savoir] (or power, or the subject) constituted the 'deep-seated' 
root of another: of course they succeed one another, but they are dijftrent. 

Now, if, rather than the setting in of 'stubborn processes of becoming' (AS, 
p. 10), one comes across 'disconnections' (AS, p. 9) in patterns; and if, rather 
than the continuing history of an object, one bears witness, as a result of 
anterruptions' (AS, p. 17), to its disappearance and replacement: if, instead of 
I he evolution of a concept, one comes across, as one reaches 'the inflections of 
Ihe curve' (AS, p. 17) and the 'inversion of a regulatory movement', a shift in 
I his concept so that it takes on a different form (the same characteristics no 
longer being the pertinent ones), within the context of a different field (such 
I h.lt it is no longer the same structures which are problematical), and when the 
oflstitution of , series' and the way they are linked changes into 'series of series' 
" 'tables' (AS, p. 13) - it is clear that archaeology is dealing essentially with 
"'("Ilks' (AS, p. 9) and 'redistributions' (AS, p. 11): 'the problem is no longer that 

01 the- tradition and the tracing of it, but the way it is formed and delimited' 
• p. 12), whert' what is at stake are the 'shifts in level and synchronisation 
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[ ... ], particular forms of retentivity, and the types of relationship which are 
possible' (AS, p. 18). That is to say, the nerve structure of the knowledge 
[connaissance] in question, in the succession of epistemes. 

Instead of progress, then, one finds rupture; instead of an extended, 
coherent structure, one finds the interplay of disconnected series. What, then, 
can be said to remain of a history of philosophy? How can one talk of a 
reinterpretation or rearticulation of the same concept, from one philosophy to 
the next, if, in fact, one is not dealing with the same concept, taken as it is from 
a different state of rules of behaviour and theoretical knowledge [sa voir], and 
treated in a different style? Moreover, what if the concepts themselves are not 
linked to one another in their surface use but spring from shifting layers of 
substrata, thus making any total overview impossible? And again: if 
'philosophy' (AS, p. 16) is constructed each time on a different order of 
theoretical knowledge [sa voir] (or power, or of the prescriptive), an order 
which could not be called total, but global, such that it roots itself in this 
knowledge, or sets itself up against it, then how can philosophy be talked about 
in the singular and be inferred from the notion of continuity? All this is well 
known, but it has to be called to mind in order to conclude that archaeology is 
a deconstruction of the history of philosophy. 

It is in this way that Michel Foucault found a point of departure in the 
Heideggerian deconstruction of metaphysics; and when, nowadays Rorty 
challenges the notion of the mind as 'a mirror of nature', he is re-echoing 
Foucault's temporalisation of discursive systems. It is self-evident that when 
the scaffolding has been thrown down in this way, the whole edifice of 
philosophy has to be reconstructed. 

2. There is also the view - and this is the other way in which its history can be 
seen - that philosophy is a particular order of discourse (which is not, of course, 
eternal; and which, for us, came into being in what was perhaps a contingent 
way in Greece). From this point of view, philosophical discourse can be seen as 
having a subject, in the sense that all forms of discourse have one; the subject 
who is the bearer of affirmations [inonces] and is an essential part of its 
structure (including its verbal structure), who is indeed represented by its 
structure. This form of discourse can be seen as attempting to speak of the 
Real: by describing it, deducing it, or by means of reduction. Seen in this way, 
it is on the basis of its continuity of status that it is able to constitute an event at 
each of its historical phases, which cannot be foreseen in terms of the global 
movement which will make it run obliquely to a state of theoretical knowledge 
[sa voir] (or power, or practices), and tear itself away on the basis of the new 
situation of the arche. In this way, finally, the systems form amongst themselve 
what amounts more or less to a further system, to the extent that they return to 
certain positions and that several of them repeat - from one period to another 
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the same type of construction, the same sort of movement, such that 
essential relationships are present transhistorically. 

O ne might object to this that Michel Foucault did not tackle the status of 
philosophical discourse head on, and that we cannot know whether or not he 

ould have done so. But is true that he dealt with it obliquely. It is certainly to 
philosophy that he was referring in his critique of history, history such as is 
founded on 'the long series constituted by the progre~s of awareness, or the 
I leology of reason, or the evolution of human thought' (AS, p. 16). It was certainly 
philosophy that Michel Foucault had in mind when he wrote: 'if the history of 
dlOught .. . were able to weave, around what men think and say, obscure 
yntheses which anticipate what will become of him, prepare him and lead 

hIm indefinitely towards his future, it would provide a privileged shelter 
" Ir the sovereignty of consciousness.' Where, except in philosophy, does one 
fmd this 'founding function of the subject' (AS, p. 21) which claims that one 
,I.ty it will be able to 'appropriate to itself once again Ithose things being 
~ , pt at a distance by the difference], restore its mastery and find in it what 
,mId be referred to as its true dwelling place' (AS, p. 2l)? In the last analysis, 

II is philosophy which, 'in the reassuring form of sameness', makes our 
"Iationship with the past 'a memory' (AS, p. 14) and conserves truth on the 
j, "is of anthropological constancy. 

Even on the level of its specific discursive nature, the history of/philosophy, 
II ke the philosophy of history, acts on presuppositions which are eixactiy those 

hich the archaeologist questions. 
But at this point we have to consider whether we are dealing with philos­

'phy in a general sense or with a philosophy? After all, what Michel Foucault 
I. ignates as the 'other' is par excellence the Hegelian model. And one might 

I'" t forward the idea that in Michel Foucault's ordering notion of , thinking of 
II .. Other' (AS, p. 22), it is yet another philosophy which is being affirmed. This 
, llIlosophy would have been initiated by Marx (his shift of emphasis to 

t" relations surrounding production), Nietzsche (genealogy as opposed to 
I I ,i nation) and Freud (consciousness's inability to take account of sexuality), 
, ,' fo rgetting Gueroult and his 'architectonic' (AS, p. 12) of systems, for which 
II that is relevant is the 'internal coherency, axioms, deductive chains and 
'"lpatibility', which are constituted on each occasion into an irreducible 
lilly. Hence one might say that the establishing of breaks which constitute 
fI Ir Jeology operates with a certain degree of homogeneity within its given 

I, I, with a relative persistence in the nature of the questions it asks. This can 
( ·n at the point where Michel Foucault writes that his work is situated 'in 

It II Id where the questions of the human being, awareness, origin and 
111(Tt become manifest, entangled, and specified' (AS, p. 26). It seems at this 
' 1111 thallhe undertaking of archaeology separates itself from the principle of 

t IIlk IfIg III tnllls of Samou!.H in order to denounce the ideology of so doing, 
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but also to make new use of the terms involved in this f<?rm of thought, and to 
show that they can be reused in a different way. 

3. On this basis, a final question can be asked: if one thinks in terms of the 
Otherness of Sameness, is one thinking differently? Apparently not. The 
impression the archaeologist gives of having shifted his position is in the last 
analysis a way of reproaching historians (including historians of philosophy) 
for bad thinking, and for having been prisoners of an ideology: for holding on 
to what they saw as knowledge [connalssances] without seeing, below the sur­
face, the operation of discursive practices; for investigating intentions rather 
than the rules of behaviour; for presenting us with a memory to be interpreted. 
instead of the mutual resistance of fields which need to be linked together. 
Continuing this process of demystifying criticism, Michel Foucault is - to take: 
an extremely lofty view - a Cartesian thinker; what he tries to track down is 
confusion between levels and timescales; what he seeks is the clarity which 
positivity can bring to the pragmatic. 

This is not to say that he did not set in motion a number of philosophical 
shifts which have radical implications for philosophy. To think in terms of the 
Other is to finish with the idea of the One: in the interlinking movement 
affirmations is affirmed a multiplicity where there is no oneness, which is only 
ever organised in a temporary and partial way. If one moves towards rules 
behaviour which are tied to the mastery and approbation of the self, there is 
further need for the narrow processes of blame or indeed for that which i 
excellence, the Within. To undertake a history of problems and the 
tion of practices which order them is to render the notion of a changeless 
meaningless. 

But these three breaks - which cut diagonally across the paths of c 
retreat which are more or less similar in other contemporary authors - can 
understood in Michel Foucault's case only in terms of the pragmatic: from 
practices of discourse to the practices of action, and always in terms of 
changing rules which cause them to act upon one another. And the way 
which he reaches this point is not, as has been maintained, nihilistic, but 
means of an original process of argumentation. This is the double rejection 
similitude and the notion that similitude could be established affilmatively. 

the place of the former we find a slender thread of absence; and instead of 
latter, eating away at it, a tremulous uncertainty. 'Nothing less was needed 
break down the fortress where resemblance was the prisoner of affir 
(CP, p. 101). In his article about the statement thIS IS not a pipe, he argues 
p. 103) that because the sign is not 'separated' from the thing, and because it 
in turn, a sign, and because between the two signs the 'Same' is without 
idea of 'As if (CP, p. 99), the negation is inscribed in the very heart of 
relationship. All there is is discourse, a 'clouded' (CP, p. 100) space wi 
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foundation, where correspondences cover over slippages in an indefinite way. 
The inconsistency, the break, the undermined affirmation, the disontologisa­
tion of rules - all these are germinal movements in a form of thought which 
xplores discourse without claiming to found it. As a result of this, in the 

progress and perhaps in the shift in position of the enquiry, the performative, 
prescriptions which are inscribed in practices and in an actively uncentred 
history reveal themselves to be the operatives in the workings of the discourse. 

In this sense, then, Michel Foucault can be seen as making a contribution to 
the field of philosophy. For him, the Same is always being worked away at by 
Ihe Other; the Other is delivered from the process of dialectic reconciliation; 
,hscursive space is isolated by non-unitary multiplicity, which is a multiplicity 
lIot of states but of deeds. The thought of Michel Foucault is that of the 
pragmatic of diversity. 
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On the ordering of things 
Being and power in Heidegger 

and Foucault 

Hubert L. Dreyfus 

The most central and obscure notion in Heidegger's writings is Being, and the 
same could be said of the notion of Power in the works of Foucault. For both 
thinkers these are not traditional stable entities. Heidegger offers a history of 
Being [SeimgeschichteJ in order to help us understand and overcome our 
current technological understanding of Being; and Foucault analyses several 
regimes of power in the course of his genealogy of the biopower which, he 

claims, dominates modern life. 
These rough parallels suggest that it might be illuminating to see how far 

the comparison of Heidegger's 'Being' with Foucault's 'Power' can be pushed. 
Do these terms designate equivalent functions? To what extent do Heideg 
ger's epochs of the history of Being match Foucault's regimes in the history of 
Power? To what extent do these two histories lead us to see our current 
cultural condition in similar ways? How does each envisage resistance? 

Lest the striking difference in Heidegger's and Foucault's politics and life 
styles make this project seem hopeless from the start, we must remember 
Foucault's comment on Heidegger in his last interview: 

For me Heidegger has always been the essential philosopher. ... My entire 
philosophical development was determined by my reading of Heidegger. 1 

The other major influence was, of course, Nietzsche. Foucault tells us in 
same interview: 'I am simply Nietzschean, and I try to see, on a number 
points, and to the extent that it is possible, with the aid of Nietzsche's texts .. 
what can be done in this or that domain.'2 But it was through Heidegger 
Foucault came to appreciate Nietzsche. 'It is possible that if I had not 
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Heidegger, I would not have read Nietzsche. I had tried to read Nietzsche in 
the fifties but Nietzsche alone did not appeal to me - whereas Nietzsche and 
Heidegger, that was a philosophical shock!'3 

I THE FUNCTIONING OF BEING AND 
POWER 

It is important to realise from the start that for Heidegger Being is not a 
ubstance or a process. Being, in the sense relevant here, is short for the 
un~erstanding of Being, the truth of Being or the meaning of Being.4 For 
11~ldegger all these terms call attention to the context in which people and 
I hlngs show up and can encounter each other. In Being and Time he shows that 
III human activity presupposes such a context in which objects and actions 
Illake sense - a context that both opens up and limits the kinds of objects that 
, .In be dealt with and the possible ways of dealing with them. 

Heidegger is interested only in the most general characteristics of our 
Ilnd:rst~nding of Being. He notes, however, that this understanding is em-
1«ldled In the tools, language and institutions of a society and in each person 
'IOWlng up In that society. These shared practices into which we are socialised 

1'1 ()vide a background understanding of what counts as objects, what counts as 
human beings and ultimately what counts as real, on the basis of which we can 
lirect our actions towards particular things and people. Thus the understand­

III , of Being c~eates what Heidegger calls a clearing ILichtungJ. Heidegger 
di s the unnoticed way that the clearing both limits and opens up what can 
I,ow up and what can be done, its 'unobtrusive governance' I Waltensj (Letter 

'I II umanism, p. 212). 

Many of Foucault's difficult remarks concerning power make sense if we 
Ike hi~ to be getting at a similar social clearing with an emphasis on the way 
'l\ho~led, everyday practices produce, perpetuate and delimit what people 
'" think and do. And since Foucault is not interested in how things show up 
III exclusively In people's actions, 'Power', which is normally used to describe 
" way.governments govern people's actions, seems an appropriate, if perhaps 
, kading, name for this selective aspect of the clearing. Foucault attempts to 
" ,I off any misunderstanding: 

Ily power, I do not mean 'Power' as a group of institutions and mechanisms that 
, Ilsure the subservience of the citizens of a given state. By power, I do not mean, 
, ,I her, a mode of subJugation which, in contrast to violence has the form of the 
I "I,'. Finally, I do not have in mind a general system of do:nination exerted by 
"" group over another. ... The analysis, made in terms of power, must not 
1 ,"nc that the sovereignty of the State, the form of the law, or the overall unity 
c I J cI()mln:ll~()n arc given at the outset; rather, these are only the terminal forms 
I wn 1.lkl·S 

!II 



Hubert L. Dreyfus 

Each age has its distinctive form of power: 

[T]o live in society is to live in such a way that it is possible to act on each other's 
actions. A society without power relations can only be an abstraction.6 

For Foucault, as for Heidegger on Being, power is neither a fixed entity nor an 
institution: 

One needs to be nominalistic, no doubt; power is not an institution, and not a 
structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that 
one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society.7 

It is sometimes difficult to separate Foucault's discussion of those character­
istics which belong to power as such from those which belong to the stage of 
power in which we now live. The best general description of power is found in 
Foucault's essay 'Le suiet et Ie pouvoir'. There, he clearly thinks of power not 
as a substance or process or force but as a clearing which, by opening up a finite 
field of possibilities, governs actions while none the less leaving them free. 

[S]omething called Power, with or without a capital letter, which is assumed to 
exist universally in a concentrated or diffused form, does not exist. Power exists 
only when it is put into action .... It is a total structure of actions brought to bear 
upon possible actions ... 

Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only in so far as they are free. 
By this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of 
possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse 
comportments may be realized. [Tlo 'conduct' is at the same time to 'lead' others 
... and a way of behaving within a more or less open field of possibilities. The 
exercise of power consists in guiding the possibility of conduct and putting in 
order the possible outcome. Basically power is less a confrontation between two 
adversaries or the linking of one to the other than a question of government .... 
To govern, in this sense, is to structure the possible field of action of others. ~ 

We should not be surprised that in Volume II of Histoire de la sexualite, F 
cault speaks in Heideggerian terms of his later work analysing power. He fi 
reminds us that 'the proper task of a history of thought, as against a history 
behaviors or representations, [is] to define the conditions in which human 
"problematize" what they are, what they do, and the world in which they live. 
He then puts this in later Heideggerian terms as a receptivity to being: 

[It was a matter of! analyzing, not behaviors or ideas, nor societies and their 
'ideologies', but the pl'Oblematizations through which being offers itself as having to 
be thought - and the pl'actices on the basis of which these problematizations ar~ 
formed. '0 
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The space that governs human activity by determining what counts as a thing, 
what counts as true/false and what it makes sense to do, is not static, nor does 
it have abrupt discontinuities, but it does fall into a distinguishable, if over­
lapping, series of epochs. 

Both Heidegger and Foucault, no doubt influenced by Nietzsche, begin 
with a prehistory in pre-Socratic Greece. Heidegger devotes many pages to 
howing that although pre-Socratic thought did not encompass the clearing 

/Lichtung], it did not deny it either. Their sense that what showed up as present 
depended upon what was not itself present is preserved in their understanding 
of the truth of Being as alethia or unconcealment. But this understanding was 
lost when Socrates and Plato took Being to be the ground of the phenomena, 
and truth to be the correspondence of propositions to an independent reality. 

[Tlhere has historically been a withdrawal of Being itself; there has been an 
abandonment by Being of beings as such .... Consequently, and from that time 
on, Being itself has remained unthought." 

Foucault's references to this first stage of our culture are much sketchier 
,han Heidegger's, but he too points to the emergence of theoretical knowing 
IInong the Greeks as the great turning point in our history. The pragmatic and 
,~ tic discourse of early Greek civilisation was destroyed by the rise of theory: 
rhe Sophists were routed ... /fromJ the time of the great Platonic division 

"II wards, the [PlatonicJ will to truth has had its own history ... ."2 This change 
",csumably altered all aspects of Greek life. For example, Foucault tells us 
,h.lt 'When Hippocrates had reduced medicine to a system, observation was 
,h.mdoned and philosophy introduced into medicine,1j or ' ... the West has 
'".,naged ... to annex sex to a field of rationality ... we are accustomed to such 
,<Inquests" since the Greeks ... ."4 

Ileidegger, in keeping with his concerns as a philosopher, has an elaborate 
,. ()unt of the epochs of Being associated with the words physis, idea and 
"i ''Keia, and of the radical break between pre-Socratic physis and all later 
lilies for Being. He stresses the difference between the pre-Socratic under­

,",ding of Being and our own. For the pre-Socratics: 

I'lhat which is, is that which arises and opens itself, which, as what presences, 
, <lllles upon man as the one who presences, i.e" comes upon the one who himself 
"Ik'ns himsel~ to what presences in that he apprehends it. , .. To be beheld by 
wl1.11 IS, to be 1I1,c1uded and maintained within its openness and in that way to be 
III Ill!' along hy It, to he drrven about by its oppositions and marked by its discord 

Ih,lI" rlw (',,('1)«(' of 1ll.ln III rll(' greal age of the I pre-Socratic I Greeks," 
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In his published works Heidegger has much less to say about the Platonic 
and Aristotelian epochs and relatively little to add about the Romans, except 
that the translation of Greek terms into a philosophy expressing Roman 
practices lost the original sense of words such as theoria, which once focused the 

Platonic Greek understanding of Being. 
By medieval times the clearing ILichtung] had been completely forgotten 

and Being was equated with substances grounded in a supreme Being: 

For the Middle Ages ... to be in being means to belong within a specific rank of 
the order of what has been created - a rank appointed from the beginning - and 
as thus caused, to correspond to the cause of creation .... 16 

Foucault, too, has little to say about Greek philosophy. He does, it is true, 
briefly describe hierarchical, monarchical power at the beginning of Surveitler 
et punir. What interests us is, in any case, how Heidegger's and Foucault's 
concerns converge upon the transformation which issues in the modern world 

and our current understanding of human beings. 
Heidegger begins by telling us that 'Metaphysics grounds an age, in that, 

through a specific interpretation of what is, and through a specific comprehen­
sion of truth, it gives to that age the basis upon which it is essentially formed' 
('The age of the world picture', p. 115). Foucault says, more narrowly: 'In any 
given culture and at any given moment, there is only one episteme that defines 
the conditions of possibility of all knowledge whether expressed in a theory or 
silently invested in a practice' (Les Mots et les Choses, p. 179 lET: The Order of 

Things, p. 168]). 
Both view the account of representation in the classical age as the crucial but 

unstable beginning of modernity - a starting point that is not yet clear about its 
radically new understanding of Being - a new understanding that finally 

becomes explicit in Kant's interpretation of man. 
At this point the parallel between the two thinkers comes into sharp focus, 

as can be seen when we compare Heidegger's account of the origin of man in 
'The age of the world picture' and Foucault's account in Les Mots et les Chose ... 
Heidegger tells us of a radical transformation in our understanding of being 
which took place in the seventeenth century: 'What it is to be is for the first 
time defined as the objectiveness of representing, and truth is first defined as 
the certainty of representation in the metaphysics of Descartes .. .' (p. 127). 
The age of representation differs in fundamental ways from all other ages: 

What is, in its entirety, is now taken in such a way that it only is in being to the 
extent that it is set up by man, who represents and sets forth. The being of 
whatever is, is sought and found in the represented ness of the latter - the fact 
that the world becomes picture is what distinguishes the essence of the modern 
age. (pp. 127-30) 
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Foucault, always more concrete, brilliantly analyses a representative picture, 
Las Meninas, where representation in its various forms is literally pictured. In 
Las Meninas the aspects of representation - the subject matter of the painting­
have been dispersed into three separate figures. Their representations are 
spread out in the picture itself. These aspects are the producing of the rep­
resentation (the painter), the object represented (the models and their gaze), 
and the viewing of the representation (the spectator). Each of these separate 
functions can be and has been represented by Velazquez. This dispersion of 
representation is necessary so that all these functions can be laid out in an 
organised table. The price paid for this success is that the activity of rep­
resentation, the unified temporal unfolding of the functions of representation, 
cannot be represented on the table. And it is this tension which produces 
the instability in the painting and in the episteme. The central paradox of the 
painting turns on the impossibility of representing the act of representing. 

The answer to this paradox is that man does not only copy the order; he 
produces it. Heidegger explains: 

To represent means to bring what is present at hand before oneself as something 
standing over against, to relate it to oneself, to the one representing it, and to 
force it back into this relationship to oneself as the normative realm .... What is 
decisive is that man himself expressly takes up this position as one constituted by 
himself and that he makes it secure as the footing for a possible development of 
humanity .... (The age of the world picture', p. (32) 

'\.s Foucault puts it: 

Man appears in his ambiguous position as an object of knowledge and as subject 
that knows: enslaved sovereign, observed spectator, he appears in the place 
belonging to the King, which was assigned to him in advance by Las 
Meninas .... 17 

With Kant, man becomes both the source of the meaning of objects and an 
"lect in the world, and philosophy becomes anthropology. In Heidegger's 

i> ilns: 

IOlbservation of and teaching about the world change into a doctrine of man, 
onto anthropology .... The name 'anthropology' as used here does not mean just 
orne investigation of man by a natural science .... 1 t designates that philosophical 

,nterpretation of man which explains and evaluates whatever is, in its entirety, 
itom the standpoint of man and in relation to man. IM 

IIlhropology is that interpretation of man that already knows fundamentally 
",h.il man is and hence can never ask who he may be .... 19 

110 ophy, .Iuo,ding to Kant, ;lwak(ns from its dogmatic slumber, only to 
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fall, according to Foucault, into an anthropological sleep. Heidegger and 
Foucault thus both reach rhetorical heights as they look forward to the end of 

humanism. Heidegger: 

Man cannot, of himself, abandon this destining of his modern essence or abolish it 
by fiat. But man can, as he thinks ahead, ponder this: Being subject as humanity 
has not always been the sole possibility belonging to the essence of historical man, 
. .. nor will it always be. A fleeting cloud shadow over a concealed land, such is 
the darkening which that truth as the certainty of subjectivity . .. lays over a 
disclosing event that it remains denied to subjectivity itself to experience.2o 

Or Foucault: 

As the archaeology of our thought easily shows, man is an invention of recent 
date. And one perhaps nearing its end. 

If those arrangements were to disappear as they appeared, if some event ... 
were to cause them to crumble, as the ground of Classical thought did, at the end 
of the eighteenth century, then one can certainly wager that man would be 
erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea.21 

In the last stage of their thinking, both Heidegger and Foucault realise that 
'man is, indeed, being wiped out, but this only reveals a long-term process 
which is by no means encouraging. Heidegger and Foucault see us as caught in 
especially dangerous practices which, both suggest, produced man only finally 
to eliminate him, as they more and more nakedly reveal a tendency towards 
the total ordering of all beings - a tendency that became possible as soon as the 
Greeks forgot the truth of being and substituted the will to truth. Heidegger 
calls this current understanding of Being technological, and he is concerned to 
show how it distorts our understanding of things; Foucault calls it disciplinary 
biopower and focuses primarily on how it distorts the social order and our 
relation to other human beings. Both hold that it distorts our understanding of 

ourselves and leads to a pervasive sense of distress. 
Heidegger, for a time, like many current critics of the modern age, was 

under the illusion that the danger was that man was dominating everything 
and exploiting all beings for his own satisfaction22 

- as if man were a subject in 
control, and the objectification of everything were the problem. As Foucault 
points out in Les Mots et les Choses, with the help of Heideggerian hindsight, in 
Being and Time and even after his 'turning', Heidegger himself was still caught 
up in the Kantian doubles. Indeed, as late as 1940 Heidegger still held that 
from the beginning of modernity up to the present, man has been in control: 

Western history has now begun to enter into the completion of that period we 
call the modem, and which is defined by the fact that man becomes the measure 
and the center of beings. Man is what lies at the bottom of all beings: that is, in 
modern terms, at the bottom of all objectification and representability.23 
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But by 1946 Heidegger clearly distances himself from this view. He interprets 
Ri lke, for example, as criticising the objectification of all beings: 

It is by the positioning that belongs to representation that Nature is brought 
before man. Man places before himself the world as the whole of everything 
objective, and he places himself before the world. 

Where Nature is not satisfactory to man's representation, he reframes or 
redisposes it. 

The whole objective inventory in terms of which the world appears is given 
over to, commended to, and thus subjected to the command of self-assertive 
production. 

Modern science and the total state, as necessary consequences of the nature of 
technology, are also its attendants. The same holds true of the means and forms 
that are set up for the organization of public opinion and of men's everyday 
ideas .. . . At the bottom, the essence of life is supposed to yield itself to technical 
production.24 

But Heidegger himself is clear that all this exploitation and control is not man's 
doing, and man never was anything but an effect of other forces. 

Even this, that man becomes the subject and the world the object, is a consequence 
of technology's nature establishing itself, and not the other way around.25 

T hus, in his final analysis of technology, Heidegger is critical of those who, 

,till caught in the subject/object pict~re, think that technology is dangerous 
I ca use it embodies instrumental reason. 

T he current conception of technology, according to which it is a means and a 
human activity, can ... be called the instrumental and anthropological definition 
of technology. 26 

lexlern technology is 'something completely different and therefore new'P 
Ih essence of modern technology is ordering for its own sake: 

Everywhere everything is ordered to stand by, to be immediately at hand, indeed 
to stand there just so that it may be on call for a further ordering. Whatever is 
ordered about in this way has its own standing. We call it the standing-reserve 
IIIt'Stand] . . . . Whatever stands by in the sense of standing-reserve no longer 
,t .. nds over against us as object.28 

I'ht' goal of technology, Heidegger tells us, is more and more flexibility and 
/I " t .. ncy simply for its own sake: '[E]xpediting is always itself directed from 
" f,q~ Inning toward furthering something else, i.e., toward driving on to the 
, 11IlUm yield at the minimum expense.'29 Heidegger sees this modern 

I cI l\t.lIldInj.: as ~radllally absorbing both subjects and objects. 

87 



Hubert L. Dreyfus 

The subject-object relation thus reaches, for the first time, its pure 'relational', 
i.e., ordering, character in which both the subject an.d the object are ~ucked .up as 
standing-reserves. That does not mean that the subJect-obJect relat.\On vamshes, 
but rather the opposite: it now attains to its most extreme dommance .... It 
becomes a standing-reserve to be commanded and set in order.

30 

If man is challenged, ordered, to [optimize everything], then does not man 
himself belong even more originally than nature within the standing-reserve? 
The current talk about human resources, about the supply of patients for a clinic, 
gives evidence of this.31 

In spite of Heidegger's self-critique, and his correction of his early view that 
domination by man was the problem, Foucault too, in the social realm, went 
through a stage where he thought the probleln was that some .men or .classes 
dominated and excluded others, and only later saw that exclUSIOn, calltng for 
the liberation of the repressed, was not the problem. Power is not an instrument 
for exclusion which has fallen into the wrong hands, but a pressure towards 
ever-greater optimisation. Sex, for example, becomes 'a thing to. ~ not simply 
condemned or tolerated but managed, inserted into systems of uultty, regulated 
for the greater good of all, made to function according to an optimum,.32 Thus 

Foucault's auto-critique: 

We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: 
it 'excludes,' it 'represses,' it 'censors,' it 'abstracts,' it 'masks,' it 'conceals.' In fact, 
power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of 
truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gamed of him belong to 
this production.33 

At bottom, despite the differences in epochs and objectives, the representation of 
power has remained under the spell of mona~chy. In political thought and 
analysis, we still have not cut off the head of the kmg. Hence the Importance t~at 
the theory of power gives to the problem of right and violence, law and IIlegahty, 
freedom and will, and especially the state and sovereIgnty .... To conceIve of 
power on the basis of these problems is to co~ceiv~ of it in terms ~f a hlstoncal 
form that is characteristic of our societies: the Jundlcal monarchy. CharactenstIC 
yet transitory.34 

The theory of sovereignty ... does not allow for a calculation of power in terms 
of the minimum expenditure for the maximum return.

35 

III OUR CONTEMPORARY 
UNDERST ANDING OF BEING/POWER 

In their final analysis of our current situation, both Heidegger and Foucault 
contend that, in spite of the appearance that we hav(' passed through several 
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epochs, since the classical age our modern Western practices exhibit an under­
lying, continuous directionality, a 'destining' (Heidegger), a 'strategy without 
a strategist' (Foucault). Heidegger and Foucault agree that this directionality 
of our practices has reached a final phase in this century. In the way it now 
regulates our most important practices, its underlying direction has become 
clear. Our culture is facing the greatest danger in its history, for, while previous 
clearings [Lichtung] were static and partial, leaving a certain leeway for the 
way things and human beings could show up and be encountered, our current 
understanding is progressively taking over every aspect of the natural and 
social world. 

Unlike the hierarchical, top-down order of the medieval understanding of 
Being and of monarchical power, which was centralised but not extended to all 
de tails of the world, the modern understanding of Being/Power is bottom-up, 
levelling and totalising. Heidegger emphasises the totalisation in his phrase 
'total mobilisation', while Foucault includes both totalising and levelling in 
referring to 'normalisation'. 

Normalisation is more than socialisation into norms. Such socialisation is the 
way the understanding of Being or Power governs the actions of the members 
of any society. Normalisation, however, is uniquely modern. 'A normalizing 
ociety is the historical outcome of a technology of power centered on life.'36 In 

lhis understanding, which has emerged more and more clearly since the classical 
Ige, norms are progressively brought to bear Qn all aspects of life. 

T o understand how normalisation works we have to bring Foucault's in­
Ight into the way the human sciences serve to extend social norms, together 

with Heidegger's account of the technological understanding of Being under­
lying modern science. To begin with, for Heidegger science is a form of 
I, chnology. According to Heidegger this can be seen in the modern under-

I lfiding of theory: '[T]he "theory" that modern science shows itself to be 
I something essentially different from the Greek theoria .'37 What is original in 
IIlodern theory is the totalising. Since Galileo, scientific research has been 
I, " ed on the idea that there must be one system into which all of physical reality 
11111 t be made to fit: 

IE]very procedure ... requires an open sphere in which it moves. And it is 
precisely the opening up of such a sphere that is the fundamental event in 
It'sea rch. This is accomplished through the projection within some realm of 
what is - in nature, for example - of a fixed ground plan of natural events. The 
projection sketches out in advance the manner in which the knowing procedure 
1IH1 t bind itself and adhere to the sphere opened up. This binding adherence is 
"\(' rigor of research.38 

j, what Heidcggcr means when, in speaking of Descartes, he describes 
(·lIlm).: as '(ornl1g Ihm).:s Into our normative realm'. 
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Heidegger's understanding of modern science is exactly like Thomas Kuhn's 
in The Nature of Scientific Revolutions. What Heidegger calls research, Kuhn 
calls normal science. Normal science operates by setting up a total interpreta­
tion of some region of reality and then attempts to show that the anomalies that 
emerge can be fitted into the general account. Normal science assumes before­
hand that the general plan is correct, and thus that the anomalies have no truth 
to tell- that in the end, all anomalies must be brought under the law. Normal 
science progresses precisely by causing and overcoming anomalies. Foucault 
sees that modern norms supposedly grounded in science likewise produce 
anomalies and then take every anomaly, every attempt to evade them, as 
occasions for further intervention to bring the anomalies under the scientific 

norms. This is normalisation. 
Normalisation, according to Foucault, serves not to objectify, exclude, coerce 

or punish, but rather to enhance life. Power creates docile bodies and self­
absorbed, analytical deep subjects so as to further the range of the human 
sciences, with no other goal than ever-greater welfare for all. It has become self­
evident to us that everyone should get the most out of his or her possibilities, 
and that the human sciences show us the way to do this. The resulting practices 

Foucault calls biopower. It is a power 

working to incite, reinforce, control, monitor, optimize, and organize the for.ces 
under it: a power bent on generating forces, making them grow, and ordenng 
them, rather than one dedicated to impending them, making them submit, or 
destroying them.J9 

Their common critique of technology/biopower does not lead either 
Heidegger or Foucault to oppose the use of technological devices and specific 
welfare practices. Heidegger is clear that it is the technological understanding of 
Being, not technology, that causes our distress. (That the technological 
understanding of Being can be dissociated from technological devices is clear if 
one looks at contemporary Japan, where a traditional, non-technological 
understanding of Being - or, perhaps better, no understanding of Being at all, 
since it seems that the Japanese have no single unified understanding of reality 
_ exists alongside the most advanced high-tech production and consumption. 

[T]he essence of technology is by no means anything technological. Thus we 
shall never experience our relationship to the essence of technology so long as we 
merely conceive and push forward the technological, put up with it, or evad.e it. 
Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology, whether we passIOn­
ately affirm or deny it.4o 

Heidegger uses and depends upon modern technological devices like 
else, and he does not advocate a return to the pre-technological world 
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Ancient Greece. Foucault, like Heidegger, is, of course, not opposed to modern 
medical technology, and specific welfare practices like mass vaccination. He is, 
however, opposed to taking it for granted that welfare practices, based on 
the human sciences, should, in the name of efficiency and optimisation, be 
extended without critical questioning to all aspects of our lives. 

IV WHAT RESISTS AND WHY 

Whereas Foucault is concerned solely with what is happening to people, 
Heidegger is concerned almost exclusively with what is happening to thingsY 
And each sees what is endangered as at the same time a source of resistance. 

Heidegger is not against modern science, but he is critical of the way its 
methods, legitimate and successful for dealing with physical reality, are carried 
over into other aspects of human practices so that all things become mere 
resources for more and more flexible and total organisation. Yet he holds that 
things can never be completely understood by science, nor totally controlled. 
T heir resistance is not the passive resistance of prime matter, but an active 
withdrawal. Heidegger calls this function 'earth': 

Earth ... shatters every attempt to penetrate into it. It causes every merely 
calcula~ing importunity upon it to turn into a, destruction. This destruction may 
herald Itself under the appearance of mastery and of progress in the form of the 
technical-scientific objectivation of nature, but this mastery nevertheless remains 
an impotence of will. The earth appears openly cleared as itself only when it is 
perceived and preserved as that which is by nature undisclosable, that which 
shrinks from every disclosure and constantly keeps itself closed upY 

['his refusal of things to fit into some preordained total plan reveals things not 
Illst as anomalies but as the source of other ways of seeing things. Just as for 
" uhn anomalies sometimes contain a resistance that forces a revolution in 
, ience in which the anomaly is no longer an anomaly but a paradigm case of a 

!leW truth, so for Heidegger the resistance intrinsic to things holds open the 
I Issibility of a saving breakdown of the total ground plan of modern culture, 
I' lovided we are open to things in their resistance. 

When and in what way do things appear as things? They do not appear by means 
rif human making. But neither do they appear without the vigilance of mortals. 
The first step toward such vigilance is the step back from the thinking that 
merely represents . . . 43 

In 1(';1<1 we must preserve the endangered marginal and local element: 'Here 
n. Inow .. . in simple things . . . we may foster the saving power in itsincrease.'44 

I', "pic, howev(' r, \lnlike things, organise themselves, and Foucault not only 

91 



Hubert L. Dreyfus 

shows us in detail how human beings come to impose norms on themselves; he 

finds in them a resistance to biopower parallel to that Heidegger finds in 

things: 

[T)here is indeed always something in the social body, in classes, groups and 
individuals themselves which in some sense escapes relations of power, something 
which is by no means a more or less docile or reactive primal matter, but rather 
a centrifugal movement, an inverse energy, a discharge. There is certainly no such 
thing as 'the' plebs; rather there is, as it were, a certain plebeian quality or aspect. 
There is plebs in bodies, in souls, in individuals, in the proletariat, in the 
bourgeoisie, but everywhere in a diversity of forms and extensions, of energies 
and irreducibilities. This measure of plebs is not so much what stands outside 
relations of power as their limit, their underside, their counter-stroke, that which 
responds to every advance of power by a movement of disengagement.i5 

For both Heidegger and Foucault these strange notions are presumably 

meant to encourage us to pay attention to what remains of the different, 

the local, and the recalcitrant in our current practices. But Heidegger and 
Foucault are faced with a dilemma concerning the status of those marginal 

practices which have escaped or successfully resisted the spread oftechnologyl 

biopower. While they remain dispersed, these practices escape totalisation but 

offer little resistance to its further spread. However, if Heidegger or Foucault 

were to focus on them in an ordered way, even in the name of counter­
tradition or resistance, they would risk being taken over and normalised. 

When it comes to the difficult question of just why and how, then, we 

should resist, Heidegger and Foucault finally take quite different paths, each 

of which has its advantages and drawbacks. Heidegger, unlike Foucault, has 

an account of why the technological understanding of Being causes human 

beings distress. For Heidegger human beings, whether they realise it or not, 

are the recipients of all understandings of Being. Human practices have been 
receptive to at least two radically different understandings of Being in our 

culture, and could receive many others. Human beings who explicitly see and 
reflect on this happening Heidegger calls 'thinkers', but all human beings ar~ 

essentially receptive. Although the current understanding of Being as the total 

ordering of everything for its own sake conceals the fact that that it is received, 

not controlled, human beings none the less remain recipients. Heidegger hold 

that realising this would weaken the hold of our technological understanding 
of reality, but because technology actively blocks the possibility of this realisa 

tion and its expression in our practices, we experience distress. 

In the last analysis Foucault is more radical than Heidegger in that, con 

sistent with his opposition to all totalising, he avoids any account of wh 

human beings essentially are and are called to do, whether that be Nietzsche' 
call to constant self-overcoming or Heidegger's claim that Being demand 

total receptivity. Although Foucault does attempt to hr receptive to I 
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pro~lematisations in our current practices 'through which being offers itself as 

haVing to be thought', he does not claim that in so doing he is fulfilling his 
human essence. This, of course, denies him any account of why biopower 

should be felt as distressing and so be resisted, but it enables him to avoid 

adding one more universal norm, while still engaging in active resistance to 
current levelling or totalising practices. 
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SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Dreyfus's contribution provoked quite vehement reactions, all of which ques­
tioned the grounds on which he drew the parallel between Foucault and 
Heidegger. Thus Dominique Janlcaud questioned him on the Heideggerian 
idea of thought, of 'Denken' taken as 'Danken'. Dreyfus agreed thatthere was 
no equivalent in Heidegger. None the less, in Foucault as in Heidegger there. 
was an ontological distinction: in the case of Foucault it is the difference 
between the field which governs the acts of all persons and the specific way in 
which each person acts. 

Michel Karkelts suggested that we should go beyond Heidegger and look 
to Nietzsche in order to understand Foucault's notion of power. If one does so 
one realises that it is impossible to reconcile the two opposites of Heidegger's 
notion of 'Being' and Foucault's notion of 'Power'. 

Yves Roussel questioned Dreyfus briefly as to whether there was in 
Heidegger's work any single element which could be compared to or seen as 
providing a parallel with Foucault's practice as a historian. 

In one sense, Hubert Dreyfus replied, Heidegger turns history into the 
history of Being. But Foucault considers details in particular, particular prac­
tices; so Foucault is certainly a historian in a sen~e that Heidegger is not. 
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On Foucault's concept of discourse 

Manfred Frank 

According to Lichtenberg's aphorism, the hollow sound which is made when 
a book hits a head is not always caused by the book. Yet one should not be too 
quick to conclude the opposite. If a community of researchers feels perplexed 
when faced with a somewhat vague key concept in an author's work, this is not 
always the fault of that community of researchers. It seems to me that for those 
who are opposed to hermeneutics, this is the situation with the term Diskurs. 
The extremely frequent and still growing use of this term, in literary criticism in 
particular, makes it clear that an epistemological problem (or, more prudently, 
a need) does exist, which it is supposed to remedy. Nevertheless, this is not 
enough to disarm the objection that the term's semantic field is so imprecise 
that any ~e of it is bound to be unclear. For this objection immediately 
undermines the critical or polemical bite (against the concept in terms of the 
comprehensio~pf its meaning) imputed to it by the few who make use of it. 
For if we do not know what the criticism is directed against, the vague debate 
about it cannot be advanced any further, let alone settled. 

I am not, of course, speaking of the use of the French noun 'discours', whose 
meaning is limited to various conventional, political and literary contexts, but 
rather of the special use by means of which it became the substance of the 
theoretical programme which Michel Foucault for a time termed 'archaeology'. 
The meaning of this concept is scarcely any clearer than that of Diskurs (which 
is, in German, if anything somewhat more awkward). It is still worth asking 
which elements are supposed to be present in the received semantic of ' disc ours', 
10 a way which led Foucault to choose it as the appropriate candidate for the 
, mantic reformulation which he proposes. 

'Discourse' is taken from the Latin discursus, which in turn comes from 
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'discourse' is not the same as holding a conference. In the French context, 
'discourse' comes quite close to terms like 'chat', 'chinwag', 'free conversation', 
'improvisation', 'expose', 'narration', 'peroration', '/angage', or 'parole'. Its 
everyday use is a long way from the definition which Habermas gives it, 
according to which discourse would have to be seen as the form oflanguage in 
which claims to validity are founded. This definition is closer to the way 
Foucault uses it, first in the sense that discourse is resistant to rigid regulation, 
but also because it is situated more or less halfway between a norm-following 
linguistic system and a purely individual use of language. In present-day 
French, a discourse is neither a simple and singular combination of words (in 
the Saussurean sense of 'parole') nor, on the other hand, is its meaning confined 
only within rules which have a controlling force in a linguistic syste~. They 
are not simple and singular combinations of words because intersubjective 
relationships are involved. At the same time their meaning is not exhausted 
purely in terms of linguistic rules, since this meaning arises out of a freedom 
which, though not without rules, could not be summed up exclusively through 

the concept of grammatical rules. 
I shall attempt in what follows to isolate three levels of usage of the word 'dis­

course' in the theoretical texts of French structuralism and neo-structuralism. 
Only the two latter will be concerned with Foucault's own work, which does 
not in the slightest way disown the work of those who preceded and made his 
work possible. The first level is taken from my reading of the first volume of 
Anthropologie structurale by Claude Levi-Strauss. 1 In my opinion the role 
played by Levi-Strauss as precursor in the terminological transformation of the 
term 'discourse' into a term which contains within it a complete theoretical 

programme has been underestimated. 

One of the magical formulae which structuralism took from the published 
versions of Saussure's COW's is that language is to be seen not as a substance 
but as a form. It is well known that, taking Saussure and the phonology 
of Trubetskoy as a starting point, Levi-Strauss tried to discover algebraic 
structures and transformation groups in different types of relationship. Group 
relationships are indeed seen as obeying rules which are regulated in a way 
which is analogous to language, but not - in our sense of the term - dis­
cursively. This is why I shall be directing my attention here to the application 
of this programme to linguistic forms like myths. 

Saussure had already situated general linguistics under the heading of a 
'semiology' which he defined as 'a science which studies the life of signs at the 
heart of social life; it should form a part of social psychology, and in conse­
quence, of general psychology .... It should tell us what signs consist of and 
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what laws control them.'2 Levi-Strauss then suggested that the law according 
to which the meaning of a social sign was the effect of differential relations to 
other signs could be extended by analogy to other social systems, and in the last 
instance to the totality of the productions of the 'unconscious mind',3 whose 
activity consisted in 'imposing forms on a content'.4 If we add that this content 
was something not previously articulated, we find that we have returned 
immediately to the beginning of Chapter IV of Saussure's Cours, where the 
principle of the articulation of signs is set out: mind is in itself as amorphous as 
sound, and this is why something has to intervene, between the two: the 
schematism of articulation. This makes it possible to refer a perceptible sound 
back to a signification which is not perceived by the senses. Levi-Strauss 
applied to his own procedure the idealist term of 'schematism', notably in a 
famous passage in LA Pensee sauvage, from which I shall quote here only two 
sentences: 

Without calling into question the incontestable primacy of infrastructures, we 
believe that between praxis and practices a mediator always come into play, 
which is the conceptual scheme by the operation of which a material object and 
a formal object, neither of which has any independent existence, complete one 
another as structures, that is to say as elements which are at once empirical and 
intelligible. It is to this theory of superstructures, which Marx barely sketched, 
that I wish to contribute.5 

The fertile potential of the transference of the Saussurean theorem of articula­
tion into the context of social structures is not, however, what I wish to deal 
with here. It seems to me that it was Levi-Strauss's transference of the 
structuralist process to the analysis of myths that stimulated Foucault, in a 
decisive way, to develop his analytic of discourse. Myths are, after all, narrative 
texts which, unlike linguistic relationships or social structure, are rooted in the 
domain oflanguage.6 

Now there is an essential difference between the internal form of a language 
.lnd a myth. Though myths are effectively linguistic forms (and are as such 
likely to be encompassed by the concept oflanguage) they are still events on the 
I vel of parole: they arise out of discourse [ills] releve[nt] du discours ].7 

This is how we come to encounter this concept, which is to occupy a central 
place in the language game of neo-structuralism. Levi-Strauss introduces it as 
lollows: a myth, he says, is a self-enclosed series, not of isolated signs, but of 
.-ntences. Inasmuch as it is a narrative it is a linguistic event, but not an event 
,hose successive elements could be removed from their situation in time 

\\ Ithout doing harm to the whole. The linear nature of the signs - especially 
111.11 of the succession of sentences - means that each of these elements has a 

IIIporal index; it is therefore not reversible. On the other hand, the elements 
,I IflKIUH', the value and the differential relationships, are defined in a 
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recursive manner; they can be inverted without problems: the matrix which 
produces them as events is itself strictly non-temporal. This difference was set 
out by Saussure himself using the (clumsy) terms 'synchronic' and 'diachronic'. 
Levi-Strauss remembered at this point that the concept of structure, which lay 
close to hand yet had not been used in a deliberate way, still bore within it the 
idea of multiple divisions: it is a form which can be seen to be constituted by 
different levels. 

I shall explain this briefly. It was Emile Benveniste who, in his principal 
work,s introduced the concept of levels of constitution and explained it as 
follows: Saussure's idea, according to which linguistic signification comes by 
means of the phonic differentiation of signs, should be taken further. There 
must be, finally, several levels on which this abstract concept could be applied: 
first on the phonetic level on which the sounds of a language can be dis­
tinguished; then the phonological level on which the 'distinctive features' of 
national languages can be specified, and in terms of which their incompatibilities 
and potential for combination can be established; then the morphemic level 
where the smallest signifying parts and unities can be ordered (verb endings, 
for example); then the syntactic level where words are distinguished and 
combined in syntagms and sentences; and finally th~ contextual level on which 
the semantic nuances of expressions are taken into account in the context of 
other syntagms, and so on. So it is possible to distinguish between relationships 
established between elements at a certain level (like phonemes) and relation­
ships established between elements from two different levels (like those between 
words and sentences). Benveniste calls the first type of relationship 'distribu­
tional' and the second 'integrative'. A linguistic structure would therefore be 
the sum total of the relationshi ps which exist not only between the elements on 
one level but also between those on different levels of constitution. 

In any case, as a linguist, Benveniste limits himself to the level of the 
constitution of the sentence; the totality of linguistic rules cannot go beyond 

• this level. Myths, on the other hand - as discourse structures - are of such a 
nature that they do not have phonemes, morphemes or syntagms as their 
smallest constitutive unit, but sentences. Now Levi-Strauss goes further: why 
not move on to a third level of constitution: 'a stage beyond langue and parole. 
that of "discourse" , (,the myth as this mode of discourse .. .'9)? Here, then, we 
would have an initial definition - still crude - of one of the key concepts of neo­
structuralism: discourse is a linguistic structure whose smallest constitutive 
parts are sentences or, as Levi-Strauss puts it, a structure which is made up not 
of small but of large units. 

Having established this, we now need to bear in mind the other character 
istic of (mythical) discourse: the way its one-dimensional nature seems to 
distinguish it from the system of language. Looked at more closely, thi 
dimension is not of such great import as the following formulation show 
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myths do order their units, like the word [parole), in a chronology of succes­
sion; but this chronology is of a particular type. Mythical time is always already 
in the past or, more precisely, a timeless past time. There would be no sense, 
then, in disputing the succession of the order of events in the narration, nor 
would there be any sense in affirming that the succession of narrative elements 
took place at a time which was in fact historical. Now this is precisely a 
condition of the succession of sentences in parole. Although a mythical event is 
in the past, it can be reproduced at any time: it is in the past and at the same 
time, so long as it is rooted in the collective belief of a population, present in a 
way which is outside time -like, for example, the announcement of the Birth 
of the Divine Child which is repeated each Christmas. That, again, is what 
myth has in common with langue. 

This double structure, which is at the same time historical and ahistorical, 
explains the way in which myth can arise simultaneously out of the domain of 
parole (and can be analysed as such) and out of the domain of langue (in which it 
is formulated) whilst at the same time demonstrating on a third level the very 
characteristic of an absolute object. This third level also has a linguistic nature, 
but it is none the less distinct from the other two. 10 

What we are dealing with here, then, on this third level oflanguage [niveau de 
langage), is the level of discourse, and we should bear this in mind. 

I should like to make the clearest possible distinction between these differ­
ent points. Myths share with linguistic systems a property which means that 
their elements possess a value (or a meaning) which is not based on themselves 
hut comes about by virtue of the relationships which are set up between them: 
that is to say, both are structures. At the same time myths, as discourses, are 
lructures made up of large units, or transphrastic units, which is what dis­

tinguishes them from languages [langues). If, however, they are still to be 
.lOalysed structurally, recourse has to be made to an analogy which Levi­
"trauss sets out in two stages: 

(1) like all linguistic phenomena, the myth is formed by constitutive units; 
(2) these units imply the presence of those which normally come into the struc­
ture of the language, that is phonemes, morphemes and semantemes. But the 
relationship of these units to semantemes is the same as the relationship of 
emantemes to morphemes, which is likewise the same as the relationship 

between morphemes and phonemes. Each form differs from the one which 
precedes it through its possession of a higher degree of complexity. For this 
r~ason, we can call the elements which are found in myths (and which are the 
1110st complex of all): large constitutive units (or mythemes).lt 

in this passage that the idea comes into being of what will later be called 
lin).:uistics of disc()\Irs~'''2 It was Barthes who formulated this hypothesis 
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most clearly (although all he had done was to repeat what Levi-Strauss had 
already said). Here is an extract: 

It is well known that linguistics stops at the level of the sentence: this is the last 
unit which it considers itself to have the right to deal with; ... And yet it is 
obvious that discourse itself (consisting of sentences grouped together) is organ­
ised and that by means of this organisation it appears as a message from another 
language, which is superior to the language of linguisticians: discourse has its 
units, its rules, its 'grammar'; going beyond the sentence and yet composed 
uniquely of sentences, discourse has by nature to become the object of a second 
form of linguistics .... If one were to put forward a working hypothesis for an 
analysis of this, an immense task with infinite material, the most reasonable way 
forward would be to postulate a homological relationship between the sentence 
and discourse on the grounds that the same formal relationship seems to regulate 
all semiotic systems, whatever their substance and dimension: discourse would 
be seen as a large 'sentence' (the units of which would not necessarily be 
sentences), just as the sentence, with certain specifications, is a small discourse. 13 

Levi-Strauss calls the smallest units of myths 'my themes'. They share with 
the constitutive units of discourse the property of being sentences ('it would 
therefore be necessary to look on the level of the sentences'), but they can be 
fundamentally distinguished from specifically literary texts in that they do not 
demonstrate any style: 14 

Myth could be defined as the mode of discourse where the value of the formula 
tradultore, traditore tends practically towards zero .... The substance of the myth 
is found neither in the style nor in the syntax, but in the story which is told 
through them. 15 

It is this property which makes them even more similar to the constitutive 
units of a purely formal system of rules such as we find in language [langue]­
for in language [langue] too, the wayan individual speaker comes to master 
language is completely disregarded. 

II 

It is on the basis of these considerations ':hat the 'Preface' of Les Mots et les 
Choses: Une archtologie des sciences humames l6 was written, In this essay, of 
course, Foucault to a very great extent Jefrains from using the expression 
'discourse', preferring the term 'episteme of the classical age', and as he does so 
he is taking a new step, No one has yet managed to clarify exactly what this step 
consists of. This is how it seems to me. 

Starting from a biographical note (the idea of writing Les Mots et les Choses 
apparently came to Foucault on reading a text by Borges, who quotes a certain 
Chinese encyclopaedia which presents a taxonomy of the animal kingdom 
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structured according to heterogeneity,17 Foucault reasons from non-necessity 
- that is to say, from the historical relativity of our own schemes of thought: 
we react with amused astonishment to whatever fails to correspond to our 
schemes of classification, and consider it 'unthinkable', This predicate reveals 
a state of affairs which is simple but fundamental: our thought moves in • 
relation to the ordering of a group of symbols by virtue of which the world is 
disclosed in a way which is on each occasion linguistically and culturally 
specific. We can call discourse - in an approximate way which is still rather • 
vague - a symbolic order of this nature which makes it possible for all subjects 
who have been socialised under its authority to speak and act together; in 
which case we can suppose that each discourse always has an order, but not 
necessarily that there is a single order for all discourses, If there were such an 
order for all discourses - in the sense of a caracteristica universalis - then we 
would be able to codify an absolute a priori. The historical relativity of • 
discourse leads us, on the contrary, to talk of a 'historical a prioris', the plurality 
of which underlies its relativity.18 

But of what does this order consist? Foucault's evocative way of putting it is 
not very satisfactory: 

This order is at once that which gives things, as it were, their internal law, the 
secret network according to which they somehow look at each other, and also 
that which exists only through the grid oflooking, of attention, oflanguage; and 
it is only in the white squares of this grid that it shows itself to be ~resent in 
depth, waiting in silence for the moment when it will be enunciated. I . 

" urther on we are told that discourses are second-degree orders and are • 
Ituated somewhere ' in the middle' between the reversible order of language 

Ilangue ] and the irreversible order of the word iparole], as Levi-Strauss 
llggested in the case of mythical narrations. Thus, if I am not mistaken, this 
,cond-degree order, this 'middle region', means something like this: no • 

• ulture offers us a simple and one-sided picture of what we know of as 
fundamental codes, those which order language, its perceptive schemes, its 

,hanges, its techniques, its values, the hierarchy of its practices'.20 Nor is ' 
IlI LU re identical to scientific or cultural theories which either justify this order 

oil the basis of a principle or examine it in terms of a systematic conceptualisa­
.'0> 1\ - that is, which establish, by means of reflection and systematisation, a 
IH " Il ion in relation to the (already existing) order of that which is to be 
I,,"nt! in the world. The 'empirical' and the 'philosophical-theoretical' visions 
I oJ(le r are seen rather as extremes between which a third view - the one 

.If(· seeking - is to be found; one which Foucault says 'is no less funda­
IIl.d ' , although ilS architecture is less rigid and as a result more difficult to 

" II ' t . 
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It is here that a culture, as it moves out of synchronisation with the empirical 
orders prescribed to it by its primary codes, establishes an initial distance 
between itself and them, causes them to lose their initial transparency and ceases 
to allow a merely passive relationship between itself and them, liberating itself 
sufficiently to be able to affirm that these orders are perhaps not the only possible 
ones or the best, in such a way that it finds itself faced with the raw fact that there 
are, underlying its spontaneous orders, things which are in themselves order­
able, and which belong to a certain mute order, or more briefly that there is 
order. It is as if, as it frees itself on the one hand from the linguistic, perceptive 
and practical grids, culture superimposes over these a second, neutral ising grid 
which, by replicating the first, causes them to appear [rief] and at the same time 
excludes them [sief], finding itself at the same time face to face with the raw 
material of the order. It is in the name of this order that codes of language 
[tangage], perception and practice are criticised and rendered partially invalid. It 
is on the grounds of this order, which is seen as fertile soil, that general theories 
of the order of things and the interpretations which these call for are developed. 
Thus, between the already codified perception [regard] and reflexive knowl\!dge 
[connaissancel, there is a middle region which generates order through the very 
nature of its being.21 

t I suppose that what Foucault is referring to, when he talks of this middle 
order, are those culture and epoch-specific interpretations of the world which 
are on the one hand 'more confused and obscure' than what he calls the level of 
knowledge l connaissances']- that is, scientifically guaranteed knowledge; yet 
are on the other hand more concrete and more rich than the 'primary codes' 
which uniformly determine our language, our modes of intercourse, our 

, perceptions and our social nature. They could be seen as being in part related 
to Husserl's Lebensweit ('world of life'), and in part also in terms of the orders 
traditionally called Weltanschauungen ('world-views') or 'ideologies'. Foucault 
says that they can 'present themselves as the most fundamental [area of order],: 
they are more trustworthy, more commonly used, more deeply rooted, even 
more reliable than the words, the perceptions and even the gestures by means 
of which they find expression; they are more solid, more original, more archaic 
and, so to speak, 'more true' than the theories which attempt to supplant them 
by means of exhaustive and explicit explanations; they are, so it seems to me, 
quite comparable to the Heideggerian Welt ('world') - understood as the 
articulation of Bewandtniszusammenhang 'connections of relationship', and 
they are also 'pre-ontologically' prior to the knowledge of signs and forms of 
life as well as scientific reflection and formalisation. However this may be - and 
it is of course annoying not to be quite certain what the exact object of scientific 
analysis is - it is with the divisions between these orders that Foucault's book 

• deals. They are termed 'historical a prioris' which - in advance of any scientifi 
analysis - provide the empirical and positive conditions of possibility according 
to which a particular civilisation organises its speech, sets up its processes of 
exchange, lives its social life, sees its world, etc. Here too Ricoeur's formula I 
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appropriate: 'a Kantianism without a transcendental subject'. Foucault sets 
himself apart from the epistemological and socio-epistemological projects of 
Bachelard, or indeed the Annales group, to the extent that he does not deal with 
established science and 'objective' knowledge but explores the underlying 
discursive conditions which determine how these, amongst other things, as 
well as all pre-scientific orders, came into being (they are only partially 
reflected and fulfilled in epistemes, which are the actual knowledge forms). As 
such, he is more interested in the conditions which make it possible for the 
structures to arise than in the structures themselves; only one should not see the 
term 'constitution' in the sense of a historical or transcendental-historical 
'derivation'; because for Foucault the foundation of the constitution of an 
order is never a subject, but yet another order: in the last instance this would be 
the order of the discourse with its regard dijd code (already coded look). For the 
same reason it is also impossible to describe the succession of 'positivities' - in 
the Hegelian sense - as a goal-orientated process: 

There is therefore no question of describing forms of knowledge [connaissances] 
in terms of their progress towards an objectivity in which our science today 
could finally be recognised; what I should like to shed light on is the epistemo­
logical field, the episteme in which forms of knowledge, seen outside the context 
of any criteria referring to their rational value or to their objective forms, break 
free fr~m their positive aspect and can be seen in terms, not of their growing 
perfection, but rather of their conditions of possibility; in this story, what should 
appear, in the space of knowledge [savoh·J, are the configurations which have 
given rise to the various forms of empirical knowledge [connaissancesjY 

III 

It would be pleasing to learn more details about the theoretical procedure 
relevant to the concept of archaeology. Foucault allows his readers to do this 
only in a later book which is, so to speak, his 'Discours de la methode', the 
-lrcheologie du savoir.23 I wish to refer to this text in the third section of my 
\ mantic reconstruction. 

Whilst in Les Mots et les Choses discourse was described very much as a • 
homogeneous order - though of course not one which could be reduced to the 
I ructure of langue - when we come to the Archeologie du savoi,· it is the concept 

IIf discontinuity which comes to the fore. This means not only discontinuities • 
I'("/ween different discourses which appear in historical succession (this require­
IIwnt was already present in Les Mots et les Chases) but also discontinuities 
h<"lween discourses which exist contemporaneously with one another. The 
dl\t()urses are also multiplicitous synchronically; symbolic orders existing at 
,I. .. ';tme point in time are not subject to one and the same rule of formation.24 

I hi, dd"fcr(,llllallOn makes it possible to dismiss the idealistic notion of a • 
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completely homogeneous Zeitgeist and of a universal history which can be 
related narratively in terms of a 'global history,.25 At the same time doubt 
is cast upon the subsumption model of cognition. According to this model, 
historical or linguistic events are cases which come under general concepts and, 
in the last analysis, general rules, and can therefore be deduced if one has 
mastered these latter. The AI·cheologie du savoir - and even more so the in­
auguration speech at the College de France26 - emphasise the 'specific events',27 
the ivenements singuliers ,28 which cannot be integrated and cannot be decoded 
simply as the application of a uniform and universal regularity. The analytic of 
discourse, Foucault says, 

has led to the indillidualisation of different series, which are juxtaposed with one 
another, which succeed, overlap and criss-cross without it being possible to 
reduce them to a linear schema. Thus, instead of this continuous chronology of 
reason, which is invariably traced back to an inaccessible origin, to some found­
ing moment of its beginning, there appear scales of time which are sometimes 
brief, distinct from one another, not confOlming to a single law, often bearing 
within them a type of history which is individual to itself, and irreducible to the 
general model of a consciousness which acquires, progresses and remembers 
itself.29 

Alongside the principle of the individuality of events, we find that of 
exteriority.3o We are so used to seeing individuality as a special case of 
subjectivity (and/or internality) that we are initially confused by the association 
of individuality and exteriority. Yet what Foucault actually means by this is 
only one aspect, already implied in the notion of the singularity of the 
individual: the individual's irreducibility to a unified discursive principle, or to 
an 'internal' core of meaning to be found in the discourse. What the rule of 
the exteriority of discourse means, then, is: 'not moving from the discourse 
towards its internal, hidden core, towards the heart of the thought or the 
meaning, which is manifest in it'.31 So the procedure of the analytic of 
discourse is external because it wishes to leave the series Isirie j of single events, 
mutually irreducible (in terms of a deductive or teleological principle), just as 
they are, 'external' to any totalising general concept. 

Then of course there is the question of methodology: scientific explanations 
assume general concepts, and that whatever cannot be derived from them is 
not explained. Referring to Foucault's archaeology of knowledge Jean Piaget 
talked of a 'structuralism without structures'; and Foucault himself claims that 
it was by no means his intention to establish uniformity or to master individual 
historical events by inferring them from transcendental or universal categor­
ies, or from rules of formation.32 But how can we talk of several discourse 
existing next to one another? Each discourse can as such be inferred only in the 
light of a meaning-unity which is valid for its criterion of recognisability. And 
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this consequence cannot be escaped by multiplying discourses. In other words, 
a multiplication of codes from which the events can indeed be deduced is not 
yet a fundamental departure from the code-model of classical structuralism; 
the only difference is that instead of one global code, a lot of small codes are at • 
work - as is analogously the case in Roland Barthes's analysis of Balzac's 
Sarrasine.33 These rules of generation - however much they are multiplied­
are in fact indispensable if there is to be any sense in Foucault's subsequent 
theory that each discourse operates in the service of a will to power, and 
consequently in terms of strict and brutal rules of exclusion. So it can be seen 
that the radicalism of the departure from universals is inconsistent. 

This is not the case only for the rules of formation of subdiscourses which 
are discontinuous with one another, but even more so for the collective 
singula r 'discourse' itself. It is true that Foucault's concept of epochs in 
L'Archeologie du sa voir is not as monolithically closed as in Les Mots et les 

Choses: yet it does operate - in a way which is certainly hard to see through­
with global concepts of unity. In the Introduction Foucault explains that he 
does not want to split up the unity of history and its great epochs simply by 
making anarchistic gestures, but that he is looking for regularities by means of 
which discontinuous series map on to one another ('the vertical system they are 
capable of forming'). It is this talk of a vertical system holding together various 
series of histories occurring at the same time34 which demonstrates most 
clearly that the total discourse - as an ensemble of disconnected subdiscourses 
- is thought of as an order. According to the logic of the metaphor, it runs 
perpendicular to the individual histories and goes through them like a skewer. 
If there were no such thing as this skewer, then there could be no (albeit 
uniquely characteristic) science which could be distinguished from the purely 
random. 

The extent to which this is the case is demonstrated by the concretely 
continuous methodological procedure of L'Archeologie du sa voir which, in fine 
structuralist tradition, breaks down the concept of discourse into its smallest 
ronstitutive parts, which are not phonemes or morphemes, but sentences. 
Foucault calls these enonces, 'statements'. 

What Foucault has to say about these is not only very unclear but also -
.• Ibeit in a way which is sometimes confused - very stimulating. Elsewhere35 

I have attempted a patient and sympathetic reconstruction of Foucauldian 
lIIethodology. Here I shall have to work with simplifications. 

Concentrating on his wish to save individual phenomena from being reduced 
hI cases of a code, Foucault seeks to locate a founding concept - Ie discours 

\omewhere between structure and event. Discourse is not subject to the 
II ucture- becoming opposition' [opposition structure-devenirj.36 

\Vhy not? Hccause 'archaeology' deals with 'discourses', the elements of 
Ill( h art' not 'types' hut individuals. Though discourses are to be seen as 
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generalities in comparison with their elements, they are still individualised 
generalities: systems of a nature which is different from that oflogic. 

• What, then, are discourses? Foucault concedes that he has used this central 
notion in at least three clearly distinct ways: 

Finally, instead of making the rather hazy meaning of the word 'discourse' more 
distinct, I think that I have multiplied its meanings: sometimes using it to mean 
the general domain of all statements [inonces], sometimes as an individualisable 
group of statements [inonces], and sometimes as an ordered practice which takes 
account of a certain number of statements [inonces].37 

• In all three cases, discourses are seen as something like frames; and what they 
enclose are statements lenonct"s ]. We would know more about these if we knew 
more about what an enond is. This is because a higher-order system can be 
understood only in terms of the mass of elements enclosed within it. 

Foucault gives a series of negative answers to this question. Enonds, he says, 
are not propositions, sentences [phrasesJ or speech acts.38 Elements of these 
three categories are conventionalised and can be generated on the basis of 
underlying rules like, as it were, 'atoms of discourse' [atomes du dircours'].39 

• Not even this is appropriate for enonds, because they - quite unlike strict 
taxonomical systems - are 'individualised'.40 Thus they cannot be deduced 
simply from universals like 'grammar' or 'logic'.41 

'Individualised', then, means: not predictable from the point of view of their 
structure, and contingent with respect to the way they happen to be lihres So ­
SeinsJ. Foucault says this expressly when he differentiates an enond (as an 
element of discourse) from events in language Iparole] (that is, as elements of 
language [langue]). Thus the term enond is to account for the never-decreasing 
distance between that which could be said according to the rules of language 
[langue J, convention (the pragmatic) and correct thinking (logic) and that which 
actually is said. Theenond keeps this distance bound to certain forms of order, 
each of which could be described, in the strict structuralist sense of the word, 
as a system. 

This leads to another characteristic of the enond. Again it can be seen in 
contrast to events in the language system. It is essential that all system-event 
should be repeatable without noticeable depreciation in meaning; elements of 
systems are in fact not individualities but types (or schemata) which can be 
reproduced in the appropriate context as being exactly what they are (even 
contexts, when rule-governed, are types). This is what is said, in contrast, about 
theenond: 

An inonce exists in a way which makes any notion of its reappearance impos 
sible; and the relationship it has with what it enunciates is not identical to a SCI 

of rules of usage. What we find is a one-off relationship: and if under lhc\~ 
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conditions an identical formulation reappears - even if the same words are used, 
even if we find substantially the same nouns, even if in total it is the same 
sentence - it is not necessarily the same inonce.42 

At the same time the enond cannot be individualised as radically as the act of 
enunciation which, because of the irreversibility of the extension in time, lies 
outside any form of systematic control: 'Theenond is obviously an event which 
cannot be repeated; it has a situational singularity which cannot be reduced'.43 
Yet it is still maintained that enonds are the elements of discourses: 

Now the inonce itself cannot be reduced to this pure event of enunciation, for ' 
in spite of its materiality Ithat is to say, its spatio-temporal index], it can be 
repeated . .. . And yet it cannot be reduced to a grammatical and logical form 
because, to a greater degree than a grammatical or logical form and in a different 
way, it is sensitive to differences in matter, substance, time and place.44 

So the statement [enond] is somewhere between the exclusive singularity of the 
enunciation and the repeatability in form, if not in meaning, of a linguistic or 
logical or in some other way systematisable schema. The same enond can be • 
produced in several different enunciations, whilst at the same time, in each of 
several repeated and correctly formed sentences [phrases], each having the same 
meaning, a different enond might be being expressed. 

Discourses may well, then, be intermediate orders of a special nature in which 
,I ll possible exceptions and specific cases are valid: if they were completely 
without generative rules they would be as imaginary as Dali's malleable clocks. 

In order to guarantee this (minimal) repeatability, we need to have recourse • 
10 an order which encodes also the element of discourse, theenond, as a schema 
which is certainly infinitely sensitive, susceptible and changeable, but still 
I( mains a schema. In fact Foucault draws this conclusion in two steps. In the 
fi rst he refers back to the metaphor of the vertical grouping of enonds - by 
"hich he seems to mean that enonds are not produced by a singular mode 
.. I generation but come into being according to various associated domains 
I domaine{s} associe{s],J,45 various context-rules and various modes. Again, 
I 'lucault believes that he can explain the systematic uncontrollability of the 
Illd ividual by means of a multiplication of the codes of the reference system. 
But even with so many 'vertically' grouped systems, the spell is still not broken 
III ,I code-model of intersubjectively binding rules of input and output en­

II lIlpassing all these systems (without which the underlying power of dis­
II llrses would be incomprehensible). 

Ilowever, discourses are ordered in yet another respect. Foucault speaks 
I) III ,Ill 'order of institution ' lordre d'institution J to which discourses are subject 

·kmcnts identical to one another,46 and (2) of a 'field of usage [champ 
J 1I/,f"tIIUm I, in which thc Inond is invested,.47 Institutions and fields of usage 
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are certainly more subtle orders than formalised grammar; yet they are still 
orders. When Foucault ascribes to them a 'status which is never definitive, but 
modifiable, relative and always capable of being called into question',48 he 
could mean this only in the context of a hermeneutic of divination, which 
discloses innovations in meaning which are unpredictable in any systematic 
way; in the epistemological context of an analytic of discourse, such innova­
tions would necessarily rigidify in the inflexible structure of an institutional 
doctrine which, in the framework of an 'apparatus of torture' [dispositif de 
torture], would not permit individuals and innovation. 

In this way we can understand the sense in which Foucault - in spite of his 
rhetorical pleading for discontinuity and multiplicity of meaning - can still 
talk of the unity of an 'archive', where 'archive' is defined as the totality of all 
discursive regularities which characterise an epoch in a way which is not 

• unlike that of the classical Zeitgeist. It is only in this sense that the concepts 
of 'discursive formation' and 'rules of formation' become comprehensible, 
especially if one bears in mind the following definition: 

The rules of formation are the conditions of existence (but also of coexist­
ence, maintenance, modification and disappearance) in a given discursive 
distribution.49 

" Again the metaphor of a 'vertical system of interdependence'5o between 
subsystems of discourse is used as a means of reconciling the idea of the 
radical discontinuity of these subsystems with the idea of the unity of the 
archive. I shall not go into further details here, but attempt to make a critical 
resume. 

Foucault's concept of discourse is in opposition to the Hegelian and (in 
Dithey's sense of the word) hermeneutic levelling and uniformalising of the 
complexity of history. I shall leave to one side here metaphysical implications 
like the way structure is seen in relation to meaning or the way the non 
original nature of the subject is seen in relation to symbolic orderings on the 
grounds that these are ephemeral and grounded in a predetermined historical 
configuration. (The analysis of the thesis that meaning is grounded in sign 
would bring to light the notion that one cannot describe a written sign or 
sound configuration without using predicates taken from the sphere of con 
sciousness - which is precisely what the polemic which criticises the role 
the subject opposes; I shall deliberately disregard this dimension of the 
of discourse on the grounds that it is a purely rhetorical 
Instead of this I wish to point out what is in my opinion the critical point of t 
theory of discourse. The definition (unclear though it is) of discourse as 
singular, systematically ungovernable and multiple connection of talk sta 
in extreme contrast to the method of discourse analysis as a (non-herm 
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but strict) science. In this way discourses can be described and analysed, as 
Foucault himself does, only if they are constructed according to principles of 
formation, which contradicts our definition of them. 

It is well known that Foucault reflected on this contradiction in his in­
auguration speech to the College de France. Here he attempted to ground 
the methodologically indispensable thesis of the order of discourse in a theory 
of power, claiming that discourses are not ordered per se, but through the 
intervention of a will to power. He sees them as functioning as brutal restric­
tions and systems of exclusion, which owe their unity to the ties of their 
'disseminality' which L'Archtologie du savoir was committed to ascribing to 
them. If this thesis were grounded, the untenable consequence would follow 
that the scientific credentials of the analytic of discourse could be guaranteed 
only through the repression of this will to power, which so overwhelmingly sub­
jects and ties the disseminality of our talk to the restrictiveness of systems of ex­
clusion. As such the analytic of discourse would be forced into an appropriation 
of the subject (whose existence it incidentally denies) as a transcendental con­
dition before it could proceed. 

One might take it, then, that Foucault was using the term 'discourse' with a 
'iew to criticising it in a way which would lead to subsequent clarification: as 
I term from which we need to escape. Yet this is by no means the case. In 
I 'Archeologie du savoi,. he explains that discourses are inescapable.51 What 
I..t·eps them alive and brings about their unity - their conditions of possibility, 
(I to speak - 'also belongs to the realm of the discursive'. There would be no 

I lint, then, from which Foucault could pronounce a criticism of discourse - if 
111 re were such a thing. 

Foucault never freed himself from this contradiction. In order to do so he 
I/uld have had to establish his theory of discourse on a quite different 

I'ltemological basis to that of a code-model (even one involving the multipli­
.lton of discourses). Derrida, for example, showed that Foucault's metaphor 
t ,I policing of discourse52 becomes objectless when the scientific-theoretical 
,. I onditions are changed - preconditions according to which the meaning­
I. Iltity of an enond cannot be ascertained even under conditions of total 

I. rmination: 

II the police are always standing in the wings, this is because convention is 
, {'ntially transgressable and precarious in itself. The moment reiteration estab­
" "t· the possibility of parasitism, of a certain kind of fabrication which, because 
It " part of the system of rules (regarded as being vertical) and conventions 
(Il g.lf(lcd as being horizontal), actually ends up altering these rules and con­

IIlIons; the moment that this parasitism and this functionalism becomes 
p •• hle- of adding an extra parasitic or fictional structure, what I call elsewhere 

II' 11.1 mde' Isupplement de code I, anything can happen against the policing of 
-/4Ullt' . AnYlh.nR "pm~.hl(· ('xct'pt an exhauslive typology which claims to 
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limit such powers of grafting or fabrication to a logical analytic of distinction, 
opposition and classification.53 

• The 'order of discourse', then, is no phantom, but its being-status is purely 
virtual, whilst its reality involves the permanent change and re-creation of 
discursively constituted meaning (yet not in a way which can be tied down or 

bound to any will to power). 
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UMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

I NOTE: these discussions were on an earlier form of the paper presented at the 
I nference. This consisted essentially of only the first two sections.] 

M. nfred Frank's paper drew the participants' attention to the use of the word 
ell course' , and it was this which gave rise to most of the contributions. To 

gin with, Michel Karkeits wished to be clear as to why Foucault abandoned 
!hl term 'discourse', using instead the term sa voir after he had written L'Ordre 

II discours. 
Manfred Frank took the opportunity to remind us that his paper was more 
I vant to the use of the term in Germany than to the attitude of Foucault 
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himself. As to Foucault, one might suppose that by introducing this concept of 
the 'will to power' he made it unnecessary to use the term 'discourse' as 
having a coercive nature. 

Andre Glucksmann gave a few indications as to the meaning of the word 
'discours' in French, and its philosophical implications. He felt that the 
reference to Levi-Strauss was not enough. Returning instead to the trans­
lation of the word logos, he showed that 'discours' has to be understood as a 
'dialectic' in the post-Platonic sense of the term, and thus contains within it the 
suggestion of 'trying out', which is fundamental in philosophy. Manfred Frank 
agreed, but pointed out a difficulty. Because of their Latin linguistic origin, the 
French will associate this idea of 'dissemination' with the word 'discours'. 
Discourse in the German, Habermassian sense, on the other hand, has a 
more 'police-orientated' meaning linked with the need to account for the 
reasons why a certain proposition might or might not be true. 

Rainer Rochlltz returned to Michel Karkeits's question. In Foucault's texts 
written in the 1970s the idea of discourse loses its autonomy and is seen 
rather as dependent, finally, on the practices and mechanisms of power. 
Towards the end of his career, the idea of the autonomy of discourse returns, 
though this is still seen as an emanation of practices. 

Manfred Frank agreed. The texts of the 1970s reintroduced certain cate­
gories which transcend discourse: power, compulsion, instinct, and so on. But 
he felt it would be too early to give an interpretation of the final stage of 
Foucault's evolution .... 

Paul Veyne, for his part, saw no more than expediency in the use of the 
word 'discourse'. Why should it be that Foucault used this word rather than 
words like 'practices', 'archives' or 'presuppositions' to designate this thing in 
which we are to recognise positive finitude or rarefaction? Maybe he was just 
sensitive to the linguistic fashion in France at the time, and there is nothing 
more to it than that. 
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On Michel Foucault's 
philosophical style: 

Towards a critique of the normal 

If no one sought pleasure (or joy); 
if repose (satisfaction) and balance 
were all that counted, the present 
that I bring would be vain. This 
present is ecstasy, the lightning at 
play within it ... 

Georges Bataille, 11 Coupable 

Miguel Morey 

IfI pronounce only the words 'I am speaking', 1 am threatened by none of these 
perils; and the two propositions which are hidden in this single pronouncement 
('I am speaking' and 'I say that 1 am speaking') are not compromised in any way. 
1 am protected by an immovable fortress in which the affirmation affirms itself, 
exactly adjusting itself to itself, crossing no boundaries, and banishing all danger 
of error since 1 am saying nothing beyond the fact that 1 am speaking. The 
presupposition-cum-object and that which pronounces it are communicated 
without obstacle and without reticence, not only from the point of view of the 
statement [pam/e] in question, but from the point of view of the subject 
articulating the statement. 1 t is therefore true, invincibly true, that 1 am speaking 
when 1 say that 1 am speaking.) 

I ,hould like to study Michel Foucault's style from the point of view of the 
W IIcrality of this notion 'I am speaking', and in so doing to go back to 'his 
lIlilial options'. It seems to me that in his critique ofthe normal a concern can 
I found which runs throughout his discourse, together with the position from 

1m h the notion 'I am speaking' originates and the schema which governs the 
, IrIll and Iht" wnlrnl (If his diswurse. 
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On the subject of Kant's text Was ist Aufkliirung? Foucault wrote: 

There exists in modern and contemporary philosophy another type of question, 
another mode of critical interrogation: the one which came into being precisely 
with the question of the Aufoliirung or in the text on the Revolution; this new 
critical tradition asks the question: what is our present? What is the present field 
of possible experiences? This has nothing to do with an analytic of truth, but is 
rather a question of what one might refer to as an ontology of the present, 
an ontology of ourselves, and it seems to me that at the moment this is the 
philosophical choice which confronts us: one could opt for a critical philosophy 
which would appear as an analytical philosophy of truth in general, or one could 
opt for a critical way of thinking which would take the form of an ontology of 
ourselves, of an ontology of the present; it is this form of philosophy, from Hegel 
to the Frankfurt School, via Nietzsche and Max Weber, which founded the form 
of reflection in which I tried to work.2 

The text should also be quoted where Foucault characterises - unfortunately, 
for the last time - his procedure with that of another text parallel to his own, 

which enriched its meaning: 

But what is philosophy today, I mean philosophical activity, if it is not work 
which is critical of thought itself? And what is it if, instead of legitimising that 
which we already know, it does not consist in finding out how and how far it 
might be possible to think differently? There is always something laughable 
about philosophical discourse when it attempts, from the outside, to lay down 
the law for others, to tell them where their truth really lies, and how to find it, or 
when it takes it upon itself to make clear what it is in their procedures which can 
be seen as naive positivity. Yet it is the right of philosophical discourse to explore 
that which, in its own thought, can be changed by the use of a form of knowledge 
[sa vail'] which is alien to it.3 

'Telling of the present' and 'thinking differently' are interdependent. They 
define the task which, nowadays, can be characterised as 'philosophy'. They 
make possible an initial approach to Foucault's work. To begin with, what we 
are dealing with is a telling, the truth-telling of the parrhesia, a telling whose 
requirement for existence is this 'otherwise', breaking with the normality of the 
telling of the doxa , a telling about and against what is said and what must be said, 
a telling which seeks out its possibility in the 'otherwise' ofthedoxa.lt could be 
that this 'otherwise' might be possible only in the movement which runs through 
the sombre volume of received tellings, like lightning in a dark sky. 

There is probably no single and certain way for this telling to achieve ' 
truth. There are, however, criteria for moving in the direction of this 'other 
wise '. We can find here the old Nietzschean probity: it is simple, N,,' .u .,'" .... 
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seems to be saying; all we need to do is to stop lying. All we have to do is to 
guard against the sort of inertia which leads us to say what we are expected to 
say and repeat a normalised 'telling' which takes the place of thought. Hence 
the negative character of the references in most of Foucault's research. What 
we are confronted with is a procedure which aims to suspend the way of telling 
that dominates an area of study, a way of telling which, since it is there, 
demands repetition.4 

But truth-telling has to bear on the present. It should not be confused with 
the past, with the weight of the past on the present, the inertia of the normal in 
the social and the insistence of a memory always ready to recognise itself in 
what is happening. Thought, even when it takes on the form of historical 
discourse, has to function according to a regime of anti-memory.5 This is 
because, in the same way that ethnologists denounce ethnocentricity, Foucault, 
considering history as a kind of ethnology interior to our culture/ denounces 
the convenience of a form of historical memory which disguises horrors as 
errors in order to legitimise a present which is subject to the presumption of 
the normal and the powers of the norm. Nietzsche should again be quoted, 
bearing in mind the 'content' of Foucault's discourse (the present) and his 
critique of all retrospective rationality: 

All things which last for a long time become progressively so well imbued with 
reason that it becomes incredible that they might have originated in a way which 
w~s other than reasonable. Is not the precise history of how something came into 
being almost always resented as being paradoxical and sacrilegious? Does not 
the good historian basically spend his timecontradicting?7 

So the injunction to 'tell of the present' and to 'think differently' opens on to 
a place of combat against the normal, against the norms of telling and the 
,o-called normality of our present, in order to set in motion this 'thinking 
differently' which is in fact the passion for thinking clearly and decisively. 

II 

. rhinking differently' and 'telling of the present' imply breaking with the 
It .lbit of taking the normal as the criterion of the real and untangling the 
, 'lIIfusion of the normal with the present as something which is at the same 
li llie a priori and given. If Foucault was able to say that power produces the 
rr.i1 , this is because he characterises power as the power to normalise, as 

""I rnalising power.s It is well known that a norm: (1) conforms to habits; • 
(' ) m nforms to a rational principle; (3) conforms to history or to tradition. As 
II< It, a normalising power acts on the formation of habits, on rationalising 

, rill( Iplt' s and historical legitimisations. Foucault finds in these things his 

It"tI of study : in the archaeology of knowing Isavoir], the genealogy of 
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power, the critique of anatomical politics; and espec~ally ~n the places :vhere 

they intersect: when a historical legitimisation functIOns m the formatton of 
habits, or when it suggests itself as a rationalising principle, ~nd so on. . 

Nineteenth-century grammarians used these three critena (habit,. ratt~n~l 
principle and history or tradition) in order to justify the i~ea of the lmg~lsttc 
norm. The way in which this notion has been debated smce Saussure Ill~s­
trates Foucault's criticism. Thus, whilst linguisticians state that the correctIOn 
of the parole of a given period does no more than consecrate. ~rrors and 
mistakes of the preceding period, Foucault denies the rational ongm of these 
norms: when linguisticians state that these incorrect forms use the same 
linguistic procedures as the correct forms,9 Foucault ~efuse~ to e~logise the 
'other', that which opposes the norm in the form of an mverslOn of It. 

III 

The norm is sometimes identified with the 'statistical mean', and it is claimed 
that it can be used as a descriptive concept. We say that a thing is normal if it 
can be assimilated to the mean of other objects belonging to the same class. But 
numerical superiority leads to the 'normal' becoming the normative: the law 
which leads us to do the same as everyone else .... Foucault finds in the 
circularity of this mixed, bastardised use of the descriptive and the normative 
a privileged opportunity to analyse knowledge-power relatto~s .. Thus know­
ledge Isavoir] tells us what 'everyone,IO thinks, whilst power mVlt~s us to put 
this into practice. The notions of political management of populatIOns and of 
biopolitics give a good example of this type of critique of the normal. 

IV 

The normal is simultaneously a modality of the object and a regime for 
perception. It is that which, in a given domain, is i~visible because it h~s not 
been hidden. This is why criticising the normal m the present consists of 
(1) separating out the notion of the normal from the .pre~ent; (2) seeing the 
normal as the effect of the complex practices of normalisatIOn (whether or not 
these are discursive); (3) examining conditions of possibility, in the sense of ~he 
Kantian critique. But because of the equivocal nature of th~ normal ~d~s~np~ 
tive and normative, rational and historical at the same ttme) the cnttque 
brings about a Nietszchean effect: the overturning of idols. 

V 

The critique which Foucault carries out against the prestige ofthe. norm and 
of the normal takes the form of a discourse outside norms, as a workmg process 
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by means of which one places oneself outside-the normal. In short, it takes the 
form of a strategy. This means that Foucault has to place himself in a relation­
ship of exteriority regarding both the norms of analysis proper to the areas 
which he is studying and the general norms controlling forms of 'academic 
discourse'.ll Instead of a picture of thought guided by the idea of con-seruus, 
Foucault tries to provoke dis-semus: to exercise his right to take up a position 
elsewhere. His writing procedures (the discourse of dissensus) and his objects of 
study (madness, prisons, sexuality ... ) unfold in a maliciously self-referential 
way: as if his language were suddenly becoming transparent in order to show 
what has become invisible as a result of being seen; as ifhe were speaking about 
nothing more than his own writi 19 procedures, of the conquest of the con­
ditions he sets for making any utterance. 12 

Foucault also sets himself aside from the norm by the status of his discourse. 
He does this by deploying, as opposed to the form of normative discourse, 
descriptive discourses which have less to do with telling than with trying out 
ways of telling. 13 L'ArcMologie du savoir, itself an essay in methodology-fiction, 
a strict poetical rendition of his previous procedure, does not found a theory 
but explores possibilities. 14 

The non-normative character of Foucault's discourse is distinguished, 
finally, by a sort of 'suspension of judgement' when faced with the question of 
alternatives, by his desire not to propose 'global solutions' to problems which 
he is announcing or denouncing: to imagine another system that still belongs 
to the present system. 15 Was what he dreamt of a form of perception which 
would in itself possess the power to destroy? 16 

VI 

With Foucault, the desire to break free from the normal is not marked only by 
Ill S abnormal academic discourse, a discourse which is purely descriptive, not 
Ilormative, and hostile to the position of any 'alternatives'. The critique of the 
tlorm is also characterised by the way in which he controls the hidden presence 
.t the normal, as presuppositions, in the discourse; and in his choice of his 
IIhjects. 

'\.s a subjective presupposition, the normal takes on the form of phrases like 
I nyone knows' and 'no one can deny'. I? The argument 'through force of 

IIl1llbers' is here, in fact, nothing more than the argument through which 
h, ,,< who arrogate to themselves the right to speak in the name of the greatest 
IIlIIher exercise their authority. Foucault never ceases to show them his 

I d 1I11.IM In opposition to this Foucault lays claim to the idea of theory as a 
MIl hOX"'I and to the notion of the 'specific intellectual'.2o 
1 II ohjective presupposition of the norm consists in justifying it rationally 

~IVll1g .111 .t1NIIII«· valll(' (0 r'llionality. However, this value is deprived 
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of its prestige the moment the scale of analysis is increased, as it was by 

Nietzsche21 or Bataille:22 

Foucault uses the same procedure: he 'begins' his books by stating that their 
object of study is a 'recent invention' and ends by announcing the possibility 

that 'it might soon be at the end': 'Perhaps by remembering that the men we 
once were believed that there is a truth on the other side at least as precious as 
that which they had already sought on earth, in the stars and in the pure forms 
of their thought .. .'. This procedure, which employs the notion of untimeliness, 
has two effects on the present: it presents itself as an anonymous and innovatory 
voice' and it makes our habitual perception of objects (madness, sickness, man), 
the d'iscourse which upholds them (psychiatrically based science, medicine, 
human sciences) and the institutions which embody them (the asylum, hospital) 

all seem strange. 
In a word: we have to think that everything we think today will be thought 

of in a different way tomorrow, in terms of a way of thinking which has not 
yet come into being.23 How, then, could there be any philosophical task other 

than to tell of the present? 
The subjects with which Foucault chose to work always aim at one of the 

modes of presence of the normal in the present; hence his 'topicality'. These are 
interventions against the normal, carried out with a desire to go to the secret of 

their origin in order to show that there is no secret. 
From his very first book, the problem is posed: 'How is it that our society 

came to give sickness a sense of deviation and to the sick person a status ~hich 
excludes him? And how in spite of that does our society come to express Itself 
in morbid forms in which it refuses to recognise itself?'24 The last words in 

Histoire de La folie pick up on the same problem: 

This is the trick and new triumph of madness: this world which believes itself 
able to measure madness and to justify madness through psychology in fact 
needs to justify itself in the face of madness since in its strivings and in it~ debates 
it me~ _ures itseff in terms of the excesses of such works as those of Nietzsche, 
Van Gogh, and Artaud. And nothing in it, especially not what it knows of 
madness, can assure it that it is justified by its works of madness.

25 

Although in his early books it is the pairing of the normal and the patho­
logical which is the object of problematisation - and this without the least 
connivance of reference groups (discourse and institutions) which decide on 
the normal and the way in which it is to be applied - in the latter books the 
object is man himself to the extent that he is the effect of the ~orma~isin~ 
processes which the human sciences and disciplines exercise over hIm. Htstorl~ 
de La sexualiti studies the processes of normalisation linked with the 
'sexualisation' of bodies and of populations. Foucault always targets and 
problematises the production of a certain normality, the division between the 
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normal and the abnormal and the weight of the normal on the present. We 
should bear in mind the fact that when he was asked about this choice of 
subjects, Foucault replied simply: 'I am interested in sexuality because it has 
made a lot of people suffer.'26 

The criticism Foucault directs on the present bears witness to the obvious 
irritation he feels at confusion between the normal and the moral, the move­
ment from a morality of virtue to a morality of normality put forward as 
progress. He derides present-day man, who asks himself in the g~andest of 
solitudes, and as if for the last time: Am 1 normal? 

Hence the importance which Foucault attaches to the criticism of our desire 
to have norms, to be normalised, and to see our differences recognised as 
normal. His criticism is addressed also to those who dream of seeing the usual 
authorised as the norm and as a means to the fulfilment ofliberty, as a means 
to emancipation. Talking of the apparatus of sexuality, Foucault concludes: 
'The irony inherent in this apparatus is that it leads us to believe that in it our 
"liberation" is at stake.' It is hardly surprising, then, that the question he 
tackles in his final books is the question of ethics. 

VII 

It might be said that norms are necessary for all human conduct, for the regula­
tion of social life, and that Foucault himself needs them in order to be able to 
carry out his enterprise. To answer questions about the legitimisation of Les 

Mots et les Choses, Foucault wrote L'Archiologie du savoir: here, though, where 
one might expect to find norms, one finds procedures; and where one expects 
the closed structure of theory, one encounters space crowded with possibilities. 

Those who seek out norms in Foucault's procedures are like those who 
xpect him to formulate alternatives: the question is always that of the position 

from which a pronouncement is being made. It makes rather more sense to ask 
which of the rules Foucault suspends amongst those which produce normality 
In the reference groups to which he is supposed to belong (as a philosopher, a 
historian, an intellectual, a left-winger, and so on). His discourse appears as a 
liscourse which eschews all complicity; it is a non-complicitous discourse.28 

Inasmuch as philosophical discourse cannot be expressed without the 
tffirmation of some norm or another, it inevitably becomes complicitous. 
rhose who accuse Foucault of irresponsibility deserve to have the question 
dlrown back at them: 'responsible', but to whom? The State? Philosophy? 
I \' ryone? Who is a thinker supposed to be responsible to? 

rhere will always be enough norms- too many. Behind the question ofFou-
111 It 's responsibility one finds, again, the question of alternatives: ' ... because, 
I I all, you've got to do something with the inane, with offenders .. .'. But 
.Il\( I hln).: is .llrtady \WIIl).: doO(' with them, and whatever this might be is 
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found to be normal, because something has to be done. But is it normal to find 

this normal? 
Foucault's challenging of the normal is always localised, even though its 

effects are general. The local character of the things with which he deals, and 
his understanding of his own procedure as being one amongst others, provide 
an answer to those who deny the possibility of talking and acting outside all 
norms. Foucault's discourse impugns the form of the general. To the sort of 
approach which asks: ' ... and what if everyone did the same thing?', the reply 
can be given, with a Nietzschean laugh: 'When all the customs and the morals 
on which the power of gods, priests, and redeemers depend are finally reduced 
to nothing, when, therefore, morality in the ancient sense of the word is dead: 
what will come? ... Well, what exactly will come? ,29 Well, what will happen? 
Maybe the present will be released from the weight of the past? 

If there must be norms, they have to be invented: new syntheses of habits 
and modalities of relations with others; new possibilities of ethical and political 
life. These norms have to arise out of practices and experiences. In a reply to a 
question on the future of socialism and of the Revolution, Foucault replied by 
contrasting 'experience' with 'utopia'. Maybe the future society is being map­
ped out by new forms of awareness and new types of individualisation through 
drugs, sex or communal life. If socialism were to come into being, it would not 
be as a utopia but on the basis of experience.3o Foucault's political practice, 
designated 'individualistic', meets this requirement. Ifhuman action has to be 
carried out on the basis of norms, the practice of liberty is the unconditional 

norm ... 
Foucault hides; he does not explain the position from which he is speaking. 

Although he denounces modern power as the practice of a certain seeing­
without-being-seen, he himself does not allow himself to be seen. His discourse 
is a-confessional, his voice is without inflection; he is a historian to philosophers 
and a philosopher to historians; an intellectual, but an intellectual of a specific 
nature who does not say what he thinks but wonders if it might not be possible 

to think it.31 

When we ask about the position from which a pronouncement is made, we 
are asking: 'In whose name are you speaking?' Foucault is not speaking in the 
name of anything or anyone. And yet we recognize ourselves in his discourse, 
his struggles, his way of asking questions .... In spite of his determination to 
make history into a form of antidote to memory, there is in his writings, in his 
essays, a core of meaning which we can recognise. Although Foucault can give 
the lie to the meaning which history and memory lay claim to and which form 
the normality of our present,32 he is not able to do so without giving a certain 
meaning to our history, without creating a fable which he offers up for us to 

recognise. This fable, too, is linked with the denunciation of norms.33 

Concepts like power always have a double layer 'of meaning: 'power' is the 
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name of a game which can be determined as to its truth; it is also something 
which is recognised as being intolerable. Power can be recognised in the truth 
of the way it functions, and at the same time it is resented as that which is 
considered to be the (our, current) problem: 'They are intolera\)le: courts, the 
police, hospitals, asylums, schools, military service, the press, the television, the 
State, and first and foremost, prisons.'34 If we recognise ourselves in Foucault's 
discourse, this is because what today, for us, is intolerable is no longer so much 
that which does not allow us to be what we are, as that which causes us to be what 
we are. 

This curious equivocation in the way he proceeds explains why it is that one 
seeks in vain, in Foucault, the methodological discourse of post-structuralism 
or the political 'alternative' of post-May '68. Foucault's discourse can be used 
only locally in the field of epistemology and politics. Those who have attempted 
to apply his procedures mechanically or to deal with his discourse in an academic 
way have not met with any greater success. His theoretical procedures are as 
'individualistic' as his political practice. 

Would it be right to call Foucault's writings rlcits? Maybe. In any case, his 
work, seen as a simple exercise of the notion 'I am speaking', is situated 
elsewhere. He never ceased to produce that which was 'otherwise'. This is why 
there is, in certain areas in which he worked, talk of before and after Foucault. 
He never ceased to break with norms, and what he said about Pierre Boulez 
should be applied to him too: 

What he expected of thought was exactly that it should allow him continually to 
do something other than what he was doing. In the game which he was playing, 
which was so regulated and so considered, he asked of it that it should open up 
new space. Some accused him of technical gratuitousness; others accused him of 
excessive theorising. But for him it was essential to think of the exercise in which 
he was engaged in a way which was as close as possible to its internal necessities, 
yet without yielding to any of them as if they were sovereign requirements. 
What role can thought play in what one does if it is to be neither know-how nor 
pure theory? Boulez showed the answer: to give us strength to break the rules in 
the very act which brings them into play.35 
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SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

The debate was dominated by a question posed by Manfred Frank. He sees 
in Foucault the undeniable presence of an ethic. Frank wondered what the 
basis of this ethic was, what it was that formed the foundation of Foucault's 
commitment. This had necessarily to be a norm. But what kind of norm? 

Various contributions were made in an attempt to reply to this question, 
defending the possibility of commitment without founding norms. 

Thus Miguel Morey suggested the choice of a form of commitment which 
would take on the form of non-complicity, the localised contesting of norms. 
Franc;ols Ewald recalled that for Foucault the norm is not a universal, 
general, ahistorical form. His commitment followed the desire to make the 
production of truth into an event. 

Etienne BaUbar took this further. The important point was not the founda­
tion of commitment but the way in which it comes into operation and its 
material conditions of possibility. The nature of this contribution, as Foucault 
clearly stated, was the contribution of the intellectual; as for the material 
conditions of possibility, again it is 'intelligence', 'hearing the roar of battle'. 

Jeannette Colombel saw in this the criteria which separated off previous 
philosophies (from Hegel to Sartre) from Foucault's philosophy. There is no 
need for a positive value in order to continue the struggle. Maybe from now 
on that which is evidently 'intolerable' will take the place of what for Descartes 
was the undoubtable. 

Paul Veyne concluded laconically that this was the intractable problem of 
what, for Foucault, constituted truth-telling. 
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Denis Hollier 

Valery was mistaken. The only thing a page ofliterature can say is: I am not a 
page ofliterature. The writing is imperceptible. True literature, if such a thing 
exists, begins with resistance to literature. This is probably how Foucault came 
to wear the mask of the historian. 

On the back cover of his last two books, Le Souci de soi and L'Usage des p/aisirs, 
the same aphorism of Char is reproduced: 'The history of man is a long 
succession of synonyms of a single word. To contradict this is a duty.' By 1984, 
a lot of time had passed since Foucault had last quoted Char. It was also a long 
time since he had spoken of duty. The fact that, in order to be understood, this 
imperative had to be expressed by means of the borrowed voice of a poet 
suggests, at least indirectly, an affinity between literature and the existential 
stylistics on which, according to Le Souci de soi, the possibility of escaping from 
lhe great synonymic confinement, the possibility of suspending, interrupting, 
the synonymic reign of expressibility, would depend. This synonymic con­
ratenation - concatenation of synonyms, concatenation by synonym - evokes 
the moral imprisonment which is the conclusion of Histoire de /afolie. Can a 
homonymic imperative be opposed to this imperialism of synonymy? This 
" sistance to synonymy can be seen in Foucault's interest in the secret rhymes 
,.r Roussel and that other homonymic outburst, Brisset's giddying grammar of 
( rod. 

I hose who were students at the time will remember Foucault's first texts on 
IlIl rature, his articles on Bataille, Blanchot, Klossokowski, and on Tel Quel. 
111<' romanticism of Histoire de /a folie allowed texts, in the face of which we 
I 1.1 heen paralysed, reduced to silence, at last to begin to speak. None of these 

tlll(s has lost the imprudent nature they demonstrated at the time - this 
pJI k of" ('nthusiasrn, as Lacan w()uld have said; Lacan probably had a lot of 
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trouble with the way Foucault later did everything he could to avoid them, to 
avoid recognising them, and having to recognise himself in them. The assur­
ance of their lyricism, their unbridled, authoritarian pathos, the exasperate~ 
quality of their abstraction - which was frenetic even when they were at th.etr 
most erudite - and the brusqueness of their hyperbole burst through alongsIde 
the carefulness which already promised to be the regime of his future audacity. 

Who is speaking in these texts? How many Michel Foucaults would it ~e 
necessary to construct in order that they should figure in at least one of hIS 
complete works? What would be their exact place in the complete works of all 
the Michel Foucaults? I do not know ifhe officially disowned them, but he set 
around them signs of the greatest distance. On the basis of this distance, 
Foucault's own question can be turned back on him: What is an author? What 
nowadays is perhaps most striking about his work is in fact the insur~ount­
able distance he adopts from himself, as if his grammar were that of dIssent. 
Hence the impression one gets that the distance anyone might want to adopt 
from him would remain small in comparison with the distance Foucault has 
already established from himself. More distant from himself ~han we ~ill ever 
be, he forestalls us, circumvents us, condemning us to an mtenor dIstance, 

holding himself back in a distance without interiority. 

A passage from Caillois's essay on the praying mantis is devoted to mimesis:' 
Caillois interprets this- as in his contemporary essay on legendary neurasthema 
_ in terms of sexuality and the death instinct. In this case he sets up the most 
baffling labyrinth, an infinite series of mirrors where life and death pla.y with 
one another, one against the other, and one into the other, at last endl.ng up 
lost in one another. Caillois's essay is the foundation of modern reflectIOn on 

simulation. 
It all begins, very reasonably, with a situation of danger in which death is 

used as a defence mechanism: in order to save its life, the mantis plays dead. 
The second stage is already more out of the ordinary. It is also more ~ifficult to 
interpret in utilitarian terms of external ends and the struggl~ fo~ hfe: a first 
step towards gratuity and simulation brings about a commumcatlon between 
mimesis and the notion of expenditure. The mantis is now really dead. But 
an auto~atic reflex makes it possible for it to carry out various activities: 
walking, getting its balance when necessary, carrying out various .forms of 
behaviour aimed at self-preservation (including self-mutilation), matmg, nest 
building, and so on. Life was imitating death. Now it is de~th whic~ ~ 
imitating life. The insect, like the Marathon runner, has ~ot notlced. that It ~ 
no longer alive. It is dead but too busy; it has not had the tlme t~ reahs~ that It 
is no longer alive. It has not read its death announcement. And It contmues to 

exploit the posthumous fringe of its living present. But things do not stop there. 
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The final degree is reached when, amongst the signs of life that the dead 
insect continues to give, there appears what Caillois calls 'sham corpse-like 
immobility'. This is the return to the starting point. The insect is playing dead 
again. But now it is dead. It has lost the life which it is continuing to protect. In 
death, Caillois says, the mantis is simulating death. It is dead and says so. Now 
it is death which is imitating itself in the very centre of life, a life which is 
reduced to act as a mirror to death. In death, it feigns life only because in life it 
feigned death. It is a double death, simultaneously real and feigned: the corpse 
pretends to be what it is. Blanchot, later, associated this collapse of space in 
cadaverous simulation with the access to literary space.2 Death by resemblance. 

Caillois would probably have given Blanchot the manuscript of Histoire de La 
folie3 to read. 

One of Foucault's first publications, the preface to his translation of Bins­
wanger's Rive et I'Existence, which appeared in 1954, also set up a labyrinthine 
series of mirror games in which the vital distinction is displaced. Foucault 
takes it upon himself to dissociate dream from sleep, to undermine any relation­
ship between them. Though carried along by opposing existential vectors, 
sleeping and dreaming arise out of heterogeneous orders (as madness and 
unreason are seen to do some years later). Although they coexist, their simul­
taneity will never be sufficient to form a whole. It implies no complementarity 
and no synonymy. For if the sleeper, in his way, acts dead, this death, precisely 
because it is false, places sleep in the service of life. Dreaming, on the other 
hand, by animating the inertia of sleep, reduces life to a state of reflection and 
for this reason belongs to the side of death. In these pages Foucault refers 
explicitly, as did Caillois's 'praying mantis', to Beyond the Pleasure Principle: 
all Foucault retains of the manifestations of dream life is the 'repetitions of 
dreams of death', which is precisely where psychoanalysis very nearly came to 
grief. What would a dream be which did not belong to anybody? Is it necessary 
to be in order to dream? Dreams, he says, never come to satisfy the desires of a 
living person. They insert in life an enclave which says: 'I am dead'. He writes: 

At the deepest point of his dreaming, what man meets is his death . .. . Ifin sleep 
consciousness falls asleep, in dreams existence wakes up. Sleep moves in the direc­
~ion of the life which it prepares for, which it looks to and which it prefers; though 
It has the appearance of death, this is through a trick oflife which does not want 
todie; it 'plays dead' but does so 'outoffearof death'; it remains in the order oflife. 

Dreaming has nothing in common with sleep; dreaming moves up the slope 
which sleep descends towards life, it moves towards existence and there, in 
broad daylight, it sees death as the destiny ofliberty: for dreaming in itself, and 
through all the meanings of existence which it bears within itself, kills sleep and 
the life which falls asleep. This is not to say that sleep makes dreaming possible, 
for dreaming is that which makes sleep impossible, by awakening it to the light 
(If d(",lIh . (Url'l" I"tl'Fmtr1ll't", pp. 70 71) 
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In these lines, the heterogeneousness of existence and life can be seen as 
paralleling that of dreaming and life: it is precisely because it is situated on the 
side of 'existence' that dreaming is fundamentally the dream of death and that 
_ similar in this way to the Hegelian-Kojevian desire for recognition, and 
similar also to the mimetic excesses of Caillois's insects - it designates what 
Foucault calls 'an absolute boundary to the biological principle of satisfying 
desire'. It matters little here whether satisfaction is defined in physiological or 
psychological terms, or whether it is situated under the pleasure principle or 
the reality principle. In both cases, desire is linked to life. This is why the 

dream world escapes its influence. 
This description is not unlike one put forward by Levinas a little earlier

4 
of 

the experience of existence without an existent, the impersonal spontaneity of 
a consciousness experiencing the horror of there is in the insomniac dream of a 
desubjectivised consciousness. B1anchot, in turn, one year after the publication 
of Rive et I'Existence (which he had probably not read), took up these ideas 
again in the appendix of L'Espace litteraire, where he opposes sleep and dream­

ing: 'I sleep,' he says, 'but it is the night that dreams. 

, d hi" " Caillois quotes Valery: The verb to ream as a most no present tense. 
[ dream, you dream, these are rhetorical devices, for the person speaking is a 
person who is asleep or at least someone who should be.'5 Are they, though, 
just rhetorical devices? Terror also has its devices (the most current of which 

says: 'I am not a page ofliterature'). 
Anyone who says: 'I am dreaming' is practically not saying it, is saying 

almost nothing, is not really saying it. He says it but does not think it. He says 
it without thinking it. It is an empty phrase. You are not there. I sleep, but it is 
the night that dreams. The message refuses to support the subject who pro­
nounces it. The subject is emptied of his words, not because he is dreaming but 
because he says so. His words cannot support him. Dreaming escapes the regime 
by means of which experiences can be expressed in a way which the first person 
can demonstrate to be authentic. Like death. The verbalisation of these things 
implies what Foucault calls in his essay on Bataille a 'scission', an abuse of 
language, 'where', he says, 'the subject who speaks is bound to disappear'.6 

In Foucault's historical references, the turn of the eighteenth century (the 
revolutionary period, the turning point between the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries) has a pivotal function. The most important motifs of his work meet 
there to sketch, at the intersection of the Aufkliirung and the Terror, of Kant 
and Sade, a period with contradictory characteristics? It is the age of the 
invention of man and his death, of the humanisation of punishment and the 
cruelty of knowledge, of anthropological slumber and the great Romantic fear. 

. This period is the point of conclusion for the Histoirt: de Ia folie, and the point 
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of departure for Naissance de Ia clinique and Surveiller et punir. It is also to this 
period that 'Le langage a l'infini' traces the birth ofliterature,8 which is said to 
appear as a result of the relationship between death and language which articu­
lates terror (as a feeling) and the Terror (as a revolutionary period). Its birth is 
illustrated by the proliferation of'terror novels' - not only those of de Sade, but 
those ofReveroni de Saint-Cyr, Bellin de Labordiere and other Gothic writers. 
In Les Fleurs de Tarbes, Paulhan contrasted terrorists add rhetoricians. Accord­
ing to Foucault, literature transforms this contrast into a dilemma: the library, 
the movement of language to infinity, the movement to the literary infinity, 
has as its specific regime the simultaneousness of rhetoric and terror and the 
simulation of terror by rhetoric. It is this double simul, simultaneousness and 
simulation, which also defines the relationship between literature and politics. 

In 'La litterature et Ie droit a la mort', Blanchot had already seen it as the 
task of Terror (both the feeling and the revolutionary period designated by 
its name) to ensure the communication between politics and literature. The 
central figure of this text was a Lazarus who, in many respects, seems himself 
to belong to the literature of horror, to the world of the black novel, to the 
Goyaesque shades which seem to haunt the works of the great fear - an anti­
Paschal Lazarus, a Lazarus of the Antichrist: resurrection has no hold on this 
refractory, bloodless and faceless corpse, this mouthpiece of the formless: 'the 
Lazarus of the tomb,' writes B1anchot, 'and not the Lazarus brought back to 
daylight - who already has the stench of death about him, who is Evil, the Lost 
Lazarus and not the Lazarus who has been saved and brought back to life'. He 
is the bearer of a revelation which is made 'on the basis of the non-existence of 
the one who makes it', and in his word that which gives life to the word dies. 
'Literature now moves out of the hands of the writer.' 'It is my consciousness 
without me.'9 Through his non-living voice and his non-living speech, lifeless 
and without presence, Lazarus repeats: 'I am dead'. 

It is precisely on the basis of this terrorising and Lazarean desubjectivation 
:lnd depersonalisation that Blanchot sees the literary as communicating with 
the political. It is in fact necessary to think in terms of the terrorist, to see Saint­
rust as Lazarus. For the terrorist is not the one who causes terror to reign: he 
Joes not affirm himself on the basis of terror and he does not exercise terror for 
his own profit. Nor does he claim to be capable of changing a life or trans­
torming a world with which he has broken: he claims only one thing, the right 
10 death. And he claims it in the first instance for himself. Terror demands the 
rum-existence of the one who brings about its reign. Literature begins with the 
I.,,(ination of the terrorist's renunciation of existence, of a biography, which is 
IIolher name for the death of the author. 'When the blade fell on Saint-Just 
lie! on Robespierre,' Blanchot wrote, 'in some ways it struck nobody. The 

1I""galors of Terror, in their lives, act not as living men in the midst ofliving 
It! II, hut as heings dc-priv{'d of being .. .' 
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Foucault's definition of literature as an inverted performative, as the lin­
gusitic regime of precipitous and acephalous phrases, owes much to these pages 
of Blanc hot. For him it is always defined in terms of a pragmatic, as a negative 
linguistic performance, as an act of language in the performance of which the 
first person disappears. The effect appropriately achieved by modern literary 
affirmation is in this sense exactly the opposite to that of Scheherazadean 
storytelling or of narrative by means of which the accused attempts to secure a 
royal pardon.'o The examples here are those of Flaubert, Proust and Kafka, 
who are condemned to death by their work, and write to secure the right to 
death. 'Where a work had the duty of creating immortality, it now attains the 
right to kill, to become the murderer of its author' (Language, Counter­
Memory, Practice, p. 117). 

The notion of the death of the author does not, in this sense, open up literary 
space to the positivity of historical enquiry. It does not imply a transfer of 
authority in which the disciplinary contextualisation of the works replaces 
the author with non-subjective contingencies, which cannot be formulated 
exclusively in terms of Taine's trinity of race, moment and milieu. On the 
contrary. Literature resists (Char would say: contradicts) anthropological sleep 
so radically that, in the preface to Binswanger, dreaming goes beyond physio­
logical sleep. Naissance de la clinique deprives the scalpel of its value as a cutting 
edge; it is no longer seen as cutting, since all it can do is follow the lines of 
wounds which are already there, guided by the course which the illness takes. 
In the same way, when criticism triumphantly announces the death of the 
other, all it is really doing is repeating without knowing it, the idea which itself 
gave birth to literature. 

Nor does the death of the author open the way to formalism. As soon as he 
is called upon to define literature, Foucault reminds us of the intransitive 
experience of the existence oflanguage. No triumphalism of form results from 
its relationship with itself or from these intransitive recesses. He never links 
this intransitiveness to the modernist affirmation of formal independence. The 
self-referentiality which is a major symptom ofthe exhaustion of the realm of 
that which can be expressed says less about the disappearance of the object than 
it does about the disappearance of the subject. The mirror is an apparatus in 
which the author disappears. There are no forms, only the formless, which 
triumphs in the mirror of the death of the author. I I It brings to the same level 
what Foucault calls the mirroring of the formless; the being of the murmur. A 
the locus of inexpressive excess, literature is seen as the ensemble of propositions 
which are incompatible with a subject. 'I am dreaming', 'I am dead': no one 
ever says that. 'The subject who speaks ends up vanishing.' 

This formulation, which we find in 'Preface a la tramgression', has to be 
in its context. It appears in a special number of Critique, published in 
to Bataille: a speaking subject who in fact had just disappeared. And, in 
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contribution, Foucault justifies what he says in terms of the circumstances in 
which he says it. He says he had set himself the task of rereading Bataille 'from 
the point of view of the place where his recent death had situated his language'. 
In 'Le langage a l'infini', which dates from the same period, he says, along the 
same lines: 'Death is probably the most essential of the accidents oflanguage.' 
'Priface a la tramgression' is the analysis of one of these accidents: the effects of 
Bataille's death on his language; what happened to language as a result of the 
death of the author. 

O n his mother's death, Roussel had a windowpane placed in her coffin. What 
was the function of this glass? Who was it meant for? For her? For him? Was 
it so that he would be able to continue to see his dead mother, or was it rather 
so that he would still be able to be seen by her, to be exposed to the absence of 
her look? 

Foucault is only indirectly interested in Roussel's language games. His 
reading does not begin with the procedures themselves but with the way the 
procedures are revealed simultaneously with Roussel's suicide - that is, the 
simultaneousness of the author's death and the readability of the work. Fou­
cault says that it is Roussel's death which is, in the last analysis, the ultimate key 
to the procedure; it is the ultimate driving force of the various mechanisms, 
linguistic and otherwise, which are at work in his novels. Suicide is the true 
response to the title of the book which he brought into being: Comment fai icrit 
certaim de mes livres. The Surrealists applauded Roussel's work: they did not 
wait for his death in order to admire it. Foucault's interest begins in the notion 
of 'How I wrote some of my books'. But his interest in Comment fai icrt"! certaim 
de mes livres arises every bit as much out of the revelations in the text; from the 
fac t that they are made, in the first person, by a dead person: 'the recit in the 
fi rst person of the posthumous revelation' (p. 195). 

Blanchot (following Leiris) draws a parallel between Roussel and Proust. 
None the less, Martial Canterel, the inventor of Locus Salus, is not a priest of 
refound time. And this is why, as Foucault's reading suggests, the mechanisms 
of Locus Solus and those of Comment fai ecrit certaim de mes livres shed light 
upon one another. In Canterel's thanatonic park, this morgue for agitated 
corpses, none of the dead people he exhibits comes back to life; none of his 
l uriosities is redeemed, saved or resurrected. There is no redemptive virtue in 
the way he tinkers with them. He is not interested in overcoming death, 
merely in conserving it. The injections of vitalium and resurrectine open the 
doors not to 'life refound' but to plasticised, vitrified and conserved death. The 
posthumous and silent contortions of Danton's mouth have nothing of life in 
them, and even less of the afterlife. One should rather talk of the hyper-dead, 
III this Luna Park of hyper-dying. Canterel is not Doctor Pascal. 'The grand, 
Iruurdy pace of Locus Solus,' Foucault writes, 'its "emptiness", is that of an 
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Easter Sunday which remains empty. Canterel tells us to look amongst the 
dead for the one who is there; that is where he is, he has not been resurrected' 
(p. \10). What survives death is the movement of life into death, which he 
continually re-enacts. But there will never be a movement in the other direc­
tion, from death to life. Instead oflife refound, one finds its homonym: life in­
definitely lost, death indefinitely repeated. Good Friday is desanctified because 
no Easter Sunday connects it to the dialectic synonymy. Locus Salus, the 
Sunday of death. 

Returning to Caillois. Though dead, the praying mantis continued, just as 
when it was alive, to pretend to be dead. Canterel's panes of glass reflect the 
interplay of matching mirrors. In them the dead repeat the movements they 
made before they died, but amongst these movements the only ones they repeat 
are those by means of which, during their lifetime, they belonged to death. 
All that death retains of life is that which was already posthumous about it. 
Foucault writes: 

That which in life which is repeated in death, is death itself. The scene death 
plays as it imitates life imitates death in a way which is as lifelike as it had been 
when lived in life. The boundary which resum:ctine could not abolish repeats life 
in death and in life that which was already dead. (p. Ill) 

Blanchot's Lazarus would not be out of place in Canterel's garden. 

The extent to which Raymond RousseL and Naissance de /a clinique are twin 
books has never been pointed out. They are both organised around the same 
central argument: death as the key to reading. It was the suicidal publication of 
Comment j'ai tait certaim de mes livres which made Roussel's work readable. 
The posthumous text reveals the immense lesion which formed the secret 
nerve structure of the work. With the change in medical perception brought 
about by Bichat's anatomical pathology, Naissance de /a clinique revolves about 
another type of medical perception: the lesions discovered on the corpse by the 
autopsy produce, retrospectively, the number of the symptoms ofthe illness. 

Foucault contrasts Cabanis and Bichat. For the first, 'the knowledge of life 
was rooted directly in the essence of the living person'. Life and knowledge of 
life, welded together through their synonymous connection, thus have a com­
mon origin. After Bichat, the inverse becomes true: 'The knowledge of life: 
has its origins in the destruction oflife.' Foucault develops this contrast: 

From the foundations of the Renaissance right up to the end of the eighteenth 
century, the knowledge [sa voir] of life (the equivocal genitive of the expression 
suggests the synonymity of knowledge about life and knowledge oflife) was seen 
in terms of the circle oflife turning in on itself and reflecting itself; from the time 
of Bichat, its relationship with life has shifted and it is separated from it by lh(" 
uncrossable boundary of death, in whose mirror it looks. (p. 147) 
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Between life and the knowledge oflife, the uncrossable mirror of death inter­
~os~s its reve~sibl~ surface. Raymond Roussel was saying exactly the same thing: 
as If perceptIOn, 10 order to see what there is to see, needed the duplicative 

presence of death ' (p. 77). Duplicative presence: a presence reduplicated by the 
simultaneity of its semblance. 

In Naissance de la clinique, the Lazarean 'I am dead ' does none the less 
undergo a shift, moving from the register of the readable to that of the visible. 
The critique o.f phenomenological expressivism no longer attack: the living 
word but the lIVIng eye. Foucault uses a number of different formulat ions to 
account for an experience of perception which could be said to escape from 
phen.omenologising fundamentalism, and speaks of a perception which could 
be saId to be made 'from the point of view of the dead person', 'on the basis of 
death', 'on the basis of the corpse'; a perception which again, he says, would 
have 'invested death in its way of seeing', a 'perception of which death would 
be ~he bearer'. All .these formulations make the disappearance of any seeing 
subject the correlatIOn of the advent of absolute visibility. The visible, which is 
deployed for the sake of no one, affirms 'death as the absolute point of view on 
I ~f~ ' (p. \56). Medical perception, Foucault continues, 'is no longer that of a 
It vtng.e~e but the perception of an eye which has seen death' (p. 146). 

. ThIS IS a fine contrast. Yet under the cover of the antithesis, something is 
hld~en. There ~s a surreptitious change of subject. Noli me Legere. A dead angle, 
a bltnd spot, bnngs about the transition of the living eye into any eye which has 
seen death. There are two eyes. The first shows its subject to be alive; but the 
second has no subject. The organ of vision is present (one eye) but there is no 
on.e there to use it. The anatomical-pathological conversion in the same way 
bnngs about a movement from perception defined by its subject (who is alive) 
to another which is alive from the point of view of its object (this perception 
has seen death). 'Preface a /a transgression' takes up once more this anti­
phenomenolo~y of perception. In Bataille's novels, Foucault traces the patterns 
In an extraordtnary ballet where the eye makes a show of its blindness to an 
absence of perception. One of these patterns (which is a variation on the lens 
which Rousse! places in his mother's coffin) consists in an un socketed eye being 
(onfronted with the empty eye-socket, 'the globe of darkness whose sphere is 
, Iosed by the unsocketed eye which stands before it, depriving it of the ability 
It) see. and yet offering to this absence the spectacle of the unshatterable core 

hich now imprisons the dead vision'. Rousseau dreamed of theatre without 
I< tors. Rousseauism, in the emptiness of this theatre without spectators, gives 
II \(' to the experience of theatricality with the death of God; the theatrical 

.Icerbation of exhibitionism without anyone to witness it. A spectacle is 
/I kr('d to an absence, something is being shown to no one, nothing. 

1966, FOII(;\UIt 's language Ix-collles more sober. His break with literature 
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takes place between Naissance de La clinique and Surveiller et punir. It can be 
glimpsed in the difference between the confessional scenes which are analysed 
in the two books: they are on opposite sides of a stream which is not deep. 
From one book to the next, Foucault turns his back on terror, on the associa­
tion ofliterature and the thematic of death. The macabre and the morbid were 
essential categories in Naissance de La clinique. La Volante de sa voir denounces 
the 'morbid indecencies' in Sutveiller et punir, separates itself from retrospec­
tive views which invoke de Sade or Bataille, and proclaims the 'disqualification 
of death' in modern political space. This theoretical promotion of life is not 
obviously accompanied by any 'biophilia' (on the contrary, the counterpart of 
the analysis ofbiopowers is a political critique of the discipline of biology), but 
it does make it possible to break away from the problematic of self-referential 

mirrors, be they those of death or those of writing. 
The doctor in the Clinique does not try to make the sick person speak. He 

does not consult him, he does not say a word to him; the living person's 
awareness of himself does not enter into the examination to which Laennec 
subjects him. As for Bichat, he tries to make his corpse speak, to discover in it 
the lesions which will retrospectively give a language structure to his illness. 
The context of the confessional scenes in Surveilla et punir is totally different. 
Here the word is linked to the life of the body. The point is to make it speak 
before death gets hold of it. The threshold of enunciation then takes a decisive 
step backwards: it is situated below, on this side of the boundary which 
separates life and death. Unlike the sick person, the criminal 'comes to play the 
role of living truth'. The system of justice needs a 'speaking body', and only a 
living body can speak. Thus the speech acts of Surveiller et punir no longer have 
anything 'literary' about them: the condition for their performance is the life 
of the speaker, the speaking subject and his presence in what he says. The 
technology of confession is not content just to make living bodies speak; it 
forces the bodies which it makes speak to live. 'The only way truth can exercise 
its full power is for the criminal to take back on himself responsibility for his 
own crime, and put his own name to the learned and obscure constructs of 

information' (p. 42). 
Running parallel to this internal disaffection in Surveiller et punir with the 

literary structures of posthumous (or morbid) enunciation, there is also the fact 
that the book is not accompanied by a literary double. Moi, Pierre Riviere does 
not bear the same relationshi p to it that Roussel bore to Naissance de La cliniqt«. 
There is a way in which Pierre Riviere's text is of a literary nature, but for this 
precise reason it remains contemporary in its format with Naissance de '" 
clinique, not with Surveiller et punir. The way in which Foucault, in his com 
mentary, describes the complex ensemble constituted by the murder and th 
narrative of Riviere brings out the analogy of its mechanism to the one formed 
by the ensemble of Roussel's suicide and his Comment j'ai ecrit certains de mn 
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livres. Foucault described the memoirs as a text which arose out of Leiris's 
'tauromachic' writing,12 in the performance of which the death of the author is 
an integral part. He does everything he can to give the author a suicidal 
dimension which will cause him to enter into the category of ' the posthumous 
revelation of the first person': Riviere presumably continued to live after the 
publication of his memoirs, 'but', Foucault tells us, 'a newspaper report tells us 
that in his prison he considered himself already dead' (p. 175). 

A brief return to the notion of ' 1 am dead' had made an appearance in the 
conclusion of the analysis of 'Corporal Punishment'. This section of Surveiller 
et punir sets up a confessional apparatus which no longer has anything to do 
with the literary (or the posthumous). This brief return to the posthumous 
Cogito occurs in a context which turns it into an explicit farewell to literature. 
He is dealing with fly-sheets, cheap magazines, and ballads which glorify 
crime. There is no longer any question of confessing under torture. The dead 
murderer himself sings his glory and proclaims, in the first person, his crimes 
and their expiation. Foucault quotes one: 'On the day of the execution, / it 
will hardly be believed, /1 was seen without emotion, / making honourable 
amends, / At last 1 sat on the cross / showing no fear' (p. 70). 

This is how Foucault came to assume the historian's mask. 
What is an author? Moi,Pierre Riviere answers this question in two ways. By 

publishing the memoirs, Foucault demonstrates by example. He dismantles 
the means by which an author invents, produces and constructs himself. So it 
is a kind of applied exercise in authorisation. 'What were Sade's papers before he 
was consecrated as an authat·?' The archive is authorised when it finds a reader. 
Foucault authorises Riviere, he authorises the document by publishing it, by 
causing it to accede to the mode of being 'for someone'. On this level the 
publication of the memoirs is a sort of ironical and positivistic de mystification 
of a form of literature which is bound to the authorial function . The post­
humous invention of Pierre Riviere (like that of Sade) demonstrates the death 
of the author. A subject is not needed; no one is needed for an author to be 
created. The authorial function is the effect of a mechanism of reception, of 
ideological control. The whole process unfurls in the positive sociohistorical 
reality of ideological analysis. It is the external abstraction of the enunciator. 

But it was preceded by his internal abstraction. 
Pierre Riviere considered himself already dead. 
And Sade did not wait to disappear and to be carried off by the mechanism 

of authorisation in order to present La Philosophie dans le boudoir as 'a post­
humous work by the author of Justine'. 
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NOTES 

I. Le My the de l'Homme, Paris: Gallimard, 1938. 
2. 'La ressemblance cadaverique', in the appendix to L 'Espace litteraire entitled 'Les 

deux versions de I'imaginaire'. 
3. Cf. Blanchot's slim volume published by Fata Morgana. 
4. De l'existence a l'existant, Fontaine, 1947. 
5. Caillois, L'/ncertitude qui vient des reves, Paris: Gallimard, 3rd edn, 1956, p. 89. 
6. 'Preface a la transgression', Critique, no. 195-6, August- September 1963, p. 759. 
7. 'Preface a la transgression' associates the names 'Kant and Sade' in order to give a 

date to the experience of finitude and being which is 'essential to our culture'. 
8. 'Perhaps the threshold of the existence of what can strictly be termed "literature" is 

to be found here, at the end of the eighteenth century . . .' (,Le langage a I'infini', Tel 

Quel, no. 15, 1963, p. 52). 
9. 'La litterature et Ie droit a la mort', in La Part du feu, Paris: Gallimard, 3rd edn, 

1949, p. 317. For Blanchot the motif of terror goes back to the critique of the 
transcendental ego , the presence of the phenomenological consciousness to itself, as 
tackled by Sartre in 'La transcendance de rego' and in the final pages of La Nausee. 
Cf. Hollier, 'I've done my act. An exercice [sic [Tr. 1I in gravity ', Representatiom, no. 

4, Autumn 1984. 
10. Literature is contemporary to what might be called, making a variation on Brisset's 

title, 'the grammar of God'. The proposition 'I am dead ' has to be understood, 
alongside Madame Edwarda's 'I am God', as one of the variants of 'God is dead'. 
These different pronouncements are transformed according to a logic which is the 
logic of the phantasm. Eritis sicut dii: it would be divine to say 'I am dead'. Hence 
the laughter of the gods at the idea that they might exist, the diabolical laugh of God 
as He pronounces a sentence which is acephalous. In this sense again, literature can 
be seen as a long attempt to resist synomymy, the personalisation of the unnameable, 

and the anthropologisation of death. 
11. It is in this sense that terror and self-referentiality stand shoulder to shoulder, since 

terror is nothing but the exoteric version of self-referentiality and the library is the 
place of the pure forms of terror. Transgression, initiated by sexuality, culminates 
in a language which talks about itself. The sexual terror of the writings of de Sade 
is only an introduction to the hell of libraries whose heart is Mallarme-like. 'Sade 
and Mallarme with their books, with the Book, are by definition the hell of Libraries' 
('Distance, aspect, origine', Critique, no. 198, 1963, p. 938). Cf. Hollier, 'The death 

of the Author', Raritan, vol. V, no. 1,1985. 
12. At the end of the 'Preface a la transgression', Foucault refers back to Leiris's 'tauro 

machic' writing (see Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, p. 51). This model is also 
essential to Foucault's reading of Roussel, to which it explicitly refers on several 
occasions. The same intricate, labyrinthine relationship between death and writing 
is to be found at the centre of the introductions to the volume of Moi, Piel1'e RiviM 
in which Foucault shifts the emphasis by talking about the impossibility of 
separating murders from the narration of them. 
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SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Denis Hollier had located a noteworthy break in Foucault's work with regard 
to his attitude towards literature, and it was this break which brought about 
the first questions. Walter Seitter wondered if, as Hollier stated, literature 
really ceases to playa certain doubling-up role in Foucault's books after 
Naissance de la clinique. Why shouldn't a text like Pierre Riviere's be seen as 
playing this doubling-up role? Or again, Herculine Babin's? Could not his non­
scientific affirmations, the shout ofthe 'people', continue to be seen as having 
something in the nature of a doubling effect in his work? 

Denis Hollier observed that the text of Pierre Riviere interested Foucault 
to the extent that it was posthumous; the literary production of the text of 
Pierre Riviere implies its origination in death. It is true, though, that there is 
no sudden break: Surveil/er et punir is the locus of the change in which 
Foucault ceases to think about the relationship between language and death 
and begins to think of the question of life in terms of political systems. 

A contributor in the auditorium mentioned Kant, Nietzsche and Bataille. 
It was by means of reference to these authors that Foucault put forward the 
problem of that which it is 'impossible to say' in Western culture and in modern 
times; that which has to be expressed in figures which are not within the 
competence of rhetoric, although they are classed as literary. 

Denis Hollier pointed out that one finds explicitly in La Volonte de sa voir 
an ironic reference to those authors who continue to seek authorisation from 
de Sade and Bataille. There is undeniably a break which can be associated 
with these proper names and the theme of transgression; Hollier simply took 
the risk of associating this break with the distancing of literary discourse. 

Gerard Lebrun then asked Hollier about a point of history. Could Foucault 
be situated in the same critical movement regarding the transcendental ego in 
which Sartre operates? Sartre was the first to try to express a fact of con­
sciousness avoiding the first person. In this there was an important movement 
which began in about 1930. Similar considerations led Paul Veyne to remind 
us of the fascination which Foucault felt for Blanchot around 1955. Would he 
have been sensitive to the theme which was at that time in fashion : poets had 
the idea that communication was a chain of murders, the poet dying in the 
poem which itself kills the reader .. . ? 
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Oneirocriticisms 

Walter Seitter 

A dream is something conscious. 
Jacques Lacan, 
15 December 1954 

From 1954 up to the last volumes of CHistoire de fa sexualite, Michel Foucault 
placed his books under the banner of Rene Char. 

In 1954, he published two books: Mafadie mentale et Personnaliti and a long 
introduction to Ludwig Binswanger's R8ve et Existence. As a heading to this 
introduction Michel Foucault used a quotation in which Rene Char speaks 
about dreams; at its very centre is the word 'VIVRE' in capitals. l Thus the poet 
is seen as the pathfinder to this recently discovered key to dreams. 

On 5 February 1960, in North Germany, Michel Foucault completed the 
introduction to Histoire de fa folie with a quotation from Rene Char expressing 
'the most urgent and the most circumspect definition of truth,.2 Now it so 
happens that Michel Foucault opens the chapter on 'the Great Confinement' 
with an analysis of the Meditation where Descartes convinces himself that there 
is a principle of truth. This analysis was criticised by Jacques Derrida.3 In his 
reply,4 Michel Foucault insists on the Cartesian distinction between the illusion 
of madness and the vision of dreams, and writes a sentence which might sum 
up his oneirology if there were such a thing: The oneiric imagination is pinned 
in a precise way to one's perception of the present.'5 

Le Souci de soi (1984) opens with an analysis of the most famous oneiro 
criticism in Antiquity, that of Artemidorus. The work has a quotation from 
Rene Char on its back cover.blt is situated outside the text, like the headlight 
of a car disappearing into the darkness of the night. 

The poet provided the philosopher with flashes of illumination. They Me 
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be found throughout the length of his work for thirty years, every time Michel 
Foucault deals with dreams or dream thoughts. 

The first stage was the publication in French of a German book a book 
which was part of a series of translations of German texts by Viktor von 
Weizacker, Emmanuel Kant and Leo Spitzer. Though Michel Foucault did 
not translate Binswanger's text, he seems to have been the driving force behind 
the publication. 

It is remarkable that in 1954 Michel Foucault should have taken up this text 
by Ludwig Binswanger, which was written in 1930, during Freud's lifetime. 
Two years earlier Ludwig Binswanger had written a study entitled Wandlungen 

m ~el'Auffassung und Deutung des Tl'aumes von den Gl'iechen bis zur Gegenwart.7 

In It he traced the changes in the way dreams had been conceived of in the 
Western world since Homer. He distanced himself from Freud who he con­
s~dered, had not paid sufficient attention to the long history of the in;erpreta­
tlO~ of drea~s, the only period which the latter had really studied being that 
which came Immediately before his own time. It was following on from this 
study that Ludwig Binswanger was to write the article Traum und Existenz 
where he formulated specific statements about dreams. Meanwhile he had 
read Husser!, Heidegger and Uiwith. According to Foucault, this text is the 
first that Binswanger had written in his own style: that of Daseimanalyse.8 

This text of Foucault's probably demonstrates his preference at the time for 
the philosophy of Heidegger, which he saw as superior to psychoanalysis. But 
Bi~swanger's text is not the application of a philosophy. It takes as its starting 

~Olnt ~ st~dy ?f metaphor dealing with expressions like 'falling', 'flying' and 
hovering which come from the sphere of spatio-sensitivity and concern the 

qualitie.s and events of the soul. In daily language and in poetic language, these 
expressIOns have a metaphorical usage which is affirmed in dreams, where 
these situations are experienced as modes of existence. Foucault takes up this 
theme and explains that Binswanger is demonstrating 'a plasticity of dreams 
,md of expression'.9 

In this text, Michel Foucault gives an initial sketch of the genealogical 
rneth~~ which he wi~l use right up to the end. It is not yet seen as being in 
OppoSitIOn to supra-historical discourse. He uses it in a fairly traditional way: 
III fact, as a means of researching a tradition. Foucault states that with his 
'plasticity of dreams and of expression', Binswanger is picking up the threads 
"f ~ tradition l~ft to one side by nineteenth-century psychology, a psychology 
willch Freud did not always manage to go beyond, which saw the dream as a 
'h.,ps~dy of images. If dreaming were nothing more than that, a psychological 
lI.dySlS of the dream could hope to be exhaustive, whether this analysis took 

.hr form of a psychophysiology or a study of meanings. But the dream is 
IJII'rhlflg other than a rhapsody of images, it is an absolutely specific form 

( r. p<'ficll(,. Psychology can approach dreams only in a secondary and 
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derivative way. In Traum und Existenz Binswanger takes up this tradition. The 
wealth of the content of dream experience is demonstrated by its irreducibility 
to the psychological determinations despite attempts made at such a reduction. 
There is an old idea, constantly present in the literary and mystical traditions of 
the Graeco-Latin period, that only 'morning dreams' have a valid meaning.

lo 

The genealogical sketch which Foucault makes does not obey any chronol­
ogy; it moves back and forth between Romanticism and Antiquity, concentrat­
ing on 'Cartesian and post-Cartesian texts', from Spinoza to the age of French 
classicism. I I Although he takes up the history which Binswanger had traced in 
his previous work, he refuses to write a history in the proper sense of the term. 

Foucault discusses Freudian theory on the basis of the very same problem as 
that which faces genealogy: the problem of time. He notes that Freud would 

have had to be aware: 

in dreams of signs of the dreamer himself putting himself on the inside of the 
oneiric drama, as if it were not sufficient for the dream merely to symbolise and 
tell in pictures the story of former experiences, as if the dream were doing a tour 
of the whole of the subject's existence, in order to reconstitute its dramatic 
essence in a theatrical form. This is what happens in Dora's second dream. 
Freud must have recognised in retrospect that he had not grasped the whole 
meaning of this dream .... Like her loss of voice and her coughing fits, Dora's 
dream did not refer only to the history of her life, but to a whole mode of 
existence of which this story is strictly only a chronicle: an existence where the 
alien sexuality of the man appears only in the guise of hostility, constraint and 
incursion, culminating in rape; an existence which could not even be realised in 
the close and parallel sexuality of the woman, but which invested the most 
profound meaning in breaking off relationships, one of the most decisive of 
which was to put an end to the psychoanalysis. One might say that Dora was 
cured, not in spite of the interruption of the psychoanalysis, but because, when 
she took the decision to break it off, she committed herself in a final way to the 
solitude which her nature, up to that point, had been leading to in an irresolute 
way.12 

With regard to a case related by Binswanger, Foucault explains: 

The essential point of a dream is not so much what it brings back from the past 
but what it announces of the future. It foresees and announces the moment when 
the sick person finally delivers up to the psychoanalyst the secret which the sick 
person does not yet know and yet which is the heaviest burden of his or her 
present; this secret is designated by the dream in the very nature of its content by 
the exactness of a detailed image; the dream anticipates the moment ofliberation. 
It foresees the story, rather than being just the repetition of a traumatic past.

13 

In the fourth part, Foucault develops an analytic of existence according to 
the three dimensions of light and darkness, closeness and distance and rising 
and falling. He sees a 'chronology of spatial progression' as corresponding t 
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the second category: in it, time develops only as a point of departure and of 
arrival; it becomes exhausted as the progression is made; and, when it starts 
again, this is in the form of repetition, return, and of a new beginning. In this 
essential direction, time is in its essence nostalgic, seeking to close in on itself, 
to recover itself by going back to its roots in its own origins.14 

The term 'nostalgia' suggests a parallel between the temporality of the 
dream and that of psychoanalysis; the term links in with the temporality which 
we find in Foucault's own genealogical work, which goes back to things past, 
often forgotten. How could a historical reconstruction be anything other than 
nostaligic? Added to this is the fact that, since ancient texts which deal with the 
past are always beautiful in themselves, enthusiasm for the past is almost 
inevitable. Binswanger gets out of this by declaring that, after all, the Ancients 
were not scientific. Foucault forestalls nostalgia by darting about from one 
point to another, and especially by means of his principal theme: that dreaming 
has an ethical content. 15 The dream, which is 'without complicity with sleep', 
is man's confrontation with his destiny.16 At its origin is that which Foucault 
calls imagination. It is not the invasion of images, but it addresses itself to 
someone and has to be seen from the point of view of an exchange. 17 The 
dream is an expression of the imagination which has itself to be expressed as a 
style, through language, as a work of art, or as an ethic. The dream is labour l8 

and happiness. 19 But though it is happiness, it is a present happiness, not a 
past one. 

I mentioned Foucault's dispute with Derrida regarding dreams. Foucault's 
thi rd period of dream literature is marked by his study of Artemidorus' 
oneirocriticism. Most probably he was studying it not with regard to its dream 
content but with regard to its ethical content, on the basis of the sexual view­
point favoured by Freud.2o In any case, Foucault has something to say on the 
principle of there being keys to dreams and rightly insists on the profound 
distinction between Artemidorus' view of dreams and Freud's unitary theory . 
I n his translation - here again we meet Foucault as translator - of Artemidorus' 
I ()ncepts, Foucault can be seen as moving alongside - and even going further 
Ihan21 - Lacan, who had - in 1954, as it so happened - taken seriously the 
,hfference between the desire dream and the punishment dream, saying that 
tillS latter 'does not so much represent a chastisement as the revelation of the 
l"lOg . . . , the being moving on to a new phase'.22 In Artemidorus there are 
t () dream categories. One corresponds more or less to that which holds the 
Illo llopoly in Freudian thought and which Lacan calls the 'desire dream' [reve 

I tlt'Jil'j . Foucault calls it the 'dream of desire' [reve du desirj.23 The other sort 
h , .tll s 'the dream of being' [songe de titre j. 

"" thl" way Foucault deals with dreams can throw some light on his under­
Iltg. which was that of a 'Wachtel' iiberdie Nacht del' Memchen' .24 
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NOTES 

I. 'In the age of man, I saw rising and growing on the dividing wall between life and 
death, a ladder which grew more and more stark, which bore a unique power to 
tear out: this was the dream .... Now the darkness parted, and TO LIVE became, 
in the form of a rugged allegorical asceticism, the conquest of extraordinary powers 
which we feel running through us in a confused way but to which, because of our 
lack ofloyalty, pitiless discernment and perseverance, we can only give incomplete 
expression' (Rene Char, Partage fO/mel, XII, (EuV/'es completes, Paris: Gallimard, 
coil. 'Bibliotheque de la Pleiade', 1983, p. 160). 

2. 'I took away from things the illusion which they create in order to keep themselves 
from us and I left them the part of themselves which they yield to us' (Rene Char, 
Suzel'ain, in Poemes et Prose, p. 261). 

3. 'Cogito et L' H istoire de La folie', Revue de metaphysique et de morale, no. 3-4, 1964. 
4. 'Mon corps, ce papier, ce feu', in Michel Foucault, Histoire de Lafoliea l'ligecLassique, 

Paris: Gallimard, 1972, pp. 583 ff. 
5. Ibid., p. 588. 
6. 'The history of man is the long succession of synonyms of a single word. To contra-

dict this is a duty' (Rene Char, Rechel'che de La base et du sommet, p. 766). 
7. Berlin: Springes, 1928. 
8. Ludwig Binswanger, Le R8ve et l'Existence, Paris: Desclee de Brouwer, 1954, p. 14. 
9. Ibid., p. 42. 

10. 'Die Triiume del' Gesunden sind MO/gentriiume', said Schelling, and Jamblique: 'A 
dream cannot be considered to be divine if it takes place amongst the va pours of 
digestion' (Ibid., p. 44). 

II. Binswanger, p. 46. 
12. Ibid., pp. 76-7. 
13. Ibid., pp. 82-3. 
14. Ibid., pp. 99-100. 
15. Ibid., p. 65. 
16. Ibid., pp. 69, 71. 
17. Ibid., p. 125. 
18. Ibid. 

19. Ibid. , p. 128. 
20. Which he was none the less unable to appreciate, the chapters on sexual dream. 

being omitted from the German translation. 
21. From 1954 Foucault continued Lacan's work in a progressive way, because he 

neither a disciple nor a follower of Lacan. 
22. Jacques Lacan, Le Sbninaire, I, Les E;CI'its techniques de Freud, Paris: Editions 

Seuil, 1975, p. 297. 
23. Michel Foucault, Histoire de La sexualite 1lI, Le Souci de soi, Paris: Gallimard, 

p.23. 
24. This is the title of an article by Foucault which appeared only in German, in 

wegs mit Rolf Italiaander, Hamburg, 1963, p. 48. In the text, Foucault says of 
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Italiaander that he is 'a spirit of daylight who knows how to k h h 
. h f ' Th eep watc over t e 

~~ t 0 .~e~. . e formula echoes Max Weber's observation in which he talks of 

d
IS task. Wachtel' z~ sem m emer sonst allzu jinsteren Nacht'. For Foucault rha s 

reams were lIghts In the darkness. ' pe p 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Following ~alter Seitter's remarks, Paul Veyne and Fran~ols Ewald inter 
:;~: ~!~I~~ ~~t that Foucault had opposed the republication of this prefac~ 

:~~~r;:~~~ ::~7~~;;~i~~~t~i~~ ~;~ ~~~:~~d~~~~~e~~:!t;,eF~:~a~~~ 
in Fo~cault's mo=~;~:~fitrmxted that he perceived echoes of this youthful text 

e s. 
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five 

Towards fiction 

Raymond Bellour 

I should like to talk about the wordfiction and try to discuss the ways in w~ic~ 
it is attractive, how much weight we should attach to it, and the way It IS 

related to reality. . . R I 
Twelve years ago, when Surveiller et pUnlr had lust c?me ~ut, Jacque~ ,eve, 

. . d ed' 'What if Foucault IS tellmg us stones. Or, m answer to a questIOn, won er . I 
. fi' " to put it more nobly: what if he is constructm~ ctlO~S. .' .' 

I do not want to ask whether or not, in their relatIOnship with the hlst?nes 

of historians, Foucault's stories, his archaeologies, ~ho~ld ~ount as fic.tlont, 
even if the answer to this question were to end up be~ng yes. I shoul~ simp ~ 
like to try to locate the importance of the word fictIOn for Foucau~t s w?r . 

I dded ' 'No ill intent should be seen in this question; smce 
Reve , moreover, a . . ' f . 

F d at least we have known that fiction, like history, IS a system 0 m-reu , , , 
telligibility - and that is not such a bad precedent. . 

The first point is to recall the extent to which Foucault, as he developed t.hls 
system or these systems, of intelligibility, found himself more or less drawl~g 

pp
or't from or at least often spending time over, authors, works (most y 

su '.. d h' h suppose what amounts to literary but sometimes visual) an names w IC pre . . 
. ffictl'on (both in the banal sense of the term and also m the sense m 

a umverse 0 I . h h 
which he understands it). This is a precondition of the way he dea s ~It. t em. 

. . f'd s complements ornaments or parallehstlc ram It IS not a question 0 aSI e , ' 
blings It will be easier to appreciate this when these dense texts hav~ been 
brought together in what would amount to two.weighty tomes, c~nstltutlng 
( 'th Raymond Roussel) more than a quarter of his work. Foucault IS address­

i:~ a question to philosophy which, from another poi~t of view, he .has alre~dy 
addressed to history. The point here is to give. consistency to thiS questl~n, 
though it will not be possible to develop it as it wIll or should be developed. r:or 

schematic purposes this process can be broken d?wn into three .stages whl( h 
simultaneously show a real evolution and an obstmat truth to himself. 

Towards fiction 

Fiction. Foucault used the word itself most of all (it seems to me) in the years 
(1960-67) when he was putting together the essential elements of what Jean 
Roudaut so appropriately termed his 'imaginary library' (in one of the rare 
texts which tried to assess what I am trying to shed light on}.2 

Let us first of all hear what Foucault had to say in 1963 (on the subject of 
Robbe-Grillet and the novelists of Tel Quel. I think this is his longest sustained 
passage on the word fiction as such): 

What if the fictive were neither the beyond nor the intimate secret of the every­
day but the arrowshot which strikes us in the eye and offers up to us everything 
which appears? In this case the fictive would be that which names things, that 
which makes them speak and that which gives them in language [langageJ their 
being already apportioned by the sovereign power of words .... This is not to 
say, then, that fiction is language [langageJ: this trick would be too easy, though 
a very familiar one nowadays. It does mean, though, more prudently, that there 
is between them a complex sense of belonging, a mutual support and an element 
of contention; also that, in a way which lasts as long as it can keep the words 
going, the simple experience of picking up a pen and writing creates ... a 
distance which belongs neither to the world, nor to the unconscious, nor to 
perception, nor to inwardness, a distance which, in its barest form, offers a criss­
crossing of lines of ink as well as an entanglement of thoroughfares .... And if 
at last anyone were to ask me to define the fictive, I should say, albeit rather 
tactlessly, that it was the verbal nerve structure of that which does not exist, such 
as it is. 

I should want to do some paring away, in order to allow this experience to be 
what it is (to treat it, then, as fiction, since it does not exist, which we already 
know): I should like to pare away all the contradictory words which might cause 
it to be seen too easily in terms of a dialectic: subjective and objective, interior 
and exterior, reality and imagination, all these should be dealt with or abolished. 
This whole lexicon of mixture would have to be replaced with the vocabulary of 
distance and thus show that the fictive is a distancing which is appropriate to 
language - a distancing which has its place in it but which also puts language on 
display, disperses it, redivides it and opens it up. Fiction is not there because 
language is distant from things; but language [langageJ is their distance, the light 
in which they are to be found and their inaccessibility, the simulacrum in which 
only their presence is given; and all such language [langage), which instead of 
putting this distance to one side maintains itself in the distance and the distance 
in itself, and which talks of this distance whilst advancing within it, is a language 
IlangageJ of fiction. As such it can be found equally throughout all prose and all 
poetry, all novels and all reflective writing.3 

This is what he had to say three years later on the subject ofJules Verne: 'In 
II works which have the form of a narrative, story [fable] should be distin­
III Ilt'd rromfictioll . The story is that which is recounted .... Fiction is the 

, 'Ililt of till' 11.11 r;ttIVt·, or ratIwr thl' variolls regimes according to which it 
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is recounted.'4 Fiction is an 'aspect' of the story: what lies behind the story 
[/'arriere-fable] is the exchange of voices which forms the texture of the fiction. 

Thus, from both points of view, fiction does not depend on events (real or 
imaginary) linked together in a narrative; but on the distance which language 
sets up in relation to itself when it discovers in itself unknown properties and 
produces unsuspected new deals. It is clear that by saying this, as he speaks of 
the fiction of others, Foucault is also speaking to himself. He seeks to define a 
regime which would be his own (and that of certain of his contemporaries). 
This is a regime which it is impossible for him to characterise without making 
reference to writers. Yet he also knows that it cannot be exactly the same as the 
regime of the writer whose starting point in writing fiction is the story (even 
though, in the greater number of writers in which he is interested, the story can 
be reduced more or less to nothing more than the abstract locus of a fictional 
game). 

Such is the movement (which is both other and the same, described on 
several occasions) which makes it possible for him to see in history (historical 
history, which is his true story) successions which he brings together, connects, 
groups, develops (according to a process which is like the way the voices in an 
opera work together, or like serial music, or again, to give a more directly 
realistic example, Eisenstein's montage of attractions, provided that one re­
moves from this his obsession with dialectic). 

Is this not the way fiction functions, seen in a way which attaches itself 
internally to the archive (or to certain archives) which have inherited the name 
of an author? (Foucault says in L'Ordre du discours : 'The author is that which 
gives to the troubling language of fiction its unities, that which knots it 
together coherently, and inserts it into the real'.) And does not this function 
also designate at the same time the function of discourse which takes posses­
sion of the archive, every archive, in order to trace in it lines of readability and 
visibility? A function of fiction , which is to be found whenever discourse 
reflects on itself, provided that one enters into the spirit of the game being 
played (which means at the same time: the pleasure which one takes in it and 
the empty space which one recognises to be in it)? Fiction, the Borgesian word 
par excellence, is summed up entirely in the famous sentence in the preface to 

Les Mots et les Chases: 'The birthplace of this book is a text of Borges'. 
In this first stage, then, Foucault wrote a lot about literature (and painting) 

but also used it as a means. On the one hand, he published a large number of 
articles on works and on authors in which he was still trying to bring to the fore 
the role of fiction, in the context of their excessive quest for the 'being of lan­
guage'. These articles (on Holderlin, Rousseau, Bataille, Klossowski, Crebillon 
and J. Reveroni de Saint-Cyr, Robbe-Grillet, Roger Laporte, the novelists of 
Tel Quel, Mallarme, Jules Verne, Blanchot, Flaubert .. . ) can be seen alongside 
his own books. The excess which Foucault emphasises is set out, schematically, 

Towards fiction 

in two major forms: transgression and going back over the same material 
(Bataille and Blanchot); repetition and reduplication - spaces and successions 
(Flaubert, Roussel). 

These texts, then, run parallel to the books. But we should not forget, as we 
all know, that one book which is on the subject of an author, Roussel, is treated 
in an individual way, and runs parallel to itself, if one can say that. This book 
is situated at a strategic moment, between Histoire de fa folie and Naissance de 

fa clinique on one side and Les Mots et les Chases on the other. Foucault used the 
book on Roussel to show, in what was perhaps his last interview, that he was 
maintaining a profound and quite singular relationship, at once intimate and 
gleeful, with the boundaries of the secret. It was as if he had found in it a kind 
of moving image of his own way of conceiving and thinking. This book, which 
was written very quickly, with reference to nothing other than its own object 
of study to which Foucault applied himself with concentrated enthusiasm was 
also his first book on methodology, a sort of first version of his Archtolog~e du 
sa voir. 

On the other hand, in his books proper, his archaeologies, his main works, 
writers offiction occupy a position which is pivotal, mirror-like and ambiguous: 
they are treated at the same time as elements of his own story and of his fiction, 
yet in a way which never deprives them of their own fiction. Though they 
constitute archives amongst archives, they are at the same time difficult to 
reduce to archives: as such they function just as well as archive-mirrors (pro­
ducing the effects of projection and refocusing: Le Neveu de Rameau in Histoire 

de fa folie, Les Menines in Les Mots et les Chases) or as vantage-point archives 
(that is to say, as a distancing which is different from that of his own language 
- Nietzsche is the prime example; he will remain for a long while a figure who 
is 'non-archaeologisible'). 

II 

In the second phase, this relationship of mutual envelopment and distorted 
mirroring becomes blurred. The reasons for this on a political level are well 
known, as are the theoretical reasons. But they can be expressed also in terms 
of the logic of fiction, as a deepening of the idea of thought as fiction proper _ 
that is to say, having recourse only to the elements of the story being dealt with 

and as violence being done by fiction to the story. 

T here are in fact no literary or artistic archives in Foucault's work from 
L'Archeologie du sa voir onwards. And, for the rest, the archives which could be 
,.dl ed the 'famous' archives thereafter fall into line with those 'less famous' 
.lI r hives which form the basis of the order of discourse and its genealogy (like 
, I.- Sade and Bataille, who were previously the subversive heroes of archaeology, 

Jltl .1 ft· \('('n In La Volonte de savoi,. in terms of a 'historical revision'). And 
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parallel to this the problem, in itself, of the need for an archaeolo~ of t~e 
authorial function is posed; that is to say, an evaluation of the relatIOnshIp 
between the story and fiction in archaeology's own terms, this relationship 
having until then served it as a mirror function. Yet this archaeology does 
not really need to be developed (any more than Barthes's famous project on 
scientific writing). This is because the most vivid material for such an archaeol­
ogy, the turning of the story into fiction, happens more than anywhere in 
Foucault's own books. As such they become more and more sensitive and more 
and more abstract, more and more fictive, even though their fiction is as true­
that is to say, as present and as effective - as fiction can be. This is shown par 

excellence in Surveiller et punir. 
Fiction understood in this sense possesses a virtue in comparison with the 

history which it is, without being so. It does not bring to the fore that which is 
in the past in order that the effect of it should return to the present. What it 
brings to the fore is that which is in the process of happening. Thus it is most 
true for the time in which it is practised because it incorporates the shift 
between times in the very way in which it is constructed, and converts this into 

space (which is both visible and readable). . 
Barthes expressed this when he said of Histoire de fa folie: 'the newest thing 

there is about this project is the sense of vertigo'.s Paul Veyne, fifteen years 
later, compared Foucault to Cezanne in order to describe the effect of the 
'strange pictures' produced by the 'pictorial method' of archaeological descrip­
tion. 'These are pictures of a world which we know: Foucault is no more a 
painter of abstracts than Cezanne; the countryside of Aix can be recognised, 
only it is invested with a violent sense of feeling; it seems to have risen up out 

of an earthquake.'6 
This sense of feeling, this quaking, is fiction operating as reality, affirming 

itself as the only reality possible. Fiction becomes the break between self and 
self, as between other moments, high points, phases, the sentences of discourse 
which invent themselves by means of discourse. It is at the same time a law of 
composition and of grouping; an ethic of self-invention. 

But in this same movement, as if to give it more clarity, by an effect of pure 
reflection (from a distance, to be precise), Foucault writes the two texts on 
literature and on art which most perfectly express (since his book on Roussel) 
his conception of fiction, the conception of his fiction. 

Right in the middle of his 'political period', at the same time as he is polish­
ing up his increasingly positive instruments of archaeological analysis, Foucault 
ecstatically groups together in Jean-Pierre Brissel's extraordinary books, La 
Grammaire logique and La Science de Dieu, elements of a phonetic-semantic 
mechanism which discovers, in the most extreme separation that language can 
establish from itself, the principle of regulated-deregulated fiction. The very 
terms that Foucault uses can be seen as beillg in parallel with his formulation 
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of a theory of grouping in L'Archtologie du savoir, which is developed and 
refined in Surveiller et punir. For example: 'Between one word and another 
there are swarms of episodes - battles, victories, confinements and persecu­
tions'; 'the word exists only in order to be at one with a shout a murmur a 
co~man~ or a narrative'.7 And this is a distancing of the same :ort ('the poi'nt 
of incursIOn of poetry and time which is no more, yet repeated') as that which 
converts each operation of the story into fiction. Foucault also takes measure of 
~he vertigino~s mirroring effect of this distancing by allowing himself to slip 
l~tO the l~bynnths through which Magritte, as a painter, traps the representa­
tIOn of things and words (,This is not a pipe'). 

None the less, even then there is a way to pass from the 'neutral' archive to 
the '~agnetically charged' archive. (The problem of how to link them pre­
occup~ed Foucault a great deal, very concerned, as he was from a certain point, 
to avo.ld any impression of idealism, or of recourse to the metaphysical, or any 
collUSIOn wIth thought about the text or writing.) A sort of point of resolution 
which is simultaneously ideal and ambiguous, is to be found in the memoir of 
Pierre Riviere. This text is in the first instance an archive, in the full sense that 
Foucault attaches to this: as it becomes part of the trial, it produces the event 
which is the object of his discourse - that is, the crime. Then it becomes 
literature, but still as an archive: the murder narrative of Riviere belongs to a 
genre, and fits into the discursive regularity of those 'narrations which thus 
for~ a popular memory of crimes'. But it is still literature from whatever point 
of vIew one looks at it, due to the proper value of language and verbal 
machinery, bearing the voice of a subject who is moving towards his dis­
solution, his death, before coming back from this death, changed, abolished in 
words. 'Let me be honest,' Foucault writes as he situates the objective reasons 
()f the archaeological work carried out on the basis of the Riviere affair. 'Maybe 
that was not what detained me for a year as I studied these documents. But 
'imply the beauty of Riviere's memoir.' Let us pause on this word beauty. In a 
lontext like this it does not mean a banal force, but that something essential is 
II play which leads in the direction of the aesthetic. 

The essential point is that this movement, through the aesthetic, duplicates 
th passage through the political and towards the ethical in such a strict and 
I .ointed way. The aesthetic does not come in order to playa balancing or 
,·rnpensatory role, nor is it to be seen as a supplement to politics and ethics, nor 

I lonstituting the outward appearance of these: it informs them. It is at the 
IItle time their concern and their style. It is what makes them possible, visible 

,"d readable in the proper sense of this word in the context of Foucault's 
I H ,b. It is therefore what makes them effective. 
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III 

The distance (which could be called the principle of fiction) now becomes 
the departure of the project of the history of sexuality in the direction of 
Greece, Rome and the Middle Ages. The texts, philosophical or literary (Plato, 
Artemidorus) are able to return freely to these ages, without any tension, 
mirror effects or overhanging. They are able to do this the more easily since 
they come from a period when writing was not affected by the separating 
functions which gradually formed throughout history, culminating in the 
nineteenth century. They do this also because they bear within themselves 
(with no utopia other than that which consists in being able to write this 
movement into a book) the idea of a world where a more direct implementa­
tion of writing by thought could be possible. 

To continue with Paul Veyne's metaphor, one could say that despite the 
wealth of their material these books put one in mind of Cezanne's water­
colours, which came after his oil paintings, where a landscape is evoked where 
spacious areas of blue blend into the white of the paper. A space is created 
where empty areas are as important as those which are full. 

Is not something similar designated by the aphorism of Char which is writ­
ten on the back of these volumes? The history of man is the long succession of 
synonyms of a single word. To contradict this is a duty.' This boils down to 
saying that it is necessary to maintain, rediscover and order spaces between 
words and even within them, so that thought can proceed and be made visible. 
These words could be in stories, fiction, history or philosophy. 

As for literature and art proper, Foucault published nothing in these years 
as far as I know (at least not in French), other than a text to introduce the 
photos of Duane Michals.M But it is all there. 'The indiscreet desire to make a 
narrative of things.' The value of experience. The taste for disappearance. The 
effects of dissociation. The prescription of the invisible ('not to fix the image, 
not to tie it down, but rather to expose it to invisible breaths'). The eluded 
event. And then there are words (which provide the title of the text): the 
' thought emotion' which, Foucault writes, is stronger than time, aging and 
death, since only its experience (which is the same as that of art) has the 
capacity to speak of these things (as he used to say at the time of Tel Quel: 
'speaking thought, thinking speech'). And in order to give more force to his 
approach, and to catch up with art on all sides, at the beginning of the article 
Foucault inserts Duane Michaels's work in a succession which was perhaps 
suggested to him by Michals but which at the same time becomes, in its own 
right, a suggestion for an artistic trail to follow and also Foucault's personal 
sequence of art as experience, both in its initial experience and in its continua­
tion. 'Magritte, Bob Wilson, Under the Volcano, La Mort de Maria Malibra" 
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and, of :urse H.G. (Herve Guibert]'. That is a painter, a theatre producer a 
great m ern novel, a film, and a contemporary novelist. ' 

~hat.co~ld be. said of the authorial function of a writer who, ashe put to ether 
;Istones m phIlosophy, was actually constructing fictions? It seems to r! that 
h .oucau~t do~s show us the way in one of the procedures which are familiar in 
I~ wo~ ,w e~ one ends up twisting one's neck in order to try to see oneself (as 

w en e says, lOr example, that perhaps we will not know what mad 
uality and so ) h h ness, sex-

. o~ were, t oug sometimes he does practise this method without 
saymg so. In hIS description oflevels of authorial functions he h 
age (th t . '11 h suggests t at our 

. a IS to say, stl ,t e age which began in the nineteenth centur ) had 
wItnessed the appearance of what he wishes to call 'founders ofd' ~ . , 9 
'Th h' h . , Iscurslvlty 
Theese aut ors, e wntes, ar~ not only the authors of their works, their book~. 
c y ~ave Pfroduced somethmg more: this is the possibility of regulating the 
IOrmatlOn 0 other texts th bl' h d . , '" . . . . ey esta IS e an mdefinite possibilit of dis-
Course. It IS m thIS way that he situates Marx and Freud ('the fi t d Yh 
i ') d . rs an t e most 
£.mport~nt. an .emp~aslses that, contrary to the novelist who makes it possible 
or ana ogles WIth hIS work to come after him the founder of d' '. 

makes at' b f ' IscurslVlty 
. cer am n~m er ,0 differences possible; whilst yet contrar to the 

foundatIOn of a SCIence, the discourse which is established is of Yh 
geneous t . b a etero-

na. ure to I~S su sequent transformations'. It remains withdrawn or 
o;erhangs It. That IS why, he adds, it is possible to 'go back to' these he;oe 
o a ~ew genre: the 'bolted door of forgetting' is incorporated in their workS 
ma~mg any ~eturn to the~r work impossible and yet bringing about this retur~ 
at t e same tIme. And thIS return becomes 'something like a sort f ' . 
knitting together of the author and the work '. 0 enigmatIc 

. It could well be th~t th~ work, which is at the same time philoso hical and 
IIt~r~ry, ~f tr~nsformmg hIstory into fiction, with the profound sin ~arit that 
thIS ImplIes, IS what contributes most vividly to making M' h I F

g 
IY 

ofthes £. d fd' . IC e oucau tone 
e oun ers 0 Iscurslvity (and that this should b . I h 

which bears within it the fatality of forgetting and re:~~~~~IS~ ~i~: ~~;:t 
Freud, and some others. After all, that is what Jacques Revel f!esaw. ' 
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SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Raymond Belfour's paper brought the first day of the conference to an end; 
only Walter Seitter addressed a question to him, asking him why Foucault 
used the noun 'discursivity' in order to describe certain types of discourse, 
and if there was not a degree of irony in this description of discourse and 
repetitions. 

Raymond Bellour saw no irony of that nature. As for the term 'dis­
cursivity', maybe something fundamental was at work here: the idea that 
words are there to be tried out. 

3 POWER 
AND GOVERNMENT 
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What IS a dispositif*? 

Gilles Deleuze 

Foucault's philosophy is often presented as an analysis of concrete social • 
apparatuses ldispositifi]. But what is a dispositiJ? In the first instance it is a 
tangle, a multilinear ensemble. It is composed of lines, each having a different 
nature. And the lines in the apparatus do not outline or surround systems 
which are each homogeneous in their own right, object, subject, language, and 
so on, but follow directions, trace balances which are always off balance, now 
drawing together and then distancing themselves from one another. Each line 
is broken and subject to changes in direction, bifurcating and forked, and 
subject to drifting. Visible objects, affirmations which can be formulated, forces 
exercised and subjects in position are like vectors and tensors. Thus the three 
major aspects which Foucault successively distinguishes, Knowledge, Power 
and Subjectivity are by no means contours given once and for all, but series of 
variables which supplant one another. It is always in a crisis that Foucault 
d iscovers new dimensions, new lines. Great thinkers are somewhat seismic; 
they do not evolve but proceed by means of crisis, in fits and starts. Thinking 
in terms of moving lines was the process put forward by Herman Melville, and 
this involved fishing lines and lines of descent which could be dangerous, even 
fa tal. Foucault talked of lines of sedimentation but also of lines of 'breakage' 
lnd of 'fracture'. Untangling these lines within a social apparatus is, in each 
lase, like drawing up a map, doing cartography, surveying unknown land­
,rapes, and this is what he calls 'working on the ground'. One has to position 
oneself on these lines themselves, these lines which do not just make up the 
\ocial apparatus but run through it and pull at it, from North to South, from 
b st to West, or diagonally. 

T he first two dimensions of a social apparatus [dispositifJ - or those to which 

• fh/fli ialor's lIo/~ : There is. in Eng lish. no straightforward way of translating disposilif, the implications of 
hl( " .ur dc."vc lupC"d IIlltW. ( h .. lptn I have used the terms 'social apparatus' or 'apparatus' as the closest available 
tUI ... 11,.", . 
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Foucault draws our attention in the first instance - are curves of visibility and 
curves of enunciation. The apparatuses are like Raymond Roussel's machines, 
such as Foucault analyses them; they are machines which make one see and 
speak. Visibility cannot be traced back to a general source oflight which could 
be said to fall upon pre-existing objects: it is made oflines oflight which form 
variable shapes inseparable from the apparatus in question. Each apparatus has 
its way of structuring light, the way in which it falls, blurs and disperses, 
distributing the visible and the invisible, giving birth to objects which are 
dependent on it for their existence, and causing them to disappear. This is the 
case not only for painting but also for architecture: like the 'prison apparatus' 
as an optical machine, used for seeing without being seen. If apparatuses have 
a historical nature, this is to be found in regimes oflight, but also in regimes of 
enunciation. Affirmations finonces] in turn can be traced back to lines of 
enunciation over which the differential positions of their elements are dis­
tributed; and, if the curves are themselves affirmations [inonces], this is because 
inonces are curves which distribute variables and because a science, at a given 
moment, or a literary genre, or a state of law, or a social movement, can be 
defined precisely by the regimes of enunciations to which they give rise. They 
are neither subjects nor objects, but regimes which must be defined from the 
point of view of the visible and from the point of view of that which can be 
enunciated, with the drifting, transformations and mutations which this will 
imply. And in every apparatus [dispositij] the lines break through thresholds, 
according to which they might have been seen as aesthetic, scientific, political, 

and so on. 
Thirdly, a social apparatus fdispositij] consists of lines of force. It could be 

said that they proceed from one unique point to another in the preceding lines; 
in a way they 'rectify' the preceding curves, they draw tangents, fill in the space 
between one line and another, acting as go-betweens between seeing and saying 
and vice versa, acting as arrows which continually cross between words and 
things, constantly waging battle between them. The line of force comes about 
'in any relationship between one point and another', and passes through every 
area in the apparatus. Though invisible and unsayable, it is closely knitted in 
with the others, yet separable. It is these lines that Foucault is interested in 
tracing, and he finds their trajectory in Roussel, Brisset, and in the painters 
Magritte and Rebeyrolle. This is the 'dimension of power', and power is the 
third dimension of space, internal to the apparatus, variable to the apparatus. It 
is formed, like power, out of knowledge [savoi,"]. 

Finally, Foucault discovered lines of subjectification. This new dimension 
has already given rise to misunderstandings, the reasons for which are hard 
to see in precise terms. More than anything else, the discovery of this new 
dimension arose out of a crisis in Foucault's thought, as if it had become: 
necessary for him to redraw the map of social apparatuses [dispositifs ], to find 

160 

What is a dispositif? 

for them a new orientation in order to stop them from becoming locked into 
unbreakable lines of force which would impose definitive contours. Leibniz 
gav~ exemplary expression to this state of crisis which sets thought on the move 
agam when one thinks a resolution has been found: we thought we were in 
port, but we were cast back out into the open sea. Foucault, for his part, was 
concern~d that the social apparatuses [dispositifs] which he was analysing should 
not be circumscribed by an enveloping line, unless other vectors could be seen 
as passing above or below it. Maybe he is using the term 'breaking the line' in 
the sense of 'bypassing it'. This bypassing of the line of forces is what happens 
when it turns on itself, meanders, grows obscure and goes underground _ 
or rather when the force, instead of entering into a linear relationship with 
another force, turns back on itself, works on itself or affects itself. This dimen­
sion of the Self is by no means a pre-existing determination which one finds 
rea~y-~~de: Here ~gain, a line of subjectification is a process, a production of 
subJectiVity 10 a social apparatus [dispositif]: it has to be made, inasmuch as the 
apparatus allows.it to. come into being or makes it possible. It is a line of escape. 
It escapes prece?lOg lmes and escapesfrom itself. The Selfis neither knowledge 
nor power. ~t IS a process of individuation which bears on groups and on 
people, and IS subtracted from the power relations which are established as 
constituting forms of knowledge [savoil:;]: a sort of surplus-value. It is not 
certain that all social apparatuses [dispositifs] comprise these. 
. Foucau.lt designates the Athenian city as the first place in which subjectifica­
tlO~ was lO~ented: this is because it is, according to the original definition 
which he gives to it, the city which invented the line of forces which runs 
through the rivalry offree men. Now, from this line which makes it possible for 
one free man to command others, a very different one branches off which has 
it that a man who commands free men has to be seen as a master of himself. It 
~s these optional rules of self-mastery which constitute subjectification, and this 
IS auto~omous, even if it is subsequently called upon to inspire new powers. 
One might wonder if these lines of subjectification do not form the extreme 
boundary of a social apparatus IdispositifJ, and if perhaps they sketch the 
movement of one apparatus to another, in this sense preparing for 'lines of 
fracture'. ~nd lines of subjectification have no general formula, any more than 
the other hnes. Though cruelly interrupted, Foucault's research would have 
shown that processes of subjectification could take on quite different forms 
from the G~ee~ mode: for example in Christian social apparatuses Idispositifs] in 
~odern SOCieties, and so on. Can one not think of apparatuses where subjectifica­
Hon does not come about through aristocratic life or the aestheticised existence 
of the free man, but through the marginalised existence of the 'outsider'? Thus 
lhe Sinologist Toke! explains how the liberated slave somehow lost his social 
,latus and foun? himself thrown back on an isolated, lamenting, elegiac exist-
« lin', out of which he was to shape new forms of power and knowledge. The 
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study of the variations in the process of subjectification seems to be one ~f the 
fundamental tasks which Foucault left to those who would follow him. I 
believe that there is great fecundity in this form of research, and that current 
projects concerning a history of private life only partially cove~ it. The.creators 
of subjectivity can sometimes be the nobles, those who, accordmg to Nietzsche, 

, the good 'but in different conditions they are the excluded, the say we ... , . . . 
bad, the sinners, the hermits, or monastic commUnities, or heretics: a whole 
typology of subjective formations in a moving app~rat~s: And everywhere 
there are mix-ups to sort out: the productions of subJectiVity escape f~om .t~e 
powers and the forms of knowledge. [savoirs j of ~ne social apparatu~ Idlspo~ltifJ 
in order to be reinserted in another, m forms which are yet to come mto bemg. 

These apparatuses, then, are composed of the fol.lo~ing ~lem~nts: hnes ?f 
visibility and enunciation, lines of force, lines of subJectl~catlon, hnes of split­
ting, breakage, fracture, all of which criss-cross and mmgle .to~ether, some 
lines reproducing or giving rise to others, by means of vanatlons ~r even 
changes in the way they are grouped. Two important conseque~ces anse fo~ a 
philosophy of social apparatuses rdispositifsj· T~e first of these.'s the re~udla­
tion of universals. The universal, in fact, explams nothmg; It IS the universal 
which needs to be explained. All the lines are lines of variation, whic~ do not 
even have constant co-ordinates. The One, the All, the True, the obJ~ct, .the 
subject are not universals, but singular processes - of ~nificati?n, totahsatlon, 
verification, objectivation, subjectification - present m the gIVen apparatus. 
Also each apparatus is a multiplicity in which operate processe~ o~ thiS. nature 
still in formation, distinct from those operating in another. It IS m t.hls s~nse 
that Foucault's philosophy can be referred to as pragmatism, functlonahsm, 
positivism, pluralism. Perhaps it is Reason which poses the greatest prob.lem 
because the processes of rationalisation can operate on seg~ents or on regl~ns 
of all lines under consideration. Foucault pays homage to NIetzsche regardmg 
the historical nature of reason; and he suggests the importance of epistem?­
logical research on the different forms of ~atio~ality in kno~ledge Isavolr] 
(Koyre, Bachelard, Canguilhem) and of soclOpohtlcal research mt~ m~des of 
rationality in power (Max Weber). Perhaps he was reserving the thtr~ lme for 
himself: the study of types of 'reasonableness' in subjects he was de~lmg WIth. 
But what he essentially refuses is the identification of this process WIth Rea.son 
par excellence. He challenges any attempt to resto~e universals m. reflect.lOn, 
communication or consensus. One might say m thiS respect that hIS rel~t1ons 
with the Frankfurt School and the successors of this school were a senes of 
misunderstandings for which he was not responsible. And, just as he does ~ot 
admit of a universality in a founding subject or in Reason par excellence whIch 
would make it possible to judge social apparatuses rdispositifs], he ~lso does not 
admit of universals of catastrophe in which reason becomes ahenated and 
collapses once and for all. As Foucault said to Gerard Raulet, there is not a 
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bifurcation in reason, yet reason is forever bifurcating; there are as many 
bifurcations and branchings as there are foundations, as many collapses as 
there are constructions following the breaks brought about by the apparatus, 
and 'there is no sense in the propositions according to which reason is a long 
narrative which has now come to an end'. From this point of view, the question 
raised in objection to Foucault - the question as to how the relative value of a 
social apparatus [dispositif] can be assessed if one cannot evoke transcendental 
values by way of universal co-ordinates - is a question which leads us back­
wards and which, in itself, also risks meaninglessness. Does this mean that 
all social apparatuses [dispositifs] are equally valid (nihilism)? It has been a 
long while since thinkers like Spinoza and Nietzsche first began to show that 
modes of existence have to be assessed according to immanent criteria, accord­
ing to their content of , possibilities', liberty or creativity, without any appeal to 
transcendental values. Foucault even makes allusion to 'aesthetic' criteria, 
which are understood as criteria for life and replace on each occasion the claims 
of transcendental judgement with an immanent evaluation. When we read Fou­
cault's last books, we have to do our best to understand the programme which 
he is placing in front of his readers. Could this be the intrinsic aesthetic of modes 
of existence as the ultimate dimension of social apparatuses [dispositifs]? 

The second consequence of a philosophy of social apparatuses [dispositifsl is ... 
a change in orientation which turns one's interest away from the Eternal and 
towards the new. The new is not supposed to mean the same as the fashion­
able but, on the contrary, the variable creativity which arises out of social 
apparatuses [dispositifs]. This fits in with the question which began to be asked 
in the twentieth century as to how the production of something new in the 
world might be possible. It is true that, throughout his theory of enunciation, 
Foucault explicitly impugns the 'originality' of an enond as being something 
which is of little relevance and interest. All he wishes to consider is the 
' regularity' of enonds. But what he understands by regularity is the sweep of ) 
the curve which passes through singular points or the differential values of the 
ensemble of enunciations (in the same way that he defines power relations by 
means of the distribution of singular elements in a social field). When he 
challenges the originality of an enond, he means that a contradiction which 
might arise between two enonds is not enough to distinguish between them, 
or to mark the newness of one with regard to the other. What counts is the 
newness of the regime itself in which the enunciation is made, given that such 
a regime is capable of containing contradictory enonds. One might, for 
rxample, ask what regime of enonds appeared with the social apparatus 
IdlJpositifj of the French Revolution, or the Bolshevik Revolution: it is the 
lJ('wness of the regime that counts, not the newness of the enond. Each 
Ipparatus is thus defined in terms of its newness content and its creativity 
{"lilt· III, I hiS m.lrklflg at tht· sallll' time its ability to transform itself, or indeed 
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to break down in favour of a future apparatus, unless it concentrates its 
strength along its harder, more rigid, or more solid lines. Inasmuch as they 
escape the dimensions of power and knowledge, the lines of subjectification 
seem particularly capable of tracing paths of creation, which are continuall.y 
aborting, but then restarting, in a modified way, until the former apparatus IS 

broken. Foucault's as yet unpublished studies on various Christian processes 
probably open a number of different avenues in this respect. Yet it would not 
be right to think that the production of subjectivity is the territory only of 
religion: anti-religious struggles are also creative, just as regimes of light, 
enunciation and domination pass through different domains. Modern forms of 
subjectivation no longer resemble those of Greece any more than they do tho~e 
of Christianity, and the same goes for their light, their enunciations and their 

forms of power. 
We belong to social apparatuses IdispositifsJ and act within them. The new-

ness of an apparatus in relation to those which have gone before is what we call 
its actuality, our actuality. The new is the current. The current is not what we 
are but rather what we are in the process of becoming - that is the Other, our 
becoming-other. In each apparatus [dispositifl it is necessary to distinguish what 
we are (what we are already no longer), and what we are in the process of be com­
ing: the historical part and the current part. History is the archive, the drawing of 
what we are and what we are ceasing to be, whilst the current is the sketch of 
what we are becoming. In the same way, history or the archive is what still sep­
arates us from ourselves, whilst the current is the Other with which we are 
already coinciding. It is sometimes thought that Foucault paints a picture of 
modern societies in terms of disciplinary social apparatuses [dispositijS], in oppo­
sition to older social apparatuses [dispositijS] in which sovereignty is the key con­
cept. Yet this is by no means the case: the disciplines which Foucault descri~s 
are the history of what we gradually cease to be, and our present-day reality 
takes on the form of dispositions of overt and continuous control in a way which 
is very different from recent closed disciplines. Foucault agrees with Burroughs, 
who claims that our future will be controlled rather than disciplined. The ques­
tion is not whether this is worse. For to ask this would be to make appeal to ways 
of producing subjectivity which would be capable of resisting this n~w form 
of domination, ways which would be very different from those which were 
formerly exercised against disciplines. Would this mean a new light, new 
enunciations, new power, new forms of subjectification? In each apparatus we 
have to untangle the lines of the recent past and those of the near future: that 
which belongs to the archive and that which belongs to the present; that which 
belongs to history and that which belongs to the process of becoming; that 
which belongs to the analytic and that which belongs to the diagnostic. If Foucault 
is a great philosopher, this is because he used history for the sake of something 
beyond it: as Nietzsche said: acting against time, and thus on time, for the sake 
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of a time one hopes will come. For what appears to be the present-day or the 
new according to Foucault is what Nietzsche called the unseasonable, the 
uncontemporary, the becoming which bifurcates with history, the diagnostic 
which relays analysis with other roads. This is not to predict but to be attentive 
to the unknown which knocks at the door. Nothing shows this better than a 
fundamental passage in L'Archiologie du sa voir, which is valid for the rest of 
Foucault's work: 

As such the analysis of the archive comprises a privileged region which is at the 
same time close to us, but different from our present; it is the border of the time 
which surrounds our present, jutting over it and describing it by means of its 
otherness; it is that which is outside us and delimits us. To describe the archive 
is to set out its possibilities (and the mastery of its possibilities) on the basis of 
forms of discourse which have just recently ceased to be our own; the threshold 
of its existence is established by the break which separates us from what we 
can no longer say, and from that which falls outside our discursive practices; it 
begins with what is outside our own language [tangage], its locus being its 
distance from our own discursive practices. In this sense it becomes valid as a 
diagnostic for us. This is not because it makes it possible for us to paint a picture 
of our distinctive traits and to sketch in advance what we will look like in the 
future. But it deprives us of our continuities; it dissolves this temporal identity in 
which we like to look at ourselves in order to conjure with breaks in history; it 
breaks the thread of transcendental teleologies; and at the point where anthro­
pological thought questions the being of man or his subjectivity, it vividly draws 
attention to the other, to the outside. Understood in this way, the diagnostic does 
not establish the facts of our identity by means of the interplay of distinctions. It 
establishes that we are difference, that our reason is the difference of forms of 
discourse, our history is the difference of times, that our selves are the difference 
of masks. 

The different lines of an apparatus [dispositif] divide into two groups: lines 
of stratification or sedimentation, and lines leading to the present day or 
creativity. The last consequence of this method concerns the whole of Foucault's 
work. In most of his books he specifies a precise archive, with extremely new 
historical methods, regarding the General Hospital of the seventeenth century, 
the clinic of the eighteenth century, the prison of the nineteenth century, the 
subjectivity of Ancient Greece, and then Christianity. But that is one half of his 
task. For, through a concern for rigorousness, through a desire not to mix things 
up and through confidence in his reader, he does not formulate the other half. 
He formulates this explicitly only in the interviews which take place contem­
porary with the writing of each of his major books: what can be said nowadays 
.,hout insanity, prison, sexuality? What new modes of subjectification can be 
"'cn to appear today which, indeed, are neither Greek nor Christian? This last 
IlIcstion, notably, haunts Foucault till the end (we who are no longer either 
.reeks or Christlam ... ). Right till the end of his life Foucault attached a lot 
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of importance to interviews, in France and even more so abroad, and this was 
not because he had a taste for them but because in them he was able to trace 
these lines leading to the present which required a different form of expression 
from the lines which were drawn together in his major books. These inter­
views are diagnostics. It is rather like the situation with Nietzsche, whose 
works are hard to read unless one sees them in the context of the Nachlass con­
temporary with each of them. The complete work of Foucault, such as Defert 
and Ewald conceive it to be, cannot separate off the books which have made 
such an impression on all of us from the interviews which lead us towards a 
future, towards a becoming: the underlying strata and the present day. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Michel Karkelts noted that Gilles Deleuze did not use the word 'truth'. Where 
should one situate the notion of truth-telling which Foucault talks of in his last 
interviews? Is this an apparatus [dispositif) in itself? Or is it a dimension of all 

apparatuses? 
Gilles Deleuze replied that for Foucault the true has no universal nature. 

The truth designates the ensemble of the productions which come about 
inside an apparatus [dispositif). An apparatus comprises truths of enuncia­
tion, truths of light and visibility, truths of power, truths of subjectivation. Truth 
is the actualisation of the lines which constitute an apparatus. To extract from 
the ensemble of apparatuses [dispositifs) a desire for truth which could move 
from one to the other as something constant would be without meaning in 

Foucault's work. 
Manfred Frank observed that Foucault's philosophy belongs to a post­

Hegelian and post-Marxist tradition which wished to break with the universal 
in Enlightenment thought. None the less, one finds i~ Foucault all kinds. of 
universals: apparatuses [dispositifs), discourses, archives, and so on, which 
prove that the break with the universal is not a radical one. Instead of one 
universal, there are several , on different levels. 

Gilles Deleuze stressed that the true frontier is between constants and 
variables. The critique of universals can be translated into a question: how is it 
possible that anything new might come into the world? Other ~hil?Sophers, 
like Whitehead and Bergson, made this the fundamental question In modern 
philosophy. It matters little if general terms are used in order to reflect on 
apparatuses [dispositifs): they are names given to variables. All constants are 
done away with. The lines which make up the apparatuses demonstrate con­
tinuous variations. There are no more universals - that is to say, there is 
nothing except lines of variation. The general terms are the co-ordinates 
which have no meaning other than to make possible the estimation of a 

continuous variation. 
Raymond Bellour wondered where it would be appropriate to situate 
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Foucault's texts on the subject of art: on the side of the book, and therefore of 
the archive, or on the side of the interviews, and therefore of the current. 

Gilles Deleuze recalled Foucault's plan to write a book on Manet. In this 
book, Foucault would probably have analysed more than the lines and the 
colours, the way Manet structured light. This book would have belonged to the 
side of the archive. The interviews would have redeemed from the archive the 
lines characterising our present. 

Foucault might well have said: Manet is the painter who ceases to be. This 
does not detract from Manet's greatness. For the greatness of Manet consists 
in what it was to become Manet at the moment he painted. These interviews 
would have consisted in showing the lines of breakage and of fracture which 
have led to artists nowadays entering into regimes of light which can be said to 
be different - that is to say, light has a different form of becoming. 

For the arts, too, there is a complementarity in the two aspects of the 
analytic (that which we are, and by dint of this what we are ceasing to be) and 
the diagnostic (the becoming other to which we are heading). The analytic of 
Manet implies a diagnostic of what becomes of light, starting with Manet and 
following on from him. 

Walter Seitter was surprised at the 'physicalism' which ran through Gilles 
Deleuze's presentation. 

Gilles Deleuze did not accept the expression to the extent that it implied 
that in regimes of light there might be such a thing as a raw light which could 
be stated in physical terms. The physical is the threshold of that which is 
vis~ble and that which can be stated. There is nothing given in an apparatus 
which can be taken to be in some kind of raw state. But light does have a 
physical regime -lines of light, waves and vibrations: why not? 

Fatl Trikl wondered how and where the demolition of modern techniques 
of S~~itude could be introduced into the concept of social apparatuses [dis­
postttfs). Where could the practices of Michel Foucault be situated? 

Gilles Deleuze indicated that there was no general reply. If a diagnostic 
~as to be found in Foucault, it was in the need to locate, for each apparatus, 
lines of breakage and fracture. Sometimes these were situated on the level of 
powers; at ot~er times on the level of knowledges [savoirs]. More generally, it 
should be said that the lines of subjectivation indicate fissures and fractures. 
But one is dealing with a form of casuistry. Evaluations must be made accord­
ing to the case, according to the content of the apparatus. To give a general 
reply would be to undermine a diSCipline which is as important as that of 
archaeology, the discipline of the diagnostic. 

Fatl Triki ~ondered if Foucault's philosophy could succeed in breaking 
down the barners of the Western world. Could it be seen as a philosophy extra 
muros? 

Gilles Deleuze replied that for a long time Foucault limited his method 
10 short sequences in French history. But in his latter books he envisaged 
longer sequences, starting with the Greeks. Could the same extension be 
made geographically? Could methods analogous to those of Foucault be 
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used to study oriental social apparatuses [dispositifs] or th~se of the ':-"idd~e 
East? Certainly so since Foucault's language [/angage] , which sees things In 

term~ of parcels of lines, as entanglements, as multilinear ensembles, does 

have an oriental feel to it. 
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A power without an exterior 

Franc;ois Ewald 

In Surveiller et punir Michel Foucault described an initial stage in the grouping 
of norms in the modern sense of the term as disciplines. He demonstrated how 
they extended progressively in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, and how they spread across the whole ensemble of the social body, 'the 
formation of what one might in general terms call the disciplinary society'.' 

This diffusion came about by means of three principal modalities. The first, 
and probably the most important, is to be found in what Foucault calls the 
functiona l inversion of disciplines: 

Originally they were required to neutralise dangers, to keep useless or agitated 
populations in their place and to avoid the problems caused by assemblies of too 
great a number; from then on, though, since they became capable of so doing, 
they were required to playa positive role, increasing the potential utility of 
individuals.2 

We see, then, a movement from discipline as a blockade given completely to 
negative functions like stopping evil, breaking communications, suspending 
ti~e, to discipline as mechanism. 

The second modality: 

The emigration of disciplinary mechanisms. Whilst disciplinary establishments 
multiply, their mechanisms have a certain tendency to beco.me de-institution­
alised, to step outside closed fortresses and to circulate in a 'free' state; massive 
and compact disciplines decompose into supple processes of control, which can 
be transferred and adapted.3 

I }Isciplines are no longer the prerogative of certain insti'tutions which are 
, loscd, established within boundaries', and every institution becomes capable 
I using the disciplinary schema. Disciplines become ubiquitous and liberated, 

110 longt' r addressing only someone who is to be punished or a particular evil 
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which one wishes to contain; they are placed at the service of the good, the 
good of all, of all socially useful production. Disciplines are addressed to all 
people, without distinction. 'Finally, the mechanisms of discipline are estab­
lished as means of state control'4 by means of the organisation of a centralised 
police force whose task is to exercise a 'permanent, exhaustive and omnipresent 
surveillance capable of making everything visible'.s Hence the conclusion 
which constitutes one of the major themes in Surveille,. et punir: not only did 
the generalisation of the schema and the technologies of discipline make prison 
possible, but in itself it presented to modern society its true picture of itself: 
'Why should we be surprised if prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks, 
and hospitals, all of which resemble prisons?'6 

Foucault did not mean by this that 'disciplinary society' was a society of 
generalised confinement. Probably he meant the opposite. In fact the diffusion 
of disciplines demonstrates that their techniques are alien to the principle of 
confinement or, more exactly, that with disciplines confinement is no longer of 
a segregational nature. What makes society, as it were, disciplinary is precisely 
the fact that disciplines do not create partitions. On the contrary, their diffusion, 
far from dividing or compartmentalising, homogenises social space. The impor­
tant element in the disciplinary society is the idea of society: the disciplines create 
the society; they create a sort of common language between all sorts of in­
stitutions, making it possible for one to be translated into another. 

Prison does not escape from this: the disciplinary element is what makes 
prison the exclusive instrument of the administration of punishment, and it 
does so without alienating the social element. This is how prison can claim to 
re-educate the criminal and see as its end product the socialisation of the 
offender. Because the juridical apportionment in the deprivation ofliberty no 
longer designates a share in the real. It is a 'false' apportionment, an artificial 
apportionment which no longer involves anything either on the side of the 
mechanisms of power, or on the side of the objectiv;nion ofthe criminal. What 
characterises prison is the fact that the juridical aspect is of a purely surface 
nature and has no function in the substance of what goes on. It should not 
be allowed to mask the fact which, for Foucault, characterises the modern 
age: the fact of the redundancy of the disciplinary, of the great disciplinary 
continuum. Disciplinary society is a society of absolute communication: the 
diffusion of disciplines makes it possible for everything to communicate with 
everything else according to an interplay of redundant elements and infinite 
homologies. 

The norm, or the normative, is at the same time that which makes possible 
the transformation from discipline as blockade into discipline as mechanism, 
the matrix which transforms the negative into the positive, and is to make 
possible the generalisation of the disciplinary as that which is instituted as a 

) 

result of this transformation. The norm is precisely that by means of which and 
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through which society wh 't be d ' , , 
with itself. The norm 'link end~ , cI,omes ~ IscI~lmary society, communicates 

s ISCIP mary mstltutlons of prod ' f k 
~edge [savoir], wealth and finance and makes them interdisci Ii UCtIO~, 0 no~­
mg SOCIal space even if it does not unify it. p nary, omogenls-

lan~:u~;~~~~s~ribes th~ee majodr disciplinary instruments: hierarchic surveil-
, smg sanctIOns, an examination 7 It is hI ' 

~::~se ~;:~:u:::s Ithan 
of t~ree uses o~ the sa~e tec~:I;;; :~i:hq~::t:~~:: 

to resolve the tra " ~ a certam way one IS not dealing with instruments aiming 
ing the whole w~:~I~~al proble~s,of power:,ordering multiple elements, link­
Th ' I S parts, p acmg them m relationship one with another 
I e ~ormatlve put~ forward a particular solution to this old problem' we h . 

~::a(anYdseneonttohfat thIS c~mposition operates according to a principle of prod::~ 
repressIOn) - produ ' , , I ' 

constraining, forbidding sto ' .c~ng, rtlsm~ va ue, ~ntensifying rather than 
the logic of ind' 'd ,.' , ppmg, ut a so thIS ordenng OCcurs according to 

, tVt ua,zsatton. Foucault continall " 

:~~~~Ii:~ 'm~n:,fa,~tu7s' individuals; it is the spec;fi:::~~:~q~Oe :;1: ::~:t; 
stru es m IVI ua s a~ o~e and the same time as objects and as the in-
, ments by means of whIch It is exercised.s But this axis of individ I' , 
IS not and cannot be the I 'h ' ua IsatlOn 

, ' I ' on y one, t e norm IS at the same time the link th 
~nncI~ e of Untty - of ~om,~unication - between these individualities. Th~ 
in

o
:: I~~~:r~;:~~ce ~hlcdh IS ImTsthituted wh~n the group finds itself objectivised 

" , m IVI ua, e norm IS at the centre of a form f 
mUntcatlOn without origin and without subject, 0 com-

The normative schema rests on the whole economy of visibility. 

The exercise of discipline sup , 
the interplay of ' poses an apparatus which constrains by means of 
make it Possible~:~~~t~~:J;~:'t~~ :~fe:~;:~atus where the techniques which 
means of coercion make clearly v' 'bl h pOhwer, and where 10 return the 

lSI e t ose to w om they are applied,9 

~;~:~~~~:!S~~~i~te:::~~;ta~~ m~bilise sp~ce a~d architecture. We need to 
stones and walls Th' e at t e norm Imp/tes such a use of architecture, 

takes the place of the ~::gP~rtance of ,architecture c,omes from the fact that it 
. n normatIve space architecture is no 10 . 

~:I;e~:: eI~~~USively - th~ expressio~ of power. It takes its place. I~g~~~~rt~ 
h . the power Itself. Architecture is the instrument the te h ' 

t e apparatus by means of which in the absence ',c ntque, 
relative to the individuali' " of a sovereIgn, and cor-
objectivity in the seWs jud~::~~~~~~;~~!;.c~s, there exists t~e pos.sibility of an 

I he principle of com " h ,y means of whIch thIS objectivity 
munlcatlOn, t e value of value 'f ' 

(ollld be constituted by means of a me h ' s, meanmg 0 meanmg-
11I .lkes il possible for the obJ'ectivity ofa

c 
,andlsm of selff-rheference. Architecture 

. I JU gement 0 t e self on the If t b 
II 10111 ('xl(' rn;11 rcf(' r(l)l"(" jll\l a judgement of sclfby self. se 0 e 
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In fact, 'examination - disciplines - inverts economy and visibility into the 
exercise of power'. \0 This inversion designates practically a double pro~ess. 
First the institution of a one-dimensional space of visibility, where the aXIs of 
verticality _ up and down - disappears, leaving purely horiiontal.visio.n~ ~~xt, 
and as a result of this, comes the institution of lateral and relattve v1S1blltty. 
That is to say, in disciplinary or normative space there. is ~~thin~ t.o ~ak~ the 
place of the sovereign. Perception [regard) itselfbecomes mV1S1ble: .~lsC1pltnary 
power is exercised by making t.hi~gs invisibl.e; on the .o~h.e~ h~~d, I.t ~~pos~s on 
those whom it subjugates a pnnclple of obhgatory vlslblltty. Vlslblltty IS no 
longer the visible origin which can be situated; for it has no source other than 

those whom it makes visible, thus visible to themselves. 
In the pre-disciplinary (pre-normative) order, the sovereign organises - for 

example, in the ceremony of torture and capital punishm~~t - the sumptuous 
spectacle of his own presence. 'Until then the role of poltttcal ceremony had 
been to provide for the presentation, at the same ttme excesslv~ and ord~red, of 
power; it was a sumptuary expression of power, an expenditure which was 
at the same time exaggerated and codified and from which power drew ItS 

vigour,' Foucault12 says; and by way of synthesis: 

Traditionally power is that which is seen, that which shows itself,. that which 
makes its presence felt, and, paradoxically, that whIch reveals the princIple of Its 
strength in the movement by means of which it deploys that strength. Those on 
whom it is exercised can remain in the shade; they receIve hght only from that 
part of power which is conceded to them, or from the reflection of it which, for 

a moment, they might bear.l3 

We should be clear about the function of this presentation: it reminds peopl.e 
of their place, and gives everyone their identity. The ~ndi.vidualit~ of power IS 
maximal, to the extent that it is on the basis of its Unity, ItS Identtty, that each 

individual is able to perceive his own identity. 
With disciplines, according to the logic of the norm - 'the revers.al of ~he 

political axis of individualisation'14 - the shade beco~e~ the hght. In 
discipline, it is the subjects who are there to ~~5 seen. T~ls ~I~ht ens.ures the 
control of the power exercised over them. Each mdlvldual IS to .be 
objectivised according to an infinite principle of i~dividual~sation. Each m­
dividual becomes a case. Therefore each is always different, different from the 
other (and from himself). How can this individualisation operate, this individ 

ualisation of the normative? 
The answer is that it occurs according to a purely lateral and relative logic. 

Normative individualisation comes about without any reference to any nature: 
or essence in subjects. It does not have the form of a specification: it does not 
aim to reveal qualities that the individual might himself possess ~n~ ~hl(h 
could thus be seen as characteristics of his type or of his nature. Dlsclpltn;try 
indiviclualisation occurs without the supposition of .IIlY kll"wlt-dgr \WIJ()II\. It 
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is an individualisation which is positive and without metaphysics, an individ­
~alisa~ion which is s~bstanceless, rather like the way, in the system oflanguage, 
I~ which the opposition between signifiers can never be traced back only to 
differences, unless one can fall back on the notion of the signified having a 
substance. It is a pure relationship. It is a relationship without support. Norma­
tive individualisation is itself also diacritical, lateral and relative. 16 It is purely 
comparative. Meaning is created only by spaces within it (rather than exploits). 17 
Disciplines individualise and never cease from so doing; yet this individualisa­
tion does not occur by means of categories, only on the interior of categories. 
Alw~ys present and always starting afresh, it makes appeal to no knowledge 
extenor to that which it makes visible. Hidden worlds, the internal and secrets 
are ~nished with. The age is one of purely positive forms of knowledge 
[savom). Normative knowledge [savoirJ appeals to nothing exterior to that 
which it works on, that which it makes visible. What precisely is the norm? It 
is the measure which simultaneously individualises, makes ceaseless individ­
ualisation possible and creates comparability. The norm makes it possible to 
locate spaces, indefinitely, which become more and more discrete, minute, and 
at the same time makes sure that these spaces never enclose anyone in such a 
way as to create a nature for them, since these individualising spaces are never 
anything more than the expression of a relationship, of a relationship which 
has to been seen indefinitely in the context of others. What is a norm? A 
principle of comparison, of comparability, a common measure, which is in­
stituted in the pure reference of one group to itself, when the group has 
no relationship other than to itself, without external reference and without 
verticality. 

From the analysis which Foucault carries out in Surveilleret punir, two other 
characteristics of the norm, or the normative, can be deduced. First of all, 
normative individualisation is not exterior. The abnormal does not have a 
nature which is different from that of the normal. The norm, or normative 
space, knows no outside. The norm integrates anything which might attempt 
to go beyond it - nothing, nobody, whatever difference it might display, can 
ever cl~im to be exterior, or claim to possess an otherness which would actually 
make It other. Georges Canguilhem demonstrated this in the context of his 
;Inalysis of monsters; when one thinks in terms of norms, the anomaly is not 
.Ibnormal. It does not bear witness to a difference which would be seen as so 
trong that partitions would have to be seen in nature; the difference manifests 
, possibility. Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire said: 'There is no exception to the 
I.,ws of nature, there are exceptions to the laws of naturalists.' It is not the 

reption that proves the rule. Rather, the exception is within the rule. 
rherefore the line from the abnormal to the normal is not a definite one. It 

IIllIot be traced back to anything in nature. The abnormal is the norm: both 
Ih gi.lIlt ;lnd the dwarf, the idiot ancl the genius. But this does not mean to say 
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that, in normative space, there is no possible division, that there is no place for 
a process of valuing. The practices of the norm are not relativistic. The normal 
is opposed to the abnormal. But this division is of a sp'~cial kind: it is formu­
lated in terms of thresholds and boundaries. It is precisely a problem of know­
ing how to effect the division between the normal and the abnormal. It must 
be understood, though, that it can never express a law in nature; it can only 
formulate a pure relationship between the self and the group. 

Hence the implication concerning the treatment of the abnormal. As Fou­
cault writes: 'To punish is to exercise'. IS Disciplines do not act by means of 
segregation but through intensification. In a disciplinary society - and this is its 
principle- the treatment of those who have been declared to be criminals is no 
different from that which applied to the good citizen. 'Disciplinary punish­
ment is, for a large part at least, an isomorph of obligation itself; it is less the 
vengeance of the contra vened law than its repetition, its redoubled insistence.' 19 

Also, if prison constitutes a disciplinary space, this is not because it is founded 
on thejuridical deprivation ofliberty but because within its confines the means 
by which normal individuals are manufactured are repeated and insisted 
upon. When the disciplines become normative, the disciplinary institutions 
become isomorphs of one another. When the whole society becomes norma­
tive, each institution - armed forces, school, workshop, prison - becomes 
redundant in its relationship to the others. 

'Norm' should not be confused with 'discipline'. Disciplines target bodies, 
with a function of training them; the norm is a measure, a means by which the 
common measure is produced. It is at the same time that which makes things 
comparable and that which individualises them: a principle of visibility, result­
ing from the pure mechanism of the group's reflection on itself. Disciplines 
are not necessarily normative. What characterised modernity, according to 
Foucault, was the advent of a normative age: the normalisation of disciplines, 
the movement from discipline as blockade to discipline as mechanism, and cor­
relatively the formation of a disciplinary society, which is characterised not by 
confinement, even if one continues to use the procedure, but rather by the con­
stitution of a space: supple, interchangeable, without segregation, indefinitely 
redundant and without exterior. 
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Towards a natural history of norms 
Pierre Macherey 

I 

What probably most concerned Foucault was to understa~d how th~ action 
of norms on the lives of men determines the type of sOCiety to which they 
belong as subjects. Now, on this point, all his investigations turned abo~t a ~un­
damental question, the scope of which is both epistemological and hlst?flCal: 
how can one move from a negative conception of the norm and the way It acts, 
founded on a model of juridical exclusion and related to that wl}ich is permit­
ted and forbidden, to a positive conception, which on the contrary insists on I~S 
biological function of inclusion and regulation, in the sense ~ot ~f a systematic 
regulation but of a regularisation, with reference to the dlstmctlon, confir~e~ 
by the so-called human sciences, between the normal a~d the ~athol~glCal. 
Depending on which of these twO forms is preferred.' sOCIal relatl~nshlps and 
the way individuals are inserted into the network which they constitute would 

have to be defined on completely different bases. 
Thus _ and this is the essential conclusion which comes out of Histoire de la 

folie _ madness can be considered, and also, one might say, acted upon, on t~e 
basis of unreason, as with the segregative practice of confinem~nt made realm 
an exemplary manner by the General Hospital: or, o~ th~ ot~er hand, ~n tht' 
basis of alienation, from the moment this segregation IS lifted and msanc 
people are 'liberated', in the asylum which oversees madness in a completely 
different way, integrating it into what medicine claims to know about man. In 
the same way, Surveilla et punir shows how punishments can be put on as a 
show acting out the opacity of major interdictions against a dark backdrop, 
phici~g those who transgress them beyond the pal~ o.f humanity, ~s in .th 
public torture of regicides: or as a discipline, on the mSlde ~f the peOitentlary 
institution which deploys a principle of transparency, reflectmg what the w.hol 
of society should be, according to the exemplary function of the Panoptlwn 
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Finally, according to Histoire de la sexualite, the pleasure linked with sex can be 
s~bmitted t? ~xternal control, tending to contain it within certain limits recog­
Olsed as legitimate; or on the other hand it can be 'liberated', just as it can be 
said that the asylum 'liberated' the insane by treating them as sick people. This 
ple~sure thus becomes involved in a movement of almost limitless expansion, 
wh~ch a~tua~ly constitutes it into 'sexuality', following the positive impulse 
which gives It a power functioning as a 'biopower'. 

The analysis of these three cases can be carried out within the framework of 
an apparently common orientation, since each time it encounters the same 
dilemma, confronting two practices opposed to the norm, which make of it a 
principle of e~clu~ion or integration, revealing at the same time the way the 
two forms whICh It takes together are linked historically: the norm of know 
ledge [savoir], enunciating truth criteria the value of which can be restrictive or 
constitutive; and the norm of power, fixing for the subject the conditions of his 
(or her) liberty, according to external or internal laws. We also see how the 
problematic of the norm, in its relationship with society and with the subject, 
also makes reference to the distinction between the two possible forms of 
kn~wle~ge ?en:-0nstrated in us Mots et les Choses: that of an abstract grid of 
ratIOnality, Juttmg over the domain of objects which it is supposed to 'rep 
resen.t' by e.nclosing them within its own framework; and that of knowledgt· 
Isavo,:] which, .on t~e contrary, presents itself as being incorporated in the 
cons~ltutlO~ of ItS obJect, which is from then on no longer only its 'object' but 
also ItS subJect, knowledge [savoirJ, the form of which is given par excellence by 
the human sciences. 

In any case, having stressed these correspondences between the different 
domains o.finvestigation which successively held Foucault's attention, it should 
also be pomted out that between Histoire de la folie and Histoire de la sexuallll 

~is interest shifted, not only with regard to the corpus of objects and affirma 
tlOn~ [en.oncts 1 on which he was working, but also with regard to the point of 
IpplicatlOn of the fundamental alternative out of which the main lines of hi, 
('nquir: origina~e: and it is this shift which makes it impossible for the analyse~ 
I have Just mentIOned to be applied in a precise way, as if they were developing, 
In pa rallel, a type of reasoning which was formally identical. This is the shIft 
,·hich determines the values on either side of the norm (following the model 

III terms of which the norm can be traced, divided or distinguished), in view of 
t II(' study of its function. The sides in question would be, on the one hand, tht' 

1.1e to which it gives a negative connotation, which it sees as being of lesst'f 
.tlue; and .on the other hand the positive pole, which it values more highly; 

Ih. ,(' two Sides are the interdiction and the pathological in the case of IIi>loil'C' 
1.1 folie and the permissible and the normal in the case of IIIJIOII'C' dC' w 
1",11,1, particularly in the last two volumes to bt' pubhsll('d. Thu, Wt ~('( hnc' 

ond <lilt'mlll;! surf,lClI\g, whirh 1\ In sonl(' w,Iy Ir,II1\Vt r~,11 10 !III' pr('('dll\~ 
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one and suggests, regarding the action of the norm, two new possibil~tie~ of 
interpretation, depending on whether it is orientated towards ~he c~ns~ltutlOn 
of a pattern of abnormality - which is the essential problem m ~/stolre de. fa 
folie - or, on the contrary, towards a patter~ o~ normality ac~~rdmg to a pomt 
of view which finally emerged as that of HlStOlre de fa sexWlltte. 

If this is correct, one might consider the problematic which lies at th~ heart 
of Foucault's work to be situated at the intersection of these two Imes of 
alternatives. The first of these two lines deals with the norm's relationship to 
its 'objects', a relationship which could be either inte.rnal o~ e~t~rnal according 
to whether it refers to a boundary (that is, the norm m the Jundlcal sense) or to 
a limit (that is, the norm in the biological sense). The second deals with the 
norm's relationship to its 'subjects' which, at the same time as it excludes or 
integrates these latter according to the first relations.h.ip, a.lso disqualifies or 
identifies them, in terms of recognition or non-recogmtlon, m such a way as to 
place them on one side or another in a way which is separated or distinguished 
by the norm. It is by taking interest in both of these pr~blems th.at we can come 
to understand how Foucault, whose own interest lay m Just thiS, none the less 
came to modify his point of view as his investigations slowly but surely led him 
into new domains. 

What I wish to deal with here are the philosophical implications of this 
question of the norm, such as I have just formulated it. Is ther~ a 'truth' a~ut 
norms and the way they act, which is related to the type of society and su.bJe~t 
to which they correspond? And what is the nature of this truth? D~ the cntena 
by means of which it can be evaluated arise out of a for~ of hlsto~y o~ of 
epistemology? Or again, to what extent can the perspectiveS of a hlstoncal 
study or an epistemological study be reconciled? 

II 

Let us begin with an initial thesis, the scope of which is, as will be seen, directly 
philosophical: the affirmation of the productive character of t~e ~or.m .. 

As has already been pointed out, depending on whether pnonty IS given to 
the juridical or biological model of the norm, the way it acts c.a~ be th~ug~t of 
in two ways:.either negatively and restrictively, like the imposl~lOn, .whlch IS by 
definition abusive, of a line of division, traversing and controlling, m the form 
of a domination, an area of spontaneous events the starting points of which are 
considered to pre-exist this intervention (which, after the event, or~~rs them, 
by containing them in the way that a form cont~ins a conten~); or PO~ltlvely ~nd 
expansively, like an extensive movement which, progressively wlthd~awmg 
the limits of its domain of action, itself effectively constitutes a field of eXistence 
in which norms find their application. And in this last case, one could say that 
the norm 'produces' the elements on which it acts, at the same time as it 
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elabora~es the ~roce?ures and the real means of this action - that is to say, it 
determmes their eXistence by means of the very fact that it undertakes to 
master them. 

When, for example, in a vitally important passage in La Volante de sat/air 
[VS] (1st edn, Paris: Gallimard, 1976, pp. 78 ff.), Foucault sets out the tech­
nology of confession - which, according to him, is the basis of our scientia 

sexWllis - as a ritual for the production of truth, he means that the criteria to 
which representations of 'sexuality ' conform are effective only to the extent 
that, rather than prising out this truth as though it were already present in an 
objective reality about sex which it makes known, this technology 'produces' 
the tr.uth by its~lf c~nsti~uting its object; this 'sexuality' which comes into being 
only m a certam hlstoncal type of society (one which, at the same time as it 
draws out or solicits confessions about sex or its practices, also manufactures 
that which can be confessed in a way which bears a particular relationship to 
the unconfessable). An analysis of this nature leads to a 'political history of 
truth' (VS, p. 80), or again to 'the political economy of a will to know' (ibid., 

p. 981. I n fact. this process clarifies the notion of a will to knowledge which 
proVides the title of the work: if there is no knowledge [sat/air] without a 'will' 
which Supports it - obviously this does not mean the will of a subject _ this is 
because the truth discourse it seeks to pronounce cannot be traced back to the 
ne.utr~lised representation of a content of reality which could be said to pre­
eXist It: but, .on t.he contrary, the same will or the same necessity which pro­
duced Its obJect IS affirmed, in a form of 'power-knowledge' in which these 
two aspects, power and knowledge, coincide absolutely. 

I wish to open a parenthesis here which I shall in fact close only provision­
ally: What ph.ilosophical conception of truth is initially brought to mind by this 
notlon .of a w~ll to kn~wledge which takes on the form of 'power-knowledge' 
j~out/olr-;at/olr]? Behmd the Nietzschean reference which is too directly ob­
VIOUS here to be sufficient, is it not possible to see a different, more distant 
reference, which is in fact Spinozist? After all, Foucault is doing no more than 
explaining that the ideas which we can form of sexuality on the basis of 
rna.terials assembled by the ritual of confession are not 'like silent paintings in 
.1 pI.cture', the precision of which is attested to by their conformity to the object 
which s.erved a.s a model, following the pattern of the external relationship of 
... laptatlOn (Spmoza talks of convenientia) which binds the idea to its object 
jullat]; he suggests that they are adeqWlte to the extent that the same order of 
I)("cessity whi~h also produces the domain of reality, the 'things' which it gives 
III I k~own, IS affirmed within them and in the movement which brings them 
In to hemg. And. w~en Spinoza, for his part, insisted on dynamic activity, the 
Ir llc· Idea of which IS at one and the same time the result and the expression, 
urdy he was doing nothing other than relating this truth to a 'will to know-

I dgr ' which produces it. Thus when, in an extremely famous formulation, he 
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presented the intellect as a 'spiritual automaton', he had already suggested, 
through this metaphor of a machine thinking of its own accord, that it would 
be necessary to relate the genesis of knowledge to a 'technology', which would 
at the same time be that of a form of knowledge [savoir] and a power Ipouvoir]. 
This Spinozist reference will be encountered again on a number of occasions 

during the course of this paper. 
• I now wish to return to the general aspects of this productive nature of the 

norm, which involve both power and knowledge in the same process, and then 
I wish to pursue the consequences of this. From the point of view of this 
productive nature, to be a subject, that is to say - since for Foucault this latter 
expression can have no other meaning - to be exposed to the action of a norm, 
as a subject of knowledge [sa voir] or as a subject of power, is to be dependent 
on this action. This is the case not only regarding certain external aspects of 
behaviour, according to the dividing line between the legitimate and the illicit, 
but also regarding that which constitutes the actual nature of the thinking and 
acting subject, who acts only to the extent that he is acted upon, who does not 
think except to the extent to which he is thought of, by norms and under norms 
in relation to which his thought and his action can be measured - that is to say, 
integrated into a global system of evaluation, where they figure as a degree 
or as an element. Again from this point of view, being a subject is therefore 
literally to be 'subjected' - not, however, in the sense of submission to an order 
which is exterior and supposes a relationship of pure domination, but to that of 
an insertion of individuals, of all individuals without exception and without 
exclusion, into a homogeneous and continuous network, a normative apparatus, 
which reproduces them and transforms them into subjects. 

Let us take an example which Foucault uses on a number of occasions in his 
later texts, and which certainly had considerable importance for him: Kant's 
1784 treatise on the Enlightenment, where he discerns the first historical 
occurrence of an essential question which he formulates in complementary 
ways: 'Who am 1 now?' 'What is the current field of possible experiences?' 
These two questions can also be traced back implicitly to the thesis of the 
productive nature of the norm. Indeed, to situate oneself in reiation to norms 
_ to the extent that these define, for a time, a field of possible experiences - is 
to position oneself as a subject in the context of a normalised society which 
guarantees the efficacy of its laws. This does not mean in the sense of bowing 
subjects to the full rigour of these laws in the face of which they would be 
docile or rebellious according to their dispositions, or according to a principle 
of autonomy which in their eyes would pre-exist their exposure to the action of 
the law in question. On the contrary, it would mean the setting up of a domain 
of subjectivity which would itself be predisposed and inclined to this action. 
Moreover, one could extend this reading of Kant's text, seeing in it the point of 
departure, or indeed the effective foundation, of a doctrine of the universality 
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of the law. For subjects produced or reproduced in this way, the law would 
never appear as a particular prescription, which they would encounter on their 
way as an indicator or as an obstacle and which would point the way to their 
destination without taking account of their own spontaneous intentionality; 
for it would be expressed in universal terms at the very core of their being, in 
their name, since it is also that which 'gives them a name' - that is to say, that 
which designates them as subjects and assigns to them norms of action which 
they have in this respect to recognise as their own. 

It can now be said that to be a subject is to 'belong', following a striking 
formulation which returns in the text of a lecture to the College de France, 
specially dedicated to Kant's treatise on the Enlightenment (according to the 
unedited version of the lecture published in May 1984 in no. 207 of the 
Magazine litteraire). The question which has already been referred to - 'Who 
am I now?' - is reformulated here in these terms: 'What then is this present to 
which I belong?' It is the philosopher who asks this question and undertakes to 
reflect on this belonging. This is the direction followed by his thought: 'The 
point is to show in what way and how the speaker, as thinker, as scientist, as 
philosopher, himself belongs to this process, and (what is more) how he has a 
certain role to play in this process where he finds himself both an element and 
an actor. In short, it seems to me that we can see in Kant's text the appearance 
of the question of the present as a philosophical event to which the philosopher 
who is speaking of it belongs.' We should be clear about the fact that what is 
being enunciated here is not only that which specifies the philosopher's own 
position, but that which constitutes in a general way the actual condition of the 
subject, the being of the subject, or rather the subject-being: and it is precisely 
hy taking upon himself to enunciate this condition that he positions himself 
as a philosopher. In these terms, 'being a subject' is to 'belong' - that is, to 
wntribute simultaneously as an element and as an actor in a global process, the 
unfurling of which defines the current field of possible experiences, and only 
'10 the interior of which can be situated the fact of 'being a subject'. 

If the subject, thus defined, has a singular aspect, it is not that of an isolated 
I ing who is determined uniquely in terms of his relationship to himself -

hether this relationship is traced back to a particular concrete identity, that of 
.1 'self' unlike any other, or whether it makes reference to a universal abstract, 
III the manner of the 'thing which thinks' revealed by the Cartesian Cogito 
(.Kcording to a rational experience which is by definition valid for all subjects 
which it groups together in the same primordial operation). On the contrary, it 
1 .1 ingularity which becomes apparent or stands out only against a back-

round of belonging, binding the subject, not only to other subjects with 
hom he communicates, but to the global process which constitutes him as it 

norlllaltses him, and whence he draws his own being. Later in the lecture to the 
II ).:(. d(' France, we r ad again: 

181 



Pierre Macherey 

And for this very reason, it can be seen that for the philosopher to ask the ques­
tion about belonging to this present is by no means any longer to ask the question 
of his belonging to a doctrine or to a tradition; nor is it any longer the simple 
question of his belonging to a human community in general, but of his belonging 
to a certain 'us' , to an us which is related to a cultural ensemble characteristic of 
its own present state. It is this us which is in the process of becoming for the 
philosopher the object of his own reRection; and in this way is affirmed the 
impossibility of making the economy of the philosopher's questioning about his 
own belonging unique to this us. All this, philosophy as the problematisation of 
a present state, the philosopher questioning this present state to which he belongs 
and in relationship to which he has to situate himself, could well characterise 
philosophy as the discourse of modernity about modernity. 

Now, reading these lines, one cannot avoid wondering if, as Foucault affirms 
here, this determination of the subject on the basis of the appearance of an 'us' 
which coincides with the conditions of a current state - that is to say, with 
the present field of possible experiences - begins to emerge only with Kant, 
especially since Kant's text which is referred to here, taken literally, seems to 
be talking about something quite different. Amongst other things it sketches a 
theory of the enlightened despot, based on the principle according to which 
man is a being who, in order to 'raise himself, has absolute need of a master. 
Foucault ignores this theory completely in his interpretation, thus revealing 
what might be called a symptomatic reading. If one does concede that Kant 
was the first to ask the question: 'Who am I now?', giving this the meaning: 
'What is this us that I belong to?', how can one fail to take into account the 
reply which he himself gave to this question, a reply which evidently deter­
mined the formulation of the question as to whether being a subject is to define 
oneself in terms of belonging to a human community in general? Now the 
concept of the human community which appears here is constituted in part by 
the rationality of its law, both in the moral and juridical sense ofthe word: it is 

that which is accomplished in a state oflaw. 
From the perspective adopted by Kant, it is possible to speak of the norm as 

having a productive nature: in fact the law which binds one to the human 
community speaks in general from the point of view of the self - one could 
even say, in the full meaning of this expression, that it makes me speak, as 
stated in Rousseau's formulation which Kant was particularly fond of: 'Con­
science, the divine instinct' , whence he drew for his own purposes the thesis of 
the 'moral law in me' - that is to say, within the self. Yet this productive nature 
remains precisely subjected to the identification of the norm and the law. 
which is the condition of all my actions: if the law indicates to me what I must 
do, even before it forbids me to do that which I must not do, the fact remains 
that its discourse is essentially prescriptive - that is to say, it obliges me as a pure 
form, and the effectiveness of this is due to the very fact that it is free from 
all content. Yet this is obviously not the direction in which Foucault himself 
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wished to go. One finds here rather the premisses of the reading of Kant 
sketched by Lacan in his text Kant a vee Sade, where he shows that belonging to 
the law and to the ideal of the 'community is exactly what the law prescribes, 
and that this directly defines the desiring subject, at the same time placing his 
desire under the weight of the law which gives to it alone, as a form, its whole 
content. It can be seen that expressing the question of the subject in a com­
pletely formal way - or, as could be said: in the category of the symbolic - is 
probably to make the subject the product of the law. This then situates him 
from the beginning in a relationship of belonging (in relationship to a rational 
community which is also, paradoxical though this might appear, a desiring 
community). Yet this is still, at the same time, to take as the unique measure of 
this productivity the juridical formalism of the law - that is to say, to develop a 
negative or negating conception of this productivity, which would tend towards 
nothing less than the establishment of a limit 'within' the subject himself. As 
such the subject would appear as necessarily thwarted by the law: a divided or 
split subject, a subject with this lack of being called desire - that is to say, a 
subject in Lacan's sense of the word. From this point of view, the subject finds 
his place already set out in a precisely circumscribed domain of legitimacy, 
from within which he has to maintain and guarantee his identity as a subject. 

How can one escape this line of interpretation towards which the Kantian 
reference seems directly to lead? The answer is perhaps to introduce another 
philosophical reference to define the notion of belonging such as it constitutes 
the subject-being. This would be the reference to Spinoza on which I have 
already drawn, and which might make it possible for us to sketch an outline of 
modernity which is different from that which can be derived from the Kantian 
lfitique. On this point, it is possible to draw support from an indication given 
hy Foucault himself, in Histoire de la folie - an indication which, it is true, was 
not extended to the rest of his work. It occurs in Chapter V of the first part 
which deals with the insane, where he evokes (lst edn, Paris: Pion, 1961, 
PI'. I 74-5) this ethical problematic which underlies all classical thought: 'Clas-
leal reason does not encounter the ethical as the outcome of truth, in the form 

d moral laws; the ethical as the choice against unreason is present from the 
\' ginning of all concerted thought . . . . In the classical age, it is reason which 
'Ilginates in the space of the ethical.' In support of this Foucault quotes the 

J I( intel/eetus emendatione: 'What then is this nature (the superior nature, the 
" lIeral nature of which is defined by the ethical)? We shall show that it is the 
lIowledge of the union which the thinking soul has with the whole of nature.' 
IIW the notion of belonging, or of union, is no longer defined here in the 
t gory of the symbolic but in that of the real. To be a subject, then, is -
IiI,wlI1g a formulation which runs through the whole ofSpinoza's work - to 
) II ion on self. affirm oneself and recognise oneself as a pars naturae - that is 

h('lng suhmitted to the global necessity (and what Spinoza is talking 
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of here is quite the opposite of a constraint) of a whole, of nature itself, of which 
each of our experiences as subjects is the more or less developed and complete 
expression. 

One can see here, then, the appearance of a modality of belonging which is 
completely separate from the way belonging is seen according to the Kantian 
theory of rational law. For though it does make reference to an order, a 
reference from which it draws its own rationality, this order is not a human 
order but a natural order; it is not the prescriptive order of men but a necessary 
order of things which is expressed from the point of view of a nature in face of 
which there is no man who has the right, or indeed the capability, of position­
ing himself tanquam imperium in imperio - that is to say, risking a translation, 
'as a power within a power'. This is why laws of this order, which are the laws 
of nature itself and not the laws of a human nature, are laws in the physical and 
not in the juridical sense of the term. Consequently, the relationship of belong­
ing should not be determined in a limiting way, in terms of constraint, but in a 
positive way; or again, according to the actual terms used by Spinoza, in a 
causal way: for it is this relationship which constitutes and brings into being 
that which is affirmed by it and through it. From this point of view, to accede 
to a higher nature - borrowing the formulation in the De intellectus 

emendatione - is by no means to despoil oneself of one's first nature, in view of 
what would initially appear in terms of its finitude. It is, on the contrary, to 
deploy to the maximum all the power which is in it, by means of which it 
communicates, as a pars naturae, with the whole of nature of which it is ten­
dentially the complete expression, since infinity cannot be divided. In the same 
way that the whole of extendability 'is' in a drop of water, and in the same way 
that the whole of thought is in the simplest idea, so too the whole of nature is 
'in' me, so long as I learn to know myself as belonging to it, by acceding to this 
ethical knowledge [savoir], which is also an ethic of knowledge and which does 
away with the false alternatives ofliberty and necessity. 

On the basis of this last consequence it is possible to approach the formulation 
which is found in the introduction to L' Usage des plaisirs (Paris: Gallimard, 1984, 
p. \5), in which Foucault defines the main concern of his undertaking: 'to find 
out to what extent the task of thinking about one's own history can liberate 
thought from that which it thinks silently and make it possible for it to think dif­
ferently'. To think of one's own history - that is to say, to think of oneself as 
belonging to a certain type of society in the conditions of an actuality - is to 
liberate thought from what it thinks without thinking about it, and thus to open 
for it the way to the only freedom which can have any meaning for it: not that of 
an illusory 'liberation', which would make it possible for it to experience itself as 
fully human, but that which allows it 'to think differently', the expression which 
one could also use to illustrate the amor intellectualis Dei of which Spinoza 
speaks, which, when it comes down to it, means nothing other than this. 
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Pursuing this reference to Spinoza still further, it is possible to arrive at a 
new thesis which is perhaps the most' important in the thought which Foucault 
dedicates to the norm and to its action: after the thesis of the productivity of the 
norm comes the thesis of its immanence. 

III 

To think in terms of the immanence of the norm is indeed to refrain from 
considering the action of the norm in a restrictive manner, seeing it as a form 
of 'repression' formulated in terms of interdiction exercised against a given 
subject in advance of the performance of this action, thus implying that this 
subject could, on his own, liberate himself or be liberated from this sort of 
control: the history of madness, just like that of sexuality, shows that such a 
'liberation', far from suppressing the action of norms, on the contrary re­
inforces it. But one might also wonder if it is enough to denounce the illusions 
of this anti-repressive discourse in order to escape from them: does one not run 
the risk of reproducing them on another level, where they cease to be naive but 
where, though of a more learned nature, they still remain out of step in relation 
to the content at which they seem to be aiming? Foucault seems to be moving 
in this direction in the debate he initiates with psychoanalysis in La Volonte 
de sa voir: 

There is nothing new in the assertion that sex is not 'repressed'. Psychoanalysts 
have been saying just this for a long while. They challenged the simple little 
~echanism which comes readily to mind when there is talk of repression: the 
Idea of a rebe1l1Ous energy which would have to be strangled seemed to them to 
be inadequate to describe the way in which power and desire are linked; they 
cons!der them to be linked in a more complex and more fundamental way than 
thiS mterplay between a wild, natural and living energy constantly rising from 
below and an order from above which seeks to obstruct it; there would be no 
need to think of desire as being repressed, for the good reason that it is the law 
which constitutes desire and wanting which brings it into being. The power 
relat10n would be present from the moment desire is present: it would be an 
illusion then to denounce it as a form of repression exercised after the event but 
it would be vain also to set offin the search of desire outside power. (VS) , 

Now to present the law as that which constitutes desire is, as we have just seen, 
Lo think of the norm as having a productive nature: but it is not enough to 
analyse the relationship between the law and desire in terms of a causal 
rdationship in which the desire of the subject is identified as an effect of which 
I hc order of the law is itself the cause; it is still rtecessary to analyse the type of 
1.1l1sality, transitive or immanent, which is at play in this relationship. It is 
II ar, thcn, that to cxplain how norms act effectively and efficiently it is not 
/lough 10 n·du(l" thl' arllon 10 a determinist model, sct up as symmetrical to 
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the discourse of 'liberation', as its mirror-image, inverted and, as a result of the 
process by which this inversion comes about, identical to it. 

What distinguishes the analysis made in terms of the repression of instincts from 
the analysis made in terms ofthe law of desire is certainly the way in which the 
nature and dynamic of compulsion is perceived; it is not the way in which power 
is conceived. Both have recourse to a common representation of power which, 
according to the use made of it and the position granted to it in relation to desire, 
leads to two opposite consequences: either to the promise of a 'liberation' if power 
is seen as having only an external hold on desire, or to affirmation if it is seen as 
being constitutive of desire itself: one is always trapped in advance. (VS, p. 109) 

To move the argument forward a little faster, we could say that this last 
formulation, 'one is always trapped in advance' - the law, as a result of its 
causal nature, always anticipating possible effects - is a formulation which 
would result only from the affirmation of the productive nature of the norm, 
taking into account this other aspect of its action, which is its immanent 

character. 
Of what would this thesis of immanence consist? It introduces the following 

consideration into the relationship which defines the action of the norm: this 
relationship is not a relationship of succession, linking together separate terms, 
pars extra partes, following the model of a mechanistic determinism; but it 
supposes the simultaneity, the coincidence, the reciprocal presence to one 
another of all the elements which it unites. From this point of view it is no 
longer possible to think of the norm itself in advance of the consequences of its 
action, as being in some way behind them and independent of them; the norm 
has to be considered such as it acts precisely in its effects - in such a way, not so 
as to limit the reality by means of simple conditioning, but in order to confer 
upon it the maximum amount of reality of which it is capable. In what way 

would this advance us in relation to preceding analyses? 
Returning to the examples with which Foucault dealt, we know already that 

there is no such thing as sexuality in itself, no more in fact than there can be 
such a thing as madness in itself - even if the text of Histoire de la folie is not 
always absolutely clear on this point: there is no such thing as brute sex, the 
truth of which could be demonstrated by means of an originating experience, 
outside time and outside society, since what we call 'sexuality' is a sociohistorical 
phenomenon, depending on the objective conditions which 'produce' it. But in 
order to escape the myth of origins it is not enough to transfer the effective 
initiation of an action on which the practices of sexuality would depend as 
consequences into the domain oflaw and its power. It would also be necessary 
to understand that there is no norm in itself, there is no pure law, which could 
be affirmed as such in its formal relationship with itself, and could be affirmed 
as such in its formal relationship with itself, and could proceed out of itself only 
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to mark its effects negatively by limiting them, or delimiting them. What we 
learn from the history of sexuality is that there is nothing behind the curtain: 
no autonomous sexual subject in relation to whom the historical forms of 
sexuality could be seen as phenomenal manifestations, more or less conforming 
to its hidden essence; nor is there any law of sexuality, which could artificially 
create the domain in which it intervenes, directly forcing the subject of this 
intervention to conform to its rules - a subject which it would thus 'possess', 
both in the noble and in the trivial sense of this expression. In this respect the 
norm can be seen to be playing the same trick as that played by reason. 

In other words, sexuality is nothing more than the ensemble of historical 
and social experiences of sexuality, and in order to explain these experiences 
there is no need for them to be confronted with the reality of a thing in itself, 
whether this be situated in the law or in the subject to which it is applied, 
reality which would also be the truth of these experiences. This is the nature of 
Foucault's positivism: there is no truth other than the phenomenal and there is 
no need for reference to be made to any law which would anticipate the reality 
of the facts to which it is applied. This is why the history of sexuality is not a 
history 'of .. .', in the sense of a study of the transformations of an objective 
content, subject or law which would itself pre-exist these transformations such 
that it could be identified through the existence of a subject of sexuality or 
through that of a law of sexuality. Hence this methodological principle which 
leads the history of sexuality back to a history of affirmations [inonds] about 
sexuality, without any subsequent need to link these affirmations to an in­
dependent content which they would be able to designate only in real or 
symbolic terms: in this respect it seems that Foucault definitively renounced a 
type of hermeneutic process aiming to interpret affirmations [inondsj in order 
to reveal behind them a meaning - or indeed an absence of meaning - in 
relation to which they would be at the same time clues and masks. This, then, 
is a history of affirmations [inonds] about sexuality, or rather affirmations 
li nonds] of sexuality according to the formulation 'speaking sex' which 
Foucault takes up regarding the story of the Bijoux indiscrets: since there is 
nothing behind sex to underlie or support its assertions, sex is itself nothing 
more than the set of its assertions - that is to say, everything it says about itself. 
This is why the truth of sex is to be found nowhere except in the historical suc­
cession of affirmations linonds j which constitute, in itself alone, the domain 
of all its experiences. 

If the norm is not exterior to its field of application, this is not only because, 
as we have already shown, it produces it but because it produces itself in it as it 
produces it. Just as it cannot be said that it acts on a content existing in­
(k pendently of and outside the norm, so too the norm is not in itself indepen­
clt'nt of its action , though this takes place outside itself, in a form which is 
IH ("l'ssarily that of division and separation. It is in this sense that it is necessary 
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to talk about the immanence of the norm, in relation to what it produces and 
the process by which it produces it: that which 'norms' the norm is its action. 

What Foucault criticises in psychoanalysis - in which, however, he recog­
nises many other merits - is that in its way it reintroduced the grand myth 
of origins, relating this to the law itself, constituting it as an unalterable and 
separate essence: as if the norm had a value in itself, which could be measured 
by means of interpretation; as if its truth were independent of its effects, these 
latter playing only a symptomatic role in relation to it. 

Thus if the action of the norm fails to meet a field of reality which pre-exists 
its intervention, it should also be said that it is not itself ordered in advance of 
this intervention but that it orders its normative function only gradually whilst 
this is being exercised, this exercise containing the norm at the same time for 
the subject and for the object. In other terms again, the norm can be thought of 
only historically, in relationship with the processes which bring it into being. 
Here, Foucault is clearly following Canguilhem who, in our time, was incon­
testably the initiator of a new way of looking at norms. In his introduction to 
the American edition of the Essai sur quelques problemes concernant Ie normal et 

Ie pathologique (text published under the title: 'La vie et la science' in the issue 
of the Revue de metaphysique et de morale dedicated to Canguilhem which 
appeared in 1985), Foucault expressed his teaching very clearly: 

c. Canguilhem wishes to discover, by means of the elucidation of knowledge 
about life and concepts which articulate this knowledge, the nature of the 
concept in life, that is to say of the concept as one of the modes of the information 
which all living beings draw from their milieu. The fact that man lives in a 
milieu which has a conceptual architecture does not prove that he has turned 
away from life through some process of forgetting, or that a historical drama has 
separated him from it; but only that he sees things in a certain way .... Forming 
concepts is a way ofliving, not a way of killing life. (pp. 12-13) 

To develop the norms of knowledge rsavoir] - that is, to form concepts, in 
relationship with the norms of power - is to engage in a process which engen­
ders, as it unfurls, the conditions by which it is authenticated and by which it 
becomes effective: the necessity of this process is related to nothing less than 
what Pascal had already referred to in an astonishing formulation as the 'force 
oflife' (cf. the Recit de /a grande experience de l'equilibre des liqueurs of 1627, and 
this passage in the foreword to the reader which precedes it: 'Anyway it is not 
without regret that I depart from opinions which are so generally accepted 
[concerning nature's abhorrence of the void]; and I do so only because of the 
need to give way to the force of life by which I am constrained'). The force of 
life is what is being dealt with here, inasmuch as this force is not being seen in 
terms of essences - that is to say, it is not being mythically traced back to the 
status of a vital force the 'power' of which could be said to pre-exist th s t of 

188 

Towards a natural history of norms 

effects which it produces. If norms act, this is not by virtue of an obscure power 
which could be seen as being, in a virtual state, in possession of the system of all 
their possible effects: for the question would then inevitably be asked as to how 
one might know what legitimises or provides the conditions for such an action, 
and to reply to this question it would be necessary to have recourse to a 
transcendental origin of the norm, which would make it possible to anticipate 
everything it might produce. In opposition to the 'one is already trapped', 
which presupposes the norm as something which is already there, we have to 
see the idea according to which the norm, trapping and trapped, is itself 
nothing other than its trapping of itself in its own trap, which is simultaneously 
for it a kind of bait and a guarantee of truth. As we have said: there is nothing 
behind the curtain. And the trick of the norm is not to rely on any manipula­
tive power, since it is itself completely manipulated by its own action. 

The norm is therefore not a boundary already laid down, the line of which 
divides the destiny of man: it was Kant who saw humanity as being at a cross­
roads, winning liberty by choosing the right road. What is at stake here is the 
relationship between a nature and a culture. But does this relationship take the 
form of a division, passing between two orders of heterogeneous facts, or is it a 
relationship of constitution and exchange, which traces back to the force oflife 
the concern to develop norms and make them recognisable? Here again, the 
reference to Spinoza can perhaps make things clearer. 

It is well known that Spinoza developed a new conception of society, draw­
ing on that of Hobbes but also opposing it at a crucial point. According to 
Hobbes, the state of society imposes norms - that is to say, laws - with a view 
to protecting men against themselves, and in particular against the destructive 
passion, a true death instinct, which haunts men and to which free rein is given 
in the state of nature; now this regulation of life by norms depends on a 
rational calculation which, restraining behaviour to within certain limits, con­
tains and constrains men, in a way which aims to 'go beyond' the contradic­
tions of a disordered nature; and the condition of this movement, or going 
beyond, is a voluntary transfer of power, accepted by all the members of the 
~ocial body - a transfer which produces a new form of sovereign power, 
laiming for its own purposes the domination instinct which all men possess, 

hut by turning it against them in the form of an absolute obligation. Here can 
b· seen, in all its purity, the idea of a transcendence of the norm, with all the 
, Cfects which follow from this: the interplay of divisions and contradictions 
~ hich could result in Hobbes's work reading like an anticipation, in the 

, Ia sical age, of a sort of psychoanalysis of power. 
Spinoza, unlike Hobbes, refuses to set up, between the state of nature and 

tL, state of society, this sort of relationship of discontinuity and going beyond. 
llOrding to him, in society it is still nature which continues to act, exercising 

t I. .IIIlC laws and the s:ln)(' passions, th very ones which cause spiders to fight 
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with one another and which make little fish the food of bigger fish, with no 
sense of a reversal of direction of these la ws, with no sense of their being turned 
against themselves in order to set up in their place the dialectic of an anti­
power. So it is that power is not necessarily defined in terms of domination. It 
may be that power-has historically taken the form of domination; this could 
well happen, but it is something which is completely accidental; and the type 
of society which is constituted on the basis of a power of this sort is destabilised 
by its own principle. To live in a society according to norms is not to substitute 
a rational right to that of nature - quite the contrary; but it does involve 
the control and regulation of the same power relations which determine, on 
the basis of the free and necessary interplay of dispositions, the ensemble of 
relationships between individuals. From this point of view, the premisses of a 
political theory are to be found not in the fourth part of the Ethics but in the 
third, where Spinoza sets out, even before the idea of a sovereign power is 
formulated, this spontaneous socialisation of dispositions which, in order to 
operate, requires no laws other than those of nature. The question of power is 
played out by definition, then, on the level of the conflicts of feeling, the 
development of which it espouses: it is from them that it draws its true power, 
potentia, and not from a new order,potestas, which would superimpose on their 
expression new rules and new grids of behaviour. From this point of view 
again one could very well read in the third part of the Ethics the sketch of a 
theory of micro-powers. To this should be added that the norms of power 
which are set up in this way also function, inseparably, as norms of knowledge: 
by multiplying the relationships between men, and weaving a network of 
mutual relationships between them which becomes more and more complex, 
they increase at the same time their ability to form common notions - that 
is to say, notions, necessarily commonly acquired, which express that which is 
common to the largest possible number of things. In this way it is the force of 
life which transforms the individual into a knowing and acting subject. 

What is the essential difference between Hobbes and Spinoza? It is the fact 
that Hobbes's essential preoccupations remained to found a form of political 
thinking based on anthropology - that is to say, on a theory of human passion 
- in a way which would make possible the isolation of the fundamental 
motivation which directs all human actions: thus the fear of death provides a 
motivation which, turned in upon itself, gives to law its unique principle and 
provides a foundation for the juridical conception of power. According to 
Spinoza, to follow a process of this nature is to constitute man 'tanquam 
imperium in imperio', by endowing him with a nature which is opposed to 
nature: that is why he himself did not attempt to base his political thought on 
a theory of human passions, given that these would restrict, within nature, 
a truly human order; but he develops, on the contrary, a natural theory of 
passions in general, showing how all these dispositions, and those of man in 
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particular, are completely immersed in nature whose laws they follow, and of 
which they are themselves nothing more than various expressions. One might 
say, then, that the premisses of a political theory are in fact to be sought in the 
first and last parts of the Ethics which set out the conditions for this insertion. 

It can be seen, then, how the principle of the immanence of the norm leads 
to its effects - to all its effects. Contrary to the common notion according to 
which the power of norms is artificial and arbitrary, this principle reveals the 
necessary and natural character of this power which is formed by its own 
action, which produces itself as it produces its effects, tendentially without 
reservation or limitation - that is, without supposing the negating intervention 
of transcendence or of division. This is probably what Foucault wished to 
express when he talked of the positive nature of the norm which is entirely 
manifest in its action - that is to say, in its phenomena, or again in its 
affirmations [inonces], without being in any way held back within these, or in 
any way overhanging them, an absolute of power from which its effectiveness 
would be drawn, but the full resources of which it would never exhaust. The 
norm would be positive also to the extent that the way it comes into play could 
not be traced back to the elementary movement of dividing domains oflegiti­
macy but would consist, on the contrary, in a progressive incorporation and a 
continual proliferation of its manifestation, the most general form of which 
would be that of integration. 

The norm is seen, then, as both necessary and natural. But it is not possible 
to break off at this point from the rapprochement sketched here with certain 
aspects of the philosophical works of Spinoza. This hypothesis should be ex­
plored fully, and the question should be asked whether it would also lead to the 
affirmation of the substantiality of the norm - that is to say, to its being seen 
once more in the massive and global order of things, which would necessarily 
mean that it would have to be explained from a metaphysical point of view. 
For Spinoza, the law draws its force from the being of substance: and it would 
quite obviously be vain to seek in Foucault's work any hint of reasoning of that 
nature. Up to this point, Spinoza has helped us in our reading of Foucault: but 
we could also ask ourselves if Foucault does not perhaps help us to read 
Spinoza, by means of a confrontation which he himself sets up between the 
theme of substantiality and the nature of history; and it is clear that, in raising 
this last problem, we are not far either from the questions created in Marx by 
the status of 'historical materialism', which is a new attempt at thinking about 
how the historical and the substantial can be thought of together. 
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Michel Foucault and the police state 

Blandine Barrel-Kriegel 

First of all, many thanks to Franliois Ewald for organising this conference on 
Michel Foucault, whose work is of such immense scope and so much alive. 
This is not, however, a commemoration. We are not guanJians of the temple 
and there was no religion, just the will to knowledge. 

For my part I should like to try to recall how it was that Michel Foucault's 
thought opened the way to a return to the study of the State and the law. In so 
doing I am aware that an isolated attempt at this is bound to be at odds with a 
recently widespread interpretation of his work which challenges its relevance 
to the political field. We are told that Foucault, as a student of Heidegger and 
Nietszche and as a critic of the philosophy of the subject, would have been in­
capable of opening a way to the understanding of democratic States and incap­
able of reflecting on the rights of man, which are founded on the philosophy of 
the subject. We are told that his work is fixed at a point which society has 
already moved beyond, that it was caught up in the petrified schists of the 
minor catastrophe of the I 960s. In order to demonstrate the error implicit 
in this sort of interpretation, it would not be sufficient to mention empirical 
examples - recalling, for example, that the reintegration oflaw into the field of 
philosophical reflection was, in part, the work of his friends. It is also necessary 
to make clear how, in Foucault's work, the return to political law (as it is called 
today, referring back to the titles of the classics - the subtitle of the Contrat 

social being precisely P"incipes du droit politique) was already under way. 
To be brief, I shall try to indicate that this return is sign posted in three 

places: (I) in Foucault's method; (2) in the object which he designated as being 
at the centre of his theory of biopolitics - that is, the police State; (3) in the 
intimate relationship between his theory of man as subject and his description 

of the police State. 
Yesterday, in his study of Foucault as a philosopher, Franliois Wahl said - in 

a way which, for my part, I found convincing - that the archaeological or 
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genealogical methodology of discursive practices is a pragmatic. It is not in fact 
a question of seeing one theory as being in opposition to another but of com­
bining a view of logic with a view of history. It is not a question of thinking 
in thought, or positioning oneself amongst objects; but rather, as Foucault 
explained his position to Derrida regarding the interpretation of Descartes, of 
thinking in terms of the point where thoughts and their objects border on one 
another, thinking in terms of the knitting together, the adjunct, the inter­
section, the regulated interplay of words and things, and thinking of the game 
itself as a historical relationship. The Chair occupied by Foucault at the 
College de France was called the 'Chair of the history of thought systems'. In 
order to appreciate the fecundity of a methodology of this nature, and to take 
stock of the shifts it brought about, we should recall the philosophical weather 
forecast at the time he began to write. What were the main influences on the 
philosophical weather, which was still sheltered from the cyclones of the social? 
What was the wind blowing in, and what was the air pressure? - The object of 
study, then, was the free and thinking subject, his conscience and his liberty, 
his commitments and his perceptions, the philosophy of the subject and the 
phenomenology of his objects. Foucault's method is based on a well-known 
fact: the wretchedness of phenomenology. It is sometimes said, too hastily, that 
Foucault was the one who studied the mad, the sick and prisoners. This is what 
he would have done had he been a phenomenologist. Yet he wrote Naissance de 
fa clinique, Histoire de fa folie and Surveil/a et punir. He did not collect patients' 
laments, nor did he capture the confessions of captives or set out to surprise the 
mad as they went about their tasks; he studied the mechanisms of cure and the 
mechanisms of punishment. He turned to institutions, he took his bearings 
from their buildings and their equipment, he sounded out their doctrines and 
disciplines, he enumerated and catalogued their practices and he published 
their technologies. In order to complete this shift and to deploy, in a way which 
goes beyond the world of representation, the epistemic field of this strange 
object constituting the archaeology of knowledge, he probably needed a line 
of resistance to oppose. Foucault found this line, and he is quite open about 
the fact, in the school of French epistemology which had clearly enunciated, 
with Cavailles, the programme of a philosophy of the concept which would 
replace an epistemology of consciousness. This was the French epistemological 
s hool of Gaston Bachelard and Georges Canguilhem, which went back, as 
(;eorges Canguilhem showed, to the eighteenth century, starting with Fonten­
die. It is because Foucault investigated social apparatuses and disciplines with 
uch care and drew up in such detail the functions and the passions of the 

hospital and the prison that he found himself confronted, at the dark and 
<llIlpromi ed heart of biopolitics, with what he called the police State. It was 

,h .. unbending nature of his pursuit of his investigations - as a result of which, 
III Ie .Ill o/'conlt"lllpl.lIl1lg th( imam', the prisoner or the poor person like a vase 
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on a table, he preferred to study confinement, to understand imprisonment 
and to analyse assistance - which led him into the byways of research about the 

State where one never meets phenomenologists. 
What, then, of the police State? In Machines a gutrir, Foucault defines it as 

follows: 

The sum of means which need to be put into practice in order to ensure the 
'public good' in a way which goes beyond the maintenance of pea~e and good 
order is, in general terms, that which in Germany and France IS called the 
'police'. 'The sum oflaws and regulations which concern the interior of a Sta~e, 
which tends to strengthen and increase its power, to make good use of Its 
strengths and to procure the happiness of its subjects' (J . Von J ust.i). Understood 
in this way, the police extend their domain beyond that of surveillance and the 
maintenance of order. They look to the abundance of population ... to the 
elementary necessities of life and its preservation ... to the activities of individ-
uals . .. to the movement of things and people .... It can be seen that the pohce 
force is the whole management of the social body. This term 'body' should not 
be understood in a simply metaphorical way, for it deals with a complex and 
multiple materiality ... the police force, as an institutional grouping and as a 
modality of intervention, takes charge of the physical element of the social body. 
At the same period attempts were being made to find ways of thinking about the 
juridical status of the materiality of this civil society. I 

Population science, public hygiene, education, it is the meeting point of all 
these disciplines - the point of application of which is the body, henceforth 
submitted to norms set up in an authoritarian way in the name of knowledge 
[savoir} about punishment and pathology - which Foucault called biopolitics. 

At this point, Foucault has often been accused of overvaluing the power of 
norms in his actual description of the mechanisms of surveillance and punish­
ment, education and administration, and underplaying the value of distribu­
tion; and thus to have contributed, alongside the philosophy of the social, to the 
general deflation of the juridical by showing how, within the police State, the 
law was only an expression of normalising power. This is certainly true. But 
his description is sufficient to deal with the reality of the police State. One will 
not find in Foucault - since this lay outside his field of investigation - the sort 
of description which one does find with other historians: of the ups and downs 
by which the French state successively became a State of justice, a State of 
finance, a police State and later a welfare State. From the observation post of 
the General Hospital, which was set up in the eighteenth century, Foucault 
placed himself directly in a position to make a clinical study of the police State; 
but at least he described this piece of the jigsaw of the State in its entirety, 
making visible the deployment of public hygiene and medicalisation, assistance 
and surveillance. Is the law to be seen as occupying a subordinate position? Of 
course. This is not to say that the police State was not in its way a State oflaw, 
yet it is still only an approximation to a State oflaw. To begin with, law in it is 
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divided. It is parcelled into distinct crystals: public law, civil law and the penal 
law, each following its own destiny ; on the very interior of public law and 
without the knowledge of political law, administrative law extends its ever­
increasing influence. Then, the rights of man are challenged and marginalised. 
The development of the police State in fact coincided, not with a predilection 
for the rights of man but, as is shown by the example of Tocqueville - see his 
correspondence with Beaumont so marvellously edited by Michelle Perrot -
with the preference for the safety of society. The nineteenth century in Europe, 
in which vigorous police States sprang into being, was not a good time for the 
rights of man but a time when the Declaration of Rights, which was not 
written into the texts of positive law, was the object of almost universal repro­
bation. Thus, in Foucault's description of law, it was not that he wanted to 
leave law out of consideration, but rather that he observed the exact forms into 
which law, as it became norm, metamorphosed. 

I am now coming to the central question of the subject, and more precisely 
to Foucault's theory of man as subject. It seems to me that it would not be 
without interest to establish that the critique of the theory of man as subject has 
a necessary link with the description of the police State because, although we 
do have such theories, the philosophy of the subject is contemporary to the 
police State. I say deliberately: 'the theory of man as subject', because that is the 
definition by means of which Michel Foucault enunciated his 'theoretical anti­
humanism'. In order to do this it would be necessary to establish, as I have 
begun to do elsewhere,2 that the philosophy of the subject is not in any way, as 
is commonly held, the philosophy which made possible the founding of the 
doctrine of the rights of man. Given the lack of time, I hope you will excuse me 
if I give only a few indicators here. It is probably possible to find the Cartesian 
idea of man as subject, with an entrenched opposition between the res extema 

and the res cogitans, between the soul and the body and, in the human mind, 
between will and understanding in Grotius, Pufendorf, Burlamaqui - who are 
considered to be founders of modern political law. This comes about in the 
division between the state of nature and the civic state, and the way civic life is 
seen as being formed by an effort of will and the way the creation of rights is 
seen as coming about by means of a decision of the human subject. But - and it 
is the criticism which Rousseau directed against them which draws our atten­
tion to this point - not the slightest trace of a doctrine of the rights of man can 
be found amongst the philosophers of the modern school of natural rights. 
T here are those who form doctrines of voluntary servitude and, following on 
from this, of the legitimacy of slavery through the rights of war and conquest; 
.lIld there have even been those - the 'black code' not being so far removed 
110m their thinking - who saw themselves as champions of a good colonial 
Clllscicnce. The doctrine of the rights of man in fact supposes another theory 
.f lilt" rights of Illan than that of man as ubject. In the case of the moderns who 
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enunciated it - Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke - it was inseparable, notably in its 
deduction from the right to safety and the right of appropriation of one's own 
body, from the setting up of a relationship between man and nature; not in 
terms of a separation but in terms of the establishment of a relationship. This 
can be explained as follows: in these three authors, the deduction of the right 
to safety is put into practice according to the same reasoning: if life is in­
alienable (as Hobbes sets it out in his famous chapter in Leviathan), this is 
because it is a gift of God or of nature, because it has a transcendent or 
anthropological dimension, because it concerns the totality of the species even 
before the particular case of the subject is determined. That is why the natuml 
right, which is the power of the individual, has to be distinguished from the 
natural law, which is the obligation to persevere in one's life or, as Hobbes says, 
'a rule discovered by reason which forbids people from doing that which leads 
to the destruction of their life'. It is impossible to found the rights of man 
outside nature, bypassing the natural law. The theory of man as subject, 
with a distanced, separate nature, with the whole notion of right and laws 
being located in human reason and the whole principle of society being situated 
in an act of calculation and of will, can found a doctrine of civil rights and fit 
in with an administrative State, but it cannot be made to fit in with the rights 
of man. In the philosophy of the subject, in fact, the subject has no relationship 
with nature except through the intermediary of his understanding. In the first 
instance he is pure thought, a thing that thinks. In the same way, he is not in 
the first instance a nature amongst natures, a body amongst bodies. It is of 
less fundamental interest for the subject to appropriate his own body than to 
broaden his free determinations. The body is not an object of appropriation for 
the individual but the point of application of the management and the admini­
stration of the good police by :neans of the understanding of the subject. 

I should like to enter a different field and point out that the long, winding 
destiny of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, proclaimed in 1789, finally 
accepted in 1946 and enforced only in 1971, and the fact that the right to 
security is still guaranteed only to a very poor extent on the penal level, have 
coexisted perfectly with the importance attached to the subject which has 
characterised, following on from France, a large part of continental Europe. In 
the nineteenth century in fact, with the growth of police States, the body was 
not an object of individual appropriation, not the privileged object of civil law, 
but the place of predilection for the mastery and possession of the 'police'. 
Instead of a State of justice and the constitution of a common right guarantee­
ing the rights of individuals and instituting safety, equality and liberty, we 
have come to know the police State and biopolitics. 

This is why it seems to me that Michel Foucault, who thought not in terms 
of progress and development but in terms of identity and of different systems, 
none the less loosened the knot which was strangling the possibility of a return 
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to the history of our political development, designating this relationship which 
is central to the history of French politics: the joint presence of the theory of 
man as subject and the police State. 

NOTES 
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SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Raymond Bellour pOinted out that one could find in the concept of pity, 
such as it was formulated in Jean-Jacques Rousseau or in Roland Barthes 
in La Chambre claire, a way of thinking about human rights which would not 
be reducible to the norm of the subject. 

Pasquale Pasquino maintained that in modern political thought, the 
theory of the police State is not opposed to the tradition of the rights of man 
(Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau). These two forms of thought are linked. Mirabeau 
the elder, for example, used the word 'civilisation' as a synonym for 'police'. 
The human-rights tradition came into being within the practice which consis­
ted in 'policing individuals' . The pOlice State produces disciplined individuals 
to whom rights can be attributed. Hobbes, in Leviathan, says that men are 
political beings. The French translation says 'par artifice', where the Latin text 
is 'ex disciplina'. This indicates that Hobbes is aware that discipline is neces­
sary for the individual to be a subject with rights. 

Blandine Barret-Kriegel confirmed thatthere is a link between the doctrine 
of the good police and civilisation such as one finds it in Voltaire's Essai sur 
las mreurs or Gibbons' Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Civilisation 
is opposed to barbarism in a way which takes the form of a radical split in 
human history. But this doctrine of pOlicing and civilisation does not make the 
foundation of human rights possible, because the first human right, the right 
to life, can be founded only in the framework of a deduction which concerns 
human nature (and therefore does not tolerate a split between barbarism and 
civilisation). 

Blandlne Barret-Kriegel added that no critique of the rights of man is 
10 be found in Foucault. Foucault produces a striking description of the pro­
liferation of the power of the norm. This could be taken as a lowering in status 
of the juridical. What he is doing is describing observable positive elements, 
which does not amount to a critique of law. Foucault is not a critic of law, but 

d scriber of law. 
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Jacques-Alain Miller wanted to see the mention of the rights of man 
lead to reflection on Foucault's values. He recalled the question which 
Habermas put to Foucault: Foucault refuses to accept the universal. And yet 
he is committed. In the name of what is he committed? He indicated that a 
reply to this question could be found by adding to the lines of subjectification 
which Deleuze speaks of as the idea of lines of valuing, which would crystal­
lise about certain values at certain moments, in a transitory and precarious 
way, on certain values; or, using Pierre Macherey's Spinozism, one could talk 
about an ethic without ideal. But, Jacques-Alain Miller continued, in order to 
reply to the Frankfurt School it would be necessary to bear in mind the fact that 
they are Germans. Germans, having known Hitler, are sensitive to everything 
which attacks the philosophy of the universal. They fear, in fact, that this 
might make possible the re-emergence of the same sort of phenomenon. But it 
could be said that the cult of the universal professed by Habermas authorises 
no spirit of revolt. The notion of 'obedience to the King of Prussia' of which 
Kant speaks in Was istAufklarung? does not favour a spirit of revolt. What is at 
issue is the properly totalitarian value of conformism, even if this is the con­
formism of the universal. 

Catherine von BOiow recalled that for Foucault the question of the rights of 
man was in the first instance that of the responsibility of one individual in the 
face of another. The rights of man are not so much rights to . .. as duties in the 
face of the suffering of others, duties which appeal directly to the subject in 
advance of any form of analysis. 

Etienne Ballbar noted (1) that as he engaged in his critique of the repres­
sive hypothesis, Foucault attempted to stand aside from the unitary concep­
tion of the State set up by both those who resist and those who dominate. 
He did so by introdUCing the notion of the duality of the right and of the norm: 
the right is not the expression of norms, and norms are not the expression of 
rights; (2) in Foucault, it is always bodies which resist, but this resistance does 
not tend towards a right to life; (3) La Volonte de sa voir criticises the idea ofthe 
originating interdependence of liberty and truth. In this, Foucault wished to 
deprive the spiritual of any ideal nature, though not of its intellectuality. 
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On Foucault's uses of the 
notion (biopower' 

Michael Donnelly 

Michel Foucault came only late in his career to the notion of 'biopower'; it 
serves none the less as a useful rubric for assembling a number of his long­
standing concerns. In La Volante de sa voir, he describes 'two poles of develop­
ment' in the exercise of power over life, 'linked together by a whole inter­
mediate cluster of relations': 

One of these poles . .. centered on the body as a machine: its disciplining, the 
optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the parallel increase 
of its usefulness and its docility, its integration into systems of efficient and 
economic controls, all this was ensured by the procedures of power that charac­
terized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the human body. I 

T hese are topics of which Surveiller et punir provides an exemplary case study, 
as well as a sketch of the proliferation of disciplinary power. 

The second pole ofbiopower, Foucault continues: 

formed somewhat later, focussed on the species-body, the body imbued with the 
~echanics oflife a.nd serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, 
births and mortality, the level of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all 
the conditions that can cause these to vary. Their supervision was effected 
through an entire series of interventions and regulatOlY controls: a biopolitics of the 
population. 2 

About such regulatory controls Foucault wrote comparatively little. But the 
problem of population in this large sense directly informs his project for the 
Imtory of sexuality (as this was originally conceived); indeed, population is 'the 
h.l( kground that enables us to understand the importance assumed by sex as a 
I ,Iitlcal issue'. I Sllllllarly, It is the' population or species-body, emerging as a 
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field of intervention and then as the ultimate end of government, which leads 
Foucault to conceptualise that new cluster of power relations, beyond the juri­
dical framework of sovereignty, which he describes as the 'governmentalisation 

of the State,.4 
I want to examine and assess here, in an appreciative but critical spirit, the 

role that this recurrent notion of'biopower' plays in Foucault's arguments. My 
purpose is less to offer an interpretation of Foucault than to try to reformulate 
certain of his concepts, to make them at once more analytically adequate and 
more accessible to historians and social scientists. What I shall argue is that 
Foucault deploys the notion ofbiopower in an importantly ambiguous way : he 
is concerned first, to investigate the constitution and emergence of discrete 
mechanisms ofbiopower; but he tries at the same time, secondly, to describe 
long-term, or indeed epochal, trends to which these particular mechanisms of 
power may contribute, but of which they are at most individual expressions. 
The distinction I wish to draw here is between, on the one hand, the specific 
mechanisms and tactics of biopower (operating at both the poles Foucault 
describes, on individual bodies and on populations) and on the other hand, the 
long-term effects on society of the whole ensemble of those mechanisms and 
tactics. To put the distinction in other terms: certain formulations in Fou­
cault's texts refer to particular targets of biopower in delimited time periods; 
these can be called 'genealogical'. Other formulations summarise long periods 
and refer to effects of biopower on 'society' - to orderly, enduring, 'program­
med' consequences which follow from the application, according to strategic 
calculations, of biopower; these can be called 'epochal'. The ambiguity arises 
when Foucault (for reasons I cannot investigate here) elides these differences 
of focus; he seems then to conflate two distinguishable levels of analysis - to 
run together the genealogical and the epochal. My point is simply that these 
levels can and should be considered separately, and that this is a valuable 
way of presenting to social scientific audiences the more analytical part of 
Foucault's work - the genealogical part - in a clearer, more attractive light. 

Surtleiliel' et punir offers a clear illustration of the 'genealogical' and the 
'epochal' styles of argumentation, and of their problematic combination. The 
text is ostensibly focused, as the subtitle indicates, on the 'birth of the prison' in 
the early nineteenth century; but in two respects it moves far away from its 
specifically historical burden. (1) Foucault self-consciously presents the text 
as an intervention into 'a field of [present-day] power relations and political 
struggle', what he calls 'the overall political issue around the prison'.5 (2) The 
account of the birth of the prison is rapidly succeeded by a sketch of the 
later diffusion of disci plinary mechanisms beyond the walls of the penitentiary 
into society at large. The focus of the text accordingly shifts away from 
the historical account to what Foucault calls 'carceral society', the label he 
finds appropriate to describe the succeeding period. On both counts Foucault 
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characterises these moves away from the properly historical sections ofthe text 
as 'writing the history ofthe present', on the understanding that 'present' refers 
not simply to the chronological present, but to the epoch of modernity. The 
claim involved here, which connects the different parts of the text, is that the 
historical account focused on the birth of the prison represents more broadly 
and more significantly a historical threshold with which the modern era begins, 
and whose essential character it somehow contains or announces. Hence Fou­
cault's slide from discussing the birth of the prison to discussing 'the birth of 
the modern soul and of a new power to judge'. 

In the design of the text it is essential that the genealogical and the epochal 
accounts fit together. There is none the less a remarkable difference in the pro­
cedures which carry the two streams of argument. The genealogical account 
is descriptive and conjunctural. It avoids large-scale causal explanation, and 
instead reconstructs a set of the discrete elements, developing with their 
different 'times' and dynamics, which come together in the conjuncture. Thus 
in a characteristic passage Foucault writes that: 

The 'invention' of this new political anatomy must not be seen as a sudden dis­
covery. It is rather a multiplicity of often minor processes, of different origin and 
scattered location, which overlap, repeat, or imitate one ano:her, support one 
another, distinguish themselves from one another according to their domain of 
application, converge and gradually produce the blueprint of a general method.6 

T he virtue of Foucault's genealogies is that he tries to represent the complexity 
and contingency of such developments; as a result the accounts are burdened 
with historical detail and necessarily localised in character. They evince some­
thing of how Foucault describes the approach of genealogy: grey, meticulous, 
patiently documentary. 

By contrast, when Foucault leaves behind the historical conjuncture that 
was the birth of the prison, his writing becomes highly rarefied. The disciplin­
ary techniques whose historical constitution he has tried to document are 
fo rmalised into a general 'diagram' ('panoptic ism'), emptied of specific con­
tents or context. Discipline thus becomes 'a figure of political technology that 
may and must be detached from any specific use'; 'it is a schema . . . destined to 
spread throughout the social body, /which] programmes, at the level of an 
elementary and easily transferable mechanism, the basic functioning of a 
\ociety penetrated through and through with disciplinary mechanisms'.7 The 
way in which these statements are phrased is a telling indication of the way 
Ihe points are argued. From his historical account of the early penitentiary 
Foucault leaps forward to an evocation of contemporary 'carceral' society: 'Is it 
urprising that prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, which 
til rt'scmble prisons?'8 

What IS stnking hl'n' IS the suspension of those patient and nominalist 
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procedures which characterise genealogy, and which should guard against pre­
maturely subsuming phenomena under overly general categories. Genealogies 
typically work forward in time, tracing how various practices come to be 
cobbled together to produce new ones. Here instead Foucault's standpoint is 
the chronological present; he retrospectively surveys prior decades and chooses 
a general label to characterise the movement and trend of history toward its 
fulfilment in the present. Even if'carceral society' were serviceable or acceptable 
as a rough label, what was 'destined' to happen explains nothing about how it 
actually happened. What Foucault fails to address is how the disciplines, once 
constituted, were perpetuated; how particular disciplines were co-ordinated, 
one with another, to 'produce the blueprint of a general method'; or how the 
basic mechanisms and conditions of existence of carceral society were secured. 
These are all problems of a different order from accounting for how earlier 
practices were cobbled together into disciplines, or how disciplinary practices 
were installed in a particular institutional setting like the penitentiary. 

The weakness of the 'epochal' approach is that it lapses intoa crude periodisa­
tion by dichotomy, contrasting the pre-modern with the modern epoch and 
flattening out historical developments in the meantime. Periodisation has 
appropriate and necessary analytical functions; it can be wielded as an innova­
tive and critical instrument, as Foucault demonstrated effectively in Les Mots et 
les Choses . The difficulty in Surveilla et punir is that Foucault circumvents a 
properly historical explanation as he transforms his genealogical account of 
disci plinary mechanisms into a 'diagram' for the functioning of carceral society. 
It is as if the two emblematic images (the execution ofDamiens in 1757 and the 
timetable of a reformatory in 1837) which introduce the text could suffice, and 
the reformatory timetable could provide an adequate representation and model 
of the dynamics of disciplinary society. 

I am not raising here the complaint sometimes made by historians: that 
Foucault oversimplifies history and hastily reduces its empirical complexity 
and variety to idealised schemata. Foucault was not a social historian; and 
Surveiller et punir is plainly not intended as a monograph on the early period of 
the penitentiary. His purposes were different. For the genealogical project the 
notion of panopticism is a legitimate and useful conception - in so far as 
Foucault deploys it to make intelligible actual practices. The difficulty arises, 
in my view, when he generalises the notion and empties it of all specific 
context. Panopticism may usefully suggest something of the general character 
of the 'new political anatomy of the body social'; but as it emerges from 
Foucault's historical reconstruction it can at most prefigure what that new 
political anatomy has actually come to be. The diagram of generalised discipline 
can in itself indicate nothing of the conditions of existence of the modern 
epoch; nor can it in any determinate sense be considered constitutive of that 
epoch. 
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The problem which these remarks in sum signal is an unbridged gap 
between Foucault's genealogical and epochal arguments; hence the ambiguity 
which arises from his sliding from one to the other. The genealogical in­
vestigations are by their nature historically specific, localised, detailed. The 
epochal conception describes global results of the disciplines, once they are 
assumed, as Foucault says, to programme 'the basic functioning of a society 
penetrated through and through with disciplinary mechanisms'. Between the 
historical emergence of disciplinary techniques and their eventual concatenated 
effects in carceral society, Foucault establishes no compelling connection. He 
does not successfully address the question of how carceral society emerged; he 
does not successfully carry through his genealogical-style arguments into the 
present, but allows weaker, epochal arguments to take their place. My point, in 
conclusion, is to endorse Foucault's genealogical approach as better fitted to 
broach the problem he has so tellingly laid out. 
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SIX 

Foucault and the liberal view 
of the individual 

Alessandro Pizzorno 

The liberal view opposes power to freedom. The nature of power is assumed 
to be potentially absolute and potentially arbitrary. Political and legal institu­
tions are here to limit it and protect the individual members of a political 
community against the dangers of absoluteness and arbitrariness - that is, 
against the danger that one or more individuals might be able to use power for 
their own ends in an unlimited and unpredictable way. It follows that power is 
essentially conceived of as exercised by individuals over other individuals. 

'Individual', in the liberal view, is a primitive term. It is, indeed, posed as the 
only observable reality we can refer to when we describe society. Individuals 
are there all the time, each identical to himself in time, with their wills and 
their decisions. Power can be applied to constrain their decisions. When such 
a constraint is not applied, the individual is socially free. He can then choose 
according to the judgement he gives of what the outcome of his action will 
be. The judgement he gives now about the advantages or disadvantages of 
pursuing certain ends is considered to hold when those ends are attained 
because the individual, in the liberal view, is assumed to be a durable unit of 
action, holding the same criteria of judgement, the same preferences - or, at 
least, some general metapreference - over time. Similarly, the individual bears 
the consequences of his past actions, for which he can be punished or re­
warded. This makes him a responsible subject of rights and duties. 

The individual in the liberal view is therefore a unit, continuous in time, 
possessing a personal identity that nobody normally questions (i.e. everybody 
takes for granted) and through which past and future actions appear to be linked 
together. These actions receive meaning by being imputed, logically as well as 
morally and legally, to that particular subject. In other words, being willed by 
a particular subject makes those actions comprehensible to an external observer, 
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who will link them to some intention, or other process of choice; and makes 
them also possible objects of sanction. As a consequence, society must be con­
ceived of as a population of preconstructed, prelabelled individuals, each a 
bearer of interests that he will seek to enhance. It is to such a 'will' to enhance 
interests that freedom or constraint can then be applied. 

Foucault defines slightly differently the view of power that he makes the 
target of his polemics. He calls it the 'juridico-discursive' view, and sees it 
constituted by two main ideas: one, that power expresses itself only through 
constraints and operates by preventing rather than enacting; the other, that the 
' truth of discourse' can gain us freedom from power. It is true that both these 
ideas are typically associated with the liberal view, but they are linked only 
tortuously to that idea of the nature of the individual with whom the liberal 
conception of power and of freedom is called to stand or fall. 

As such, the conception that power is merely negative, a force which operates 
only by coercing, is therefore not held so universally as Foucault's polemics 
makes it out to be. Indeed, no one in his right mind would deny that the 
exercise of power can determine people to act, induce them to act - promote, 
rather than simply prevent, action. One would consider similarly unconten­
tious the views that power is what allows the stabilisation of the superiority of 
certain individuals over others, and that this process is to be found at work in 
every knot and tie of the social network, not just in some central place from 
which it would then descend by hierarchy. 

Much more distant from the notions of the usual intellectual and political 
debate about power and freedom, much more apt at taking the reader by 
surprise, is instead the idea that power makes, produces the individual (Surveilkr 

t't punir, p. In). 

The individual is not to be conceived as a sort of elementary nucleus, a primitive 
atom, a multiple and inert material on which power comes to fasten or against 
which it happens to strike .... In fact, it is already one of the prime effects of 
power that certain bodies, certain gestures, certain discourses, certain desires, 
come to be identified and constituted as individuals. The individual, that is, is 
not the vis-a-vis of power; it is, I believe, one of its prime effects. (Powed 
Knowledge, p. 98) 

('his is the essential and original point in Foucault's conception of power. More 
IlIlportantly, it is the point in Foucault's conception of the individual from 
which the main interpretative applications derive. How can one proceed to 
III,Ike sense of it? First, the idea that the individual is a subject of action, 
olHinuous and identical to himself, has to be abandoned, together with the 

Idl",1 that the individual is a primitive term, a 'given', that both the actors 
I .Illllg with him and the scientific observer studying him should take for 
'r.IIII('d. Instt';}d the individual must be conceived of as a construction power 
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makes up out of a series of acts and events that would not necessarily possess 
any unity of meaning were it not for the meaning power introduces into them. 
This I propose to discuss as the radical view behind Foucault's analysis of 
situations of power. It represents, I think, a more fundamental challenge to the 
liberal view than the Marxian and Weberian conceptions. True, for both Marx 
and Weber power has structural foundations and is seen as emanating not 
from 
the will of some individual but from the logic of the relations of production, or 
from the functional needs of organisations in general. But the 'sufferer' of 
power, for Marx and for Weber, is the individual as such, who is prevented by 
the working of such structural power from developing in ways that would 
otherwise have been open to him. Even if they do not define the object of 
constraint as being some 'free will' of the individual, or imagine any pre­
constructed individual to exist before or outside the relations of production or 
the iron cage of bureaucracy, both Marx and Weber (the latter perhaps less 
clearly so) need to posit the image of an individual who is endowed with clearly 
identifiable 'true' interests - that is, interests, valid and understandable only in 
the long run. If the notion of 'false consciousness' can be used to explain the 
actual behaviour of the worker within the capitalist system, this is because a 
'true consciousness', some true interest, can be assumed to constitute the real 
identity of the individual who is subjected to power. Similarly, if the individual 
can be described as caged within the bars of bureaucracy, this is because some 
'authentic' nature can be attributed to him which, were it not for those bars, 
would lead him somewhere in freedom. 

I have shown that Foucault is able to draw a different picture of the opera­
tions of power because he works with a different concept of the individual. 
To understand how he proceeds, we need to go back to a principle of the 
'archaeological' method according to which the original material of historical 
and social analysis is nothing but a population of acts and events. These events 
are put on the table, as it were, in their naked form, without accepting the 
forms within which they have been structured by the observers seeking to 
establish some 'continuite irrijlechie' (Power/Knowledge, p. 36). 

We should question these ready-made syntheses, these groupings which we nor­
mally allow without looking closely at them, these connections whose validity is 
accepted before in advance ... and rather ... accept that, in the first instance, we 
are dealing with nothing more than a population of dispersed events. (Power! 
Knowledge, p. 32) 

Here Foucault is not referring explicitly to the notion of the individual. He is 
dealing with the more general methodological problem of how to describe in 
a meaningful way the patterns and regularities emerging out of a population 
of observations or, more precisely, out of a population of documents, accounts, 
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interpretations. But surely the concept of the individual is one of those con­
tinuitis irrijlechies that need to be dissolved if sense is to be made of a certain 
population of events. 'Making historical analysis the discourse of the con­
tinuous and making human consciousness the original subject of all historical 
development and all action are the two sides of the same system of thought.' 
(L'Archeologie du Savoir, p. 22) The answer to the crucial question 'how is it 
that one particular affirmation [enonci] comes into being rather than another 
which could have stood in its place?' cannot therefore be found in merely 
identifying the individual and his intention behind the statement or the act. It 
has to be found in the network of links with other statements and events in 
which that particular statement can be placed. 

The notion of the individual human being therefore loses its privileged 
epistemological status. It is a construct like the others that are needed to make 
sense of acts and events that reach us like atoms and are to be pieced together 
and assigned to meaningful series. Personal identities are one among other 
series. They emerge in a battlefield, which means that differentiation and 
opposition are the main features of the process through which they receive a 
recognisable form. Without something or somebody opposing us, we would 
not be able to trace the boundaries of ourselves. 

Some rather heavy consequences follow from this methodological view. 
One of these bears on the notion of freedom. The subject of freedom can no 
longer be identified with the individual bearer of interests and pursuer of ends; 
the 'responsible' individual ofthe liberal view. Rather, what stands opposed to 
power and ends up either free or subjected (normalised) are acts, gestures, 
states of mind and of body. Among them is to be found the recalcitrant, 
resistant, unyielding material that normalising power may fail to reduce. One 
will know that freedom is alive not when the interests emerging in a society are 
allowed to express themselves, be represented and be pursued; not even when 
dissent and heresy are allowed to manifest themselves; not merely when arbi­
lrary decisions are solidly checked; but, rather, when contestation, unruliness, 
indocility, intractability are not yet abolished, when the recalcitrant is not 
transformed into the dutiful. 

A second consequence is that the 'self can become an instrument of power, 
.• tool actively working at reducing its own recalcitrance, resistance, unpredict­
.• hility, and at obtaining its own docility. Indeed, self-discipline seems to be the 
most efficacious technique of power in modern society. 

I have reduced Foucault's positions on freedom and power to their extreme 
, onsequences. Foucault himself was not so much interested in making these 
IO).lic passages explicit as in describing the genealogy of power and its mani­
I'-' lations. As for freedom, he never completely gauged the distance which 

parared his own notion from the one expounded in the liberal and common­
"'t· view; so that his critics fclt justified in criticising the former with 
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arguments that should have been trusted only if applied to the latter. But since 
one cannot escape now, after so much criticism and misunderstanding, from 
making the opposition clear, let us look at it again sharply, in order to draw 
from it both its epistemological and ethical consequences. 

On the one side, the liberal view. The individual counts for one and con­
stitutes the ultimate observable reality. He can be free from or subject to power 
according to whether or not access to the representation and pursuit of his 
interests is possible. Self-discipline does not make the individual subject to 
anything - on the contrary, it strengthens his interior resources which can 
make his freedom real. Moreover, the search for truth operates to expand 
freedom, because the critique of power helps to limit it. 

On the other side is the view that the individual as such, as a durable 
identifiable reality with his own interests and values, is merely a product of the 
power relations that happen to be dominant in a certain society, in a certain 
period. The institutions of society operate by forming individuals - that is, 
series of acts and gestures linked together in personal identies for the con­
venience of social life. Power is the force, within social institutions, which 
operates to this effect. Discipline is a particular technique of power whose 
effect is to help make it durable, diffuse and reproducible. Self-discipline is one 
instance of these techniques of power. 

Taken in its naked coherence, this last position appears totally alien to the 
way the concepts of power and freedom have been used in the European 
political and ideological languages for a long time. It also appears self­
defeating - if not logically, at least morally and politically. Freedom, in fact, 
comes out merely as a temporary possibility, the forces struggling in its name 
either doomed to be defeated or, should they finally succeed, bound to abolish 
freedom in the very construction of what was meant to be a new free order. 
And indeed, a free social order cannot in this view be easily conceived, since by 
definition order will be achieved only as an effect of the good working of the 
forces of normalisation and reduction of unruliness - i.e. of the working of 
power. Individuals or movements, it seems, can be free only 'against'. 

Even if Foucault had not set down his position so openly, we are entitled to 
perform this operation ourselves because all its premisses are contained in his 
work. And the meaning of so doing, paradoxically, is not to criticise Foucault, 
in spite of the apparently absurd conclusion to which his position has been 
brought, but rather to lay the ground for a keener understanding of phenom­
ena that the traditional liberal conception leaves completely unexplored and 
substantially uninterpretable. 

The fighters for freedom, from the ~imes ofthe absolute State to the times of 
the totalitarian State, needed to live in a situation of theoretical naivety as to 
humankind's real relations to power. Unfortunately, we know better. We 
know that human beings can willingly submit to power, even to absolut or 
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totalitarian power. They can even be made to love the hand that subjugates 
them. We know that ever-new techniques are devised and applied which lead 
unwary individuals to modify their preferences and their values so that these 
may accommodate the needs of the State, of some organisation, of some social 
institution, or of other sources of social and political power. We know that such 
types of process start within the family and somehow never cease during the 
life of the individual. We know that the administrations ofliberal-democratic 
regimes multiply the instructions and prescriptions that render their citizens 
more reliable, controllable, predictable. This does not mean that, as a con­
sequence, they have become more equal, but simply that they are better pre­
pared to find it convenient to trade private idiosyncrasy for public normality. 

Traditionally, democratic theory concentrates on questions like freedom of 
'xpression, representation of interests, balance of power. All these, in a liberal­
democratic regime, seem well-established acquisitions. The constitutional de­
hate is circumscribed to questions of application, efficiency, consistency. But 
consider the current state of the freedom of expression. The noise of everything 
that is freely expressed is such that the expression of any single voice is com­
pletely stifled. One does not need to follow Foucault in his demonstrations that 
the very terms and categories in which the free expression of opinions takes 
hape are patterned according to the needs of some pre-existing powerful 
ocial requirements. It suffices to be aware of the disheartening circumstance 

that the efficacy of the communication of the opinions that could be voiced 
t('nds to fall close to zero with the expansion of the number of voices. This is a 
, .ltegory of events of which a more articulated analysis should be attempted, 

ith conceptual tools different from those Foucault provides and this is not the 
right place. But this mention is just to note the irrelevance, once more, of the 
I I .ldi tionalliberal notions of power and freedom. 

Free access to representation of interests, also, becomes an irrelevant notion 
\ hen one crosses the limited boundaries of the political market and enters into 

rl lt· more densely populated territory of the daily pursuit of happiness and 
r, (ogni tion. Here the paths of everyone's freedom are tightly defined by the 
lilt iful accomplishment of those administrative, fiscal , financial, consumption 

r 'Juirements whose observance allows the big social machine of co-operation 
IHI the small social machines of mutual recognition to run smoothly and 

r prod uce themselves. 

\ s for the constitutional mechanisms of checks and balances, they apply to 
hI IIl teraction of institutional powers between them, not to the conditions that 
Il lk e individuals adapt to institutions. 

II will be easy to conclude that the liberal notion of the free individual fails 
I ~ cld ress the questions whose weight members of contemporary societies 

11111 1, or Cblrly seem to have b come awa re of. W e know that in liberal­
rn o ( I ,ll i( It'g irtH' s PoW( r:ls ddllll'li by the liberals is, by and large, checked ; 
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that freedom according to the liberal is, by and large, secured. But when we 
unexpectedly discover some source of powerlessness of the individual within 
contemporary institutions - or some voice, like Foucault's, spells it out for us­
we find ourselves with a deficiency of shared concepts and intellectual tools to 
illuminate our condition. 

Foucault's voice was interrupted before he could complete the discourse on 
the modern meaning of power and freedom. It can even be argued that he did 
not wish to complete the last part of the story. Like so many social thinkers 
before him, when he came too close to an explicit definition of the condition of 
his contemporaries, he turned to the social analysis of a distant epoch. After the 
Division of Labour and Suicide, Durkheim preferred the analysis of primitive 
religion. After the Protestant Ethic, Weber started his tour de force around the 
religions of the world. Foucault not only shifted the epoch, but somehow 
reversed the object of analysis. In the Greeks he sought to uncover the tech­
niques that make self-discipline an autonomous mechanism, that allow the 
subjective constitution of the subject. He probably felt the need to turn away 
from the too-close targets which had haunted him during his research on the 
genealogy of the modern system of power. The idea that the central authority 
of the modern State was the essential force behind the working of power was 
one of these targets. Another was to be found in the idea that everything could 
be derived from some model of class domination. He hit both these targets, 
despite lacunae and deficiencies in his analysis. His research was more easily 
and definitely successful in discrediting the humanitarian and reformist inter­
pretations of the modern changes in the modes of punishment, and of social 
control in general. But Foucault kept all these targets - Marxist, neo-liberal, 
reformist - too close when he was interpreting the meaning of his discoveries. 
He was probably distracted by a Parisian environment where ideologico­
scientific myths tend to survive when they have long since been dismissed 
elsewhere, and those who do not accept them feel obliged to struggle with 
them. 

He was distracted, for instance, from a theme which could emerge neatly 
from his research if only he had focused more on it: the hypothesis that modern 
liberal-democratic regimes are made possible only by a previous long-lasting 
process of 'disciplining' their citizens. The notions of hypothesis, causal ex­
planation, research theory, were certainly alien to Foucault's method, which 
aimed exclusively at describing theoretical emergences. On the other side, we 
cannot avoid the feeling that if one outstanding contribution should be singled 
out in Foucault's research, on which further research can be continued, this is 
constituted by a new understanding of the formation of the modem disciplined 
man. 

Consider Foucault for a moment against the background of Weber, whose 
work can also be seen, in its central core, as being devoted to an understanding 
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of the constitution of the modern disciplined man. For both Weber and Fou­
cault, discipline operates as an inner force, a mechanism of the soul. But by 
placing all its emphasis on the initial step of the emergence of a vocation, 
Weber finds himself deprived of specific concepts to deal with the expansion of 
all the disciplined behaviour outside the effects of some vocation. His insight is 
good for a (partial) understanding of the self-disciplined behaviour that can be 
placed at the origin of capitalist accumulation. But there is no explicit micro­
theory to understand the process creating the conditions for the disciplined 
behaviour typical of the bureaucratic society - except, maybe, the rather un­
developed and generic concept of routinisation. The idea of the separation of 
the person from the office was a good beginning. Weber could have under­
stood it as a case of the more general analytical procedures that characterise 
modern forms of power. He would then have made a first step on to a path 
along which Foucault has more daringly advanced. 

Another question that is raised by interpreting Foucault's work as centred 
on the formation of the modern disciplined individual relates to the connection 
established between population density and analytical techniques of power. 
Here Foucault is rather to be located on some line originating with Durkheim, 
who had posited what he called 'moral density' as the prime mover in the 
mechanism leading to the division of labour. Here again Foucault daringly 
advances on what Durkheim only sketchily anticipated. The division oflabour 
is an analytical mechanism applied to a population of individuals. Foucault sees 
the analytical mechanisms of power operating, as it were, 'intra-individually', 
on a population of acts, gestures, bodily articulation and mental classifications. 
The effect is not only to reabsorb within a general interpretative scheme the 
demographic phenomenon - and, in particular, the unprecedented population 
growths of the classical European age - but to gain a series of interpreting 
devices linking macro- with micro-explanations. 

Foucault's advances in traditional domain therefore appear mainly linked to 
his working with the notion of an individual taken not as a primitive term but 
, the product of social techniques of power. And his interpretations of the 
nature of the modern transformation show how this analytical constitution of 
rhe individual could become tr.1nsparent to us as an effect ofthe analytical re­
ordering being continuously performed by the power-knowledge institutions 
) modern society. 

211 



4 ETHICS 
AND THE SUBJECT 



one 

Foucault: the ethic and the work 

John Rajchman 

A PHILOSOPHER IN SPITE OF 
IIIMSELF 

1 am not convinced that Foucault always wanted to see himself as a philospher. 
r II 1976, in an interview with Marxist geographers, he declared: ' ... philosophy, 
·ll1ce Descartes in any case, has always been linked in the Western world with 
dlc problem of knowledge. There is no getting away from it .... It is no good 
Illy saying that I am not a philosopher; if, when it comes down to it, I am 
.Ifoaling with truth, I am a philosopher whether I like it or not.'1 Hence the 
'llIcstion: is Foucault a philosopher in spite of himself? 

I think that Foucault's desire not to call himself a philosopher, to maintain 
tillS distance from himself as a philosopher, was part of the way he practised 
thought. In other words, his relationship with 'tradition' was not a relationship 
"I Identification but was always an open question, a question of practice. He did 
1I.,t conceive of his own work, nor of that of his predecessors, as a homogeneous 

hole with eternal or fixed boundaries; rather he sought discontinuities, fis­
'" cs, contingencies and re-elaborations in what presented itself as tradition. 
I he 'problem of knowledge' [connatssance] was not always put in the same way; 
I"~ I the various ways of posing this problem also have a history. The point is not 
( much to give a definitive reply to this question as to reshape and constantly 

r tllvcnt it. As Blanchot says, Foucault was always a 'man on the march'.2 
I'h diversity of the 'we', of those of us who are discussing him together, 

IlIdltatcs the diverse nature of Foucault's relationship with philosophy. We 
.I, It have different readings not only of Foucault but also of philosophy. There 

I Ill> one Michel Foucault the philosopher. Yet perhaps this diversity itself 
n "')lit of a doublc-edged philosophical practice: on the one hand a relation­
Illp wlIh that which presenls itself as 'philosophical'; on the other hand with 
I I whit h 1\ not or that wlllrh IS not yet 'philosophical'. 
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Practice 1: One should not suppose that there is such a thing as a general 
history of 'Western philosophy', nor should any attempt be made to construct 
one or to find a place in it. One should rather start from the idea that tradition 
is not monolithic, and that the map of ways of thinking can always be redrawn. 
The general schemata of history should be questioned, broken down and 
opened up to other questions. 'I prefer to utilise [the thought of] the writers I 
like .. . to use it, to deform it, to make it groan and protest'.3 

Practice 2: One should go outside philosophy - to use Deleuze's phrase - and 
test philosophy against questions which seem alien or external to it. The 
art of thinking should be made into the art of delimiting new problems, about 
which groupings will form which did not pre-exist them. 

Thus, in accordance with practice (I) (in his remarks on the beginnings of 
contemporary philosophy in France in the 1930s), Foucault distinguished the 
philosophy of formal rationality from the philosophy of subjective conscious­
ness,4 thus distinguishing Cavailles's tradition from that of Sartre. He was 
particularly struck by the fact that Cavailles, who had given his life to the 
Resistance, had found commitment [engagement] somewhat easier than the 
philosophers of commitment had done. 

This distinction could seem banal to English-speaking philosophers who 
are used to accepting Frege's criticism of the psychologism of Husser! and 
its Wittgensteinian radicalisation. Cavailles became interested in Wittgen­
stein, Frege and Carnap as early as 1935 and, repudiating the philosophers 
of consciousness, studied the foundations of mathematics and set theory. 
English-speaking philosophers, then, could only admire the fact that Foucault 
sided with Cavailles against Sartre, and that he looked for a way out of 
phenomenology. 

On the other hand, these same philosophers learnt with astonishment, from 
Foucault's writings in the 1960s, that in spite of their well-known antagonism, 
phenomenology and positivism derived from a common archaeological founda­
tion; and the least one can say is that they were surprised at the 'fork' described 
in Les Mots et les Choses, where the 'being oflanguage' leads in one direction to 
Russell and in the other to Freud.s 

As is well known, Foucault suggested new ways of reading Freud and 
Nietzche: no one before him had located the central event in Freud's thought 
in his break with the theory of degeneration. No one before him had read 
Nietzsche in relation to the Bachelard-Canguilhem tradition, the 'new history' 
of the 'Annales' school, the question of ideology in the struggles of the 1960s, 
or the history of madness. Yet for all that, Foucault was not a 'Nietzschean': 
for him the point was to reread Nietzsche on the basis of new questions, 
and not only on the basis of those of the 1930s. In short, Foucault wanted to 
break down the boundaries which segmentalised philosophical understanding 
by introducing new questions and rethinking those which history has left us. 
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In accordance with practice (2), Foucault found new questions in fields tradi­
tionally seen as being external to philosophy, in which the methods for treating 
the insane belong to the history of reason, and the art of constructing buildings 
belongs to ethics. How can one write at one and the same time for prisoners and 
fo r philosophers? 'For me,' he explained in 1975, 'Nietzsche, Bataille, Blanchot 
and Klossowski were ways of getting out of philosophy', of making 'permeable­
and therefore finally derisory - the barrier between the philosophical and the 
non-philosophical'.6 But for him, that which is external to philosophy is not con­
stituted only by 'literary' discourse but comprised equally of the medical treat­
ment of deviance in the nineteenth century and the science of policing in the 
eighteenth. Was it not John Searle, who wanted to transcribe the archaeology 
of affirmations [inonces] into a theory of speech acts, who said that he took it 
rrom Foucault that masturbation could be an object of philosophical interest? 

T HE ETHOS OF PHILOSOPHY 

In his preface to L'Usage des plaisirs, Foucault tried to thematise his attitude • 
towards himself as a philosopher and towards philosophical traditions as an 
thos, as a way of being a philosopher. Here he maintains that philosophical . 

discourse is always derisory when it attempts to establish itself as a meta­
discipline, fixing the boundaries oflegitimacy and providing for the unity of all 
other disciplines. What is 'alive' in philosophy is rather its attempts to change 
III rela tion to that which seems alien to it. 

As such, Foucault's work cannot be set out as a theory or as a system; it is 
punctuated by periodic attempts to go back to the drawing board, where the 
"(lint is to ' . . . think differently about what one thought previously and to 
' " rceive what one has done from a different angle and in a clearer light'.7 His 
" lationship with himself such as can be glimpsed in his work, then, could be 
.lId to take the form of an exercise by means of which one becomes what one 

I hy releasing oneself from oneself. Those who partake of this ethos of re-
I, .Ising oneself from oneself live on 'a different planet' from those who seek a 
" Td point of certainty, an authentic way or choice. And it is for this reason 
111.1t, in the history of philosophy, Foucault does not attach himself to a tradi­
tion or to an 'us', but seeks out events - the sort of event from which there is no 
I IlI rn and which transforms us for ever. It is this conception of relationship to • 
elf ,IS ethos, or as a philosophical mode of being, which is the main concern of 

I {,"" ,ult's attempt to rethink traditions which we call ethical. 

t I IIICS IS NOT MORALITY 

"llI k,\ophlCal traditions do not present themselves to us as a unified whole. 
t ( II wh.1t Wt· call /uda('o Chri\tian morality is formed out of a sort of collage 
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of pagan sources. Multiple changes have affected not only the codes which 
regulate conduct but the very conception of ethics: they affect its central ques­
tions, what it supposes to be true about us and the types of relationships it is 
supposed to have with religion, science, politics and law. 

Foucault thought that insufficient study or thought had been devoted to the 
formative practices of modes of being in the history of origins and the trans­
formations of the ethical. He thought it was appropriate, therefore, to study the 
history not of morality but of ethics. This is a theme which runs through the 
whole of Foucault's work. In Les Mots et les Choses, he wondered if it was still 
possible for philosophy to guarantee moral codes in the same way that ancient 
cosmologies had done (with a theory of the Republic, juridical or civic subject): 
'For modern thought, there is no possible morality ... thought ... is itself an 

action - a perilous action.'8 
This relationship between thought and modes of being was already at the 

centre of his study of the anthropological theme in Kant's critical philosophy. 
This was also the question which led him to try to analyse the penal system on 
the basis of new techniques of the 'governance' of individuals - techniques 
which made criminality as much an object of knowledge [sa voir] as a way 
of being. Foucault wondered if an exercise in effective power might not 
be hidden beneath the traditional juridical order. Instead of analysing sov­
ereignty taking positive or natural legal subjects as his starting point, he 
attempted to analyse the historical or material constitution of subjects. Instead 
of conceiving of the individual on the basis of his political status, he tried 
to question this status and to envisage the 'manufacture' of the very being of 

individuals. 
As such, his way of conceiving the distinction between the ethical and the 

moral was different from the neo-Kantian opposition between Moralitiit and 
Sittlichkeit upon which a certain 'philosophical discourse of modernity' has 
been constructed. For Foucault the point was not to insert oneself in some fine 
natural or essential totality, nor to raise oneself into some transcendental 
rational and normative republic. Nor is there any point in deriving a solid 
foundation for rationality, nor in getting back a lost feeling of community 

I within the context of some modern Reason. The point was rather to study 
the practices of self in their own sphere and to question, on this basis, their 
place in a given society. This is how Foucault's practices of self are similar to 
Wittgenstein's ordinary forms of life, in which that which presents itself as 
subjective arises out of common (public) transformable practices. 

• Foucault, then, asked not how practices of the self acted as vehicles for the 
decisions of a culture, but how it could come about that a culture should have 

• assigned a particular position to them. It is because he also wanted once again 
to question the ethical being of the individual that in Le Souci de soi he took up 
the fluid idea of individualism, which is invoked to explain very different 
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phenomena at different periods.9 It is appropriate, he says, to distinguish the ., 
practices of self which take the individual as an object of knowledge [sa voir ] 
and action (as in Christian asceticism) from the value which is accorded to the 
individual in certain groups of which he is a member (as in the military aristoc­
racy), and from the value accorded to private or family life by the middle 
classes in the nineteenth century. Thus he wanted to distinguish the individual 
liberty of the Greeks from the 'platitude, derived more or less from Hegel, 
according to which the freedom of the individual was of no importance in face 
of the noble totality of the city'.tO 

Conceiving of ethics on the basis of the practice of the self made it possible • 
for Foucault to construct a historical approach which was different from that 
of idealist Romantic thought, in which the constitution of the individual makes 
its way from the Augustinian will to the 'rebirth' of the idea oflife as work of 
art (described by Burckhardt) and then carries on from the Cartesian Cogito to 
Baudelaire's dandyism and to analytic confession. To emphasise ethics rather • 
than morality was to raise the question of the practices which form the in­
dividual in relation to knowledge [savoir], politics and modern law. 

T HOUGHT AS ETHICS 

If we accept the distinction between the ethical and the moral, at least in terms 
of a historical hypothesis, can we go on to apply this to Foucault's own thought? 
More precisely, can his own thought be conceived in terms of the four elements 
which he isolated when he undertook to study ethics as a practice of the self? 

I. Substance 
. The subject is not a substance. The subject is a form, and this form is not at all • 
times and in all places self-identical ... what interests me is precisely the 
historical constitution of different forms of the subject in relation to truth 
, ames.' 11 What is to be transformed, in this practice of the self, is the way 
Illstory makes evident and presents forms through which the subject thinks he 
, .In identify himself in truth; it is not the nature of the subject which is at stake 
II re but his 'second nature '; not that which is given, but that which makes it 
possible for him to give himself. The substance is that which, in the being of 
I he subject, is open to historical transformation. 

, The mode of being made into a subject 
II 1\ the invitation to a practical freedom which incites this transformation. It is 
I h. l hance of giving 'a new boost, as vast as possible, to the still unfinished 

ti l k ofliberty,.t 2 This is the possibility of making freedom into a practical and 
I (II rrnply a form al qucstion ; a frcedom not of action, nor of intentions or 
I " s, hilI of;\ (holn' of .l tl)od(' of being. 
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3. The ethical task 
The means of transformation will be that of a critical analysis which recon­
stitutes the forms of the subject into 'transformable singularities'Y The point 
is to determine exactly what we have to struggle against in order to free our­
selves from ourselves. This is the analysis of the problematisation of 'the 
evidence on which our knowledge [savoir], our consent and our practices are 
based',14 from which is derived a 'we' who are always temporary'.15 

4. The tel os 
The aim of this open transformation is the practice of truth-telling, which a 
society can neither control nor silence; the beauty of the risk of self, a critical 
attitude in relation to what happens to us and 'a defiance of all phenomena 
tending towards domination'. 16 

Foucault's work - to the extent that all philosophical work implies an exer­
cise of the self, in other words an ethic - could therefore be summed up as 
follows: in the name of a practical form of liberty, in which possible forms of 
experience become apparent, a nominalist critique is to be developed as a 
means of resisting domination. 

PROBLEMATISATION 

• In the preface to L'Usage des plaisirs, Foucault, as we saw, wanted to rethink his 
• previous research in a different light - that of problematisation. There is a 

history of thought because of the existence of a history of specific problems 
• which thought had to confront. What was it, in the experience of criminality, 

illness, madness or sexuality, that presented itself in such a problematic way 
that this experience became something which had to be and could be thought 
about? 

The Foucauldian history of ethics is a history not of principles and their 
mode of legitimation, but of ways of replying to specific or individual prob-

• lems. What was the conception of the obstacles which had to be surmounted in 
order to be good, or to do what one ought to do? How does one rationalise 
what should be done with regard to what one considers bad or wrong? And, 
more precisely, how can one rethink the task of thought in relation to forms of 
knowledge [savoirs), to strategies of doing, to the law and to politics? 

1. Knowledge-power [savoir-pouvoirJ 
.. How did problems or the dangers specific to self, and to society, become 
, objects of a possible form of knowledge [sa voir] and strategy? This is the 

question posed by his analyses of systems of thought, the great metaconcept 
which is that of 'normality' - a normality which would be absent from the 
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problematisation of Greek pleasures, and specific to racism 'in its modern, 
state-linked, and biologising form,.17 How could these former practices of the 
self be colonised by this normalising apparatus? 

2. The law 

How is it that new problems, like accident insurance, become not only the 
object of new legislation, but also a new way of conceiving of the law? Law 
must be analysed at the point where its application poses problems. It is 
necessary to trace the history of the styles of juridical reasoning which 
determine which sort of objects can fall under jurisdiction, who makes use of 
them and how. This is the critical juridical nominalism proposed by Franc;ois 
Ewald: not a philosophy of the essence or the nature of law, but a history of • 
events or problematisations through which an individual 'juridical experience' 
IS constructed. 

J. Politics 

fn what way and through what means of conception do certain problematic 
I vents become 'political'? For example that event whose name is a date, '68? 

For Foucault, politics is not a constitutive element of these problematisa­
lIons; on the contrary, it is the problematisations which raise questions about 
politics and transform the way it is conceived. In this sense, the point is not so 
IItuch to find definitive solutions as to find out how to bring about their entry 
.nto that which presents itself as the political field . 

This is illustrated by the question posed by his analysis of the problematisa­
lIons of the 'welfare-warfare state'. How should it be that a new problematisa­
• I<1ll oflife and death, a new way of governing changed not only the functioning 
I 'llt also the concept of the State? How is it that 'liberal' thought (the categories 
• ,f civic society/State) emerged as a way of thinking about this new biopolitics, 
'Ild how was this problematised in turn?: ' ... my way of looking at political • 
'illestions ... is by way of problematisation; that implies the development of a 
I .• main of actions, of practices and of thought which seem to me to raise 

l>l oblems for politics.'18 

But the analysis of these dangers is itself dangerous, for it takes place in 
1111.1tions which lie outside deducto-normative reasoning. As when one sees 
h.11 something needs to be done, though one does not yet know exactly what. 

II. Ihen that I open a space not of deduction, but of analysis and questioning 
'hich one might seek to determine a danger which still remains to be 

I IIldied and to which it will be necessary to react. The 'ethico-political 
hr .• , e' consists in 'determining what the true danger is': 'I should like to trace 
h gl Il( :Ilogy of problems, of problema tics. I do not mean that everything is 

I d, htll Ihal ('vt'rything is dangerous, which is not the same thing. If every­
Illig I <1 .111).:( rom, Ihen tlwH' i~ still something we can dO.'19 
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POSSIBILITIES 

• Foucault's philosophy bears on what we can think and what can be changed in 
what we can think. The link between the possible and the thinkable goes back 
to Kant. Foucault wanted to introduce the event into critical philosophy, and 

• advance a critical history of thought. For if experience is made possible by 
categories, and if categories change, then possibilities also change. 

The task of criticism becomes that of inserting the event into that which 
presents itself as evidence. These events are what makes things conceivable. 
This is why, in L'Archeologie du savair, Foucault talks of a historical a priori­
an a priori not of legitimate boundaries but of historical possibilities of ex­
perience. For Foucault, as for Kant, freedom is not one ethical possibility 
amongst others; it is the actual possibility of ethics: 'Ethics is the deliberate 
form assumed by freedom'.20 However, for Foucault, in a way which is 
contrary to Kant, this freedom is not supra-sensible but historical. It arises 
not out of a rational Republic of autonomous subjects but out of an unceasing 
questioning of historical bestowals of identity. Foucault wanted to write a 
history not of that which is true or false but of that which can be true or false; 
not of that which must be done but of that which can be done; not of ways of 
life but of possibilities of life. It is in this perspective of the historical pos­
sibilities of knowledge [sa voir], action and subjective identity that knowledge 
[sa voir] is, for Foucault, marked off from science, power is marked off from 
politics, ethics is marked off from morality; and that the relationships between 
forms of knowledge [savoirs], powers and modes of being are never given but 
always to be sought after, since they are never essential or necessary but always 
historical and transformable. 

By making the question of criticism a historical one, Foucault discovered a 
sort of impossibility which is not logical but historical. It is not the impossibility 
of a square circle or of a non-existent God, but the impossibility of that which 
it is no longer, or not yet, possible to think. Not that which has no meaning but 
that which does not yet have meaning, or no longer has meaning. It is this 
historical constraint or exclusion which it is the job of thought to make visible. 
It would even be possible to think that the impossibility in question here was 
already present in seminal form in what Foucault called, in L 'Histoire de fa 
folie, 'the absence of work'. 

Yet, on a deeper level, Foucault's critical work relating to the field of 
individual historical possibilities itself opens up new philosophical possibilities, 
and sketches a new way of conceiving the relationship between history and 
philosophy, a new way of envisaging the relationships between philosophical 
strivings and modes of being - in short, a new way of doing philosophy. 
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UMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

John Rajchman stressed, in response to a question about problematisation, 
that this was a term which Foucault came to use only later in his writing career. 
It was the way in which, at the end of his life, Foucault was thinking about his 
own work. Problematisations were not only the object of Foucault's work but 
their pOint of departure. Thus it was that Foucault discovered that the treat­
m nt of prisoners was intolerable at the same time as he discovered the gap 
b tween the concrete life of prisoners and the legal and economic evidence of 
Ih conception of prison. 

Christian Jambet noted that the treatment which Foucault reserves for 
I to 's Symposium and Phaedra in L'Usage des plaisirs bears witness to a 
Iff rent genealogy of Platonism from that of Nietzsche. How can one situate 
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the distance which Foucault establishes between himself and Nietzsche? And 
how can one situate the moment where the problematisation of Greece 
moved towards a theory of liberty rather than the beginnings of a process of 
decadence? 

Manfred Frank maintained that writing Naissance de fa clinique or Sur­
veil/er et punir presupposed a certain ethical decision. In order to judge the 
situation regarding prisons and to find this significant for society as a whole, it 
is necessary to take up a position. We find a situation 'intolerable' only when 
an alternative comes into being. In this there is something ethical because it 
is normative, 'counter-factual'. This ethical dimension underlies Foucault's 
ethical practice. Can an ethic be founded simply on the opening up of pos­
sibilities? German fascism was also a possibility, and that is not enough to 
satisfy our ethical requirements. Can an argument be found in Foucault which 
would be capable of showing that fascism is less likely to satisfy our ethical 
needs than his own commitment? 

John Rajchman argued that one cannot consider a situation intolerable 
unless one is capable of imagining an alternative which one is sure would be 
better. For Foucault, people struggle in concrete situations; there is no need to 
see their struggles as idealist. 
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Reflections on the notion 
of {the cultivation of the self' 

Pierre Hadot 

In the preface to L'Usage des plaisirs and in a chapter of Souci du soi ISS], 

Foucault refers to my article 'Exercices spirituels' which appeared in Annuaire 

tie la 5' Section de I'Ecole pratique des hautes etudes for the year 1975-6, and was 
.cproduced in my book EXe7'cices spirituels et Philosophie antique which first 
Ippeared in 1981, with a new edition in 1987. It seems that Foucault's attention 
was drawn to the description I made in it of ancient philosophy as an art of 
living, as a style of life, as a way of life, and by my attempt, in this book, to 
, xplain why it was that modern philosophy had forgotten this tradition and 
had become almost exclusively a theoretical discourse; also by the idea I 
\ ctched in the article, and later developed in my book Exercices spirituels, that 

I hristianity took over certain spiritual exercises practised in Antiquity for its 
"wn purposes. 

I should like here to make some remarks to clarify further this encounter 
I" tween us, the differences in interpretation and finally the philosophical 
hoice which separated us and could have provided the substance of a dialogue 
hich, unfortunately, Foucault's premature death interrupted all too soon. 
J' oucault describes with precision in Le Souci de soi what he calls the 'prac­

tl, <s of the self' preached by the Stoic philosophers in Antiquity: the care of the 
, If which can, moreover, be realised only under the direction of a spiritual 
"lIde, attention to the body and to the soul which implies care for the self, the 

• rcises of abstinence, the examination of the conscience, the filtering of 
I I" ('scntations and finally the conversion towards the self, the possession of 
Ih. \('If. Foucault conceives of these practices as 'arts of existence', as 'tech­
" jlH"S of the self'. Yet it seems to me that the way Foucault describes what I 

I II •. dlnl 'spiritual exercises', and he prefers to call 'techniques of the self', is 
J nil" II (rlltn·d 011 Ill(' \df', or iltlcast on a certain conception ofthe self. 
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We should note that Foucault presents the ethic of the Graeco-Roman 
world as an ethic of pleasure which is taken in the self (SS, p. 83): 'In place of 
this sort of violent, uncertain and provisional pleasure, access to the self is 
capable of substituting a form of pleasure which one can take in oneself in 
serenity and for all time.' To illustrate this idea he quotes Seneca's twenty­
third letter, which deals with the joy which can be discovered in oneself, 
precisely in the best part of oneself. But in fact I have to say that there is some 
inexactitude in his presentation of this. In the twenty-third letter, Seneca is in 
fact explicitly contrasting va/uPlas and gauJium , pleasure and joy; and one can­
not therefore speak, as Foucault does (p. 83) on the subject of joy, of 'another 
form of pleasure'. It is not just a question of words, although the Stoics attached 
a great deal of importance to them and distinguished carefully betweenhedane 
and eupatheia, precisely between pleasure and joy (this distinction crops up 
again in Plotinus and in Bergson, the latter linking joy with creation). No, it is 
not just a question of vocabulary: if the Stoics set store by the word gauJium, 
the word 'joy', this was precisely because they refused to introduce the prin­
ciple of pleasure into moral life. For them happiness did not consist in pleasure 
but in virtue itself, which is seen as being its own reward. Well before Kant, 
the Stoics wanted jealously to preserve the purity of intention of the moral 

conscience. 
Secondly, and most importantly, the Stoics did not find joy in the 'self' but, 

as Seneca says, 'in the best part of the self', in the 'true good' (Seneca, letter 
XXIII, 6); that is to say (XXIII, 7), 'in the turning of the consciousness towards 
the good intentions which have no object other than virtue, right actions' - in 
what Seneca calls (CXXIV, 23) perfect reason, which finally means divine 
reason (XCII, 27), since for him, human reason is only perfectible reason. The 
'best part' of the selfis ultimately a transcendental self. Seneca does not find joy 
just in 'Seneca', but by transcending Seneca, by discovering that he has a reason 
in himself, a part of the universal Reason which is within all men and the 

cosmos itself. 
The Stoic exercise aims in fact at going beyond the self, at thinking and 

acting in union with universal Reason. The three exercises described by Marcus 
Aurelius (VII, 54; IX, 6; VIII, 7), following on from Epictetus, are very sig­
nificant in this respect: to make judgements objectively in accordance with 
internal reason, to act in accordance with reason which is common to all men, 
and to accept the destiny which is imposed on us by cosmic reason. For the 
Stoics there is only one reason here, and this is the reason which is the real self 

of man. 
I understand Foucault's motive in glossing over these aspects very well, 

though he was well a ware of them. His description of practices of the self (like, 
moreover, my description of spiritual exercises) is not only a\historical study; it 
was meant also to offer contemporary man a model of life (which Foucault 
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calls the 'aesthetic of existence'). Now, according to a very general tendency in 
modern thought - a tendency which is perhaps rather more instinctive than 
considered - the notions of 'universal Reason' and 'universal Nature' are no 
longer seen as having much meaning. It was therefore expedient to paren­
thesise them. 

For the moment, I should like to say that it seems difficult from a historical 
point of view to concede that the philosophical practice of the Stoics and the 
Platonists was related only to the self, to the cultivation of the self and to the 
pleasure taken in the self. The psychic content of these exercises seems to me to 
be something quite different. The feeling of belonging to a Whole seems to me 
to be the essential element: belonging to the Whole of the human community, 
belonging to the cosmic Whole. Seneca sums this up in four words (letter 
LXVI, 6): 'Tati Se inserens munda': 'plunging oneself into the totality of the 
world'. Groethuysen, in his admirable Anthrapa/agie phi/asaphique (p. 80), 
recognised this fundamental characteristic well. Now, a cosmic perspective of 
this nature radically transforms the feelings one might have about oneself. 

Curiously, Foucault has little to say about the Epicureans. This is all the 
more unexpected since, in a certain sense, the Epicurean ethic is an ethic with­
out norms, an autonomous ethic, which cannot be founded on Nature; an ethic 
based on chance which would, as such, appear to suit the modern mentality 
perfectly. The reason for this silence can perhaps be found in the fact that it is 
difficult to integrate Epicurean hedonism into the general schema of the use 
of pleasures put forward by Foucault. However this might be, the Epicureans 
;llso have their spiritual practices, for example the examination of the con­
\cience. But as I said, these practices are not founded on the norms of Nature 
and universal Reason, since for the Epicureans the world is formed only as a 
r suit of chance. And yet, here again, this spiritual practice cannot be defined 
only as a cultivation of the self, as a simple relationship of the self to the self or 
.IS a pleasure which can be found in one's own self. The Epicurean is not afraid 
I I) confess that he needs something other than himself in order to satisfy his 
d sires and to find his pleasure: he needs bodily food, the pleasures oflove, but 
. .! so a physical theory of the universe in order to suppress the fear of the gods 
Ind of death. He needs the companionship of other members of the Epicurean 
(hool in order to find happiness in mutual affection. Finally, he needs imagina­

II vc contemplation of the infinity of the universe in order to feel what Lucretius 
.llls divina va/uptas et horror. This immersion of the Epicurean sage in the 
",mos is well expressed by Epicurus' disciple, Metrodorus: 'Remember that, 

bC'lng born mortal, with a limited life, you have raised yourself through thinking 
hout nature to the eternity and infinity of things, and you have seen every­

Ihi ll~ which has been and everything that will be.' There is, in Epicureanism, 
1\ xtr .lOrdinary reversal of perspective: it is precisely because existence appears 

h lllle Fplulrt'arl a~ pUr(' chance, inexorably unique, that he welcomes life as a 
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kind of miracle, as a free and unhoped-for gift from Nature, and considers 
existence to be a marvellous festival. 

I should now like to take another example in order 'to illustrate the differ­
ence in our interpretations of'concern for the self'. Foucault wrote an interest­
ing article entitled 'Ecriture de soi' (,Writing about the self') which, moreover, 
takes as its starting point a remarkable text concerning the therapeutic value of 
writing which I studied in my Exercices spirituels (p. 69) and according to which 
the famous monk Anthony was supposed to have counselled his disciples to 
note in writing the actions and movements of their souls, as if they were going 
to make these known to others: 'Let writing take the place of the eyes of 
others,' he said. This anecdote led Foucault to reflect on the forms taken by 
what he calls 'writing about the self' in Antiquity, and notably the literary 
genre of the hypomnemata, which could be called spiritual 'notebooks', where 
thoughts of others are written which could contribute to the edification of the 
writer. Foucault defines the purpose of this as follows (p. 8): the point is to 
'capture that which has already been said', to 'collect together that which one 
might have heard or read, and this for a purpose which is nothing less than the 
constitution of the self'. He then wonders: 'How can one be placed in the 
presence of oneself with the aid of discourse which is without age and which 
comes from just about all over the place?' And this is his reply: 'This exercise 
was to make possible a return to the past: the contribution of the hypomnemata 
was to be a means of detaching the soul from concern about the future and 
inclining it towards a meditation on the past.' He thinks that he has discovered, 
both in Stoic and in Epicurean morality, the refusal to accept an attitude of 
mind which looks to the future and the tendency to attribute a positive value to 
the possession of a past which can be enjoyed sovereignly and without care. It 
seems to me that there is an error in this interpretation. It is true that the 
Epicureans, and they alone, considered one of the principal sources of pleasure 
to be the memory of pleasant moments in the past. This, though, has nothing 
to do with the meditation on the 'already said' practised in the hypomnemata. 
Yet the fact still remains, as I showed in an article which appeared in Diogene 
in 1986 (no. 133) that Stoics and Epicureans agree in affirming an attitude 
which consists in liberating oneself both from concern about the future and 
from the weight of the past in order to be able to concentrate on the present 
moment - either to enjoy it, or to act in it. And from this point of view, neither 
the Stoics nor even the Epicureans attributed a positive value to the past: the 
fundamental philosophical attitude consisted in living in the present, possess­
ing the present and not the past. The fact that they did, moreover, attach great 
importance to thoughts formulated by their predecessors is a different matter. 
But if the hypomnemata bear on what has already been said, it is not just on 
anything that has been 'already said', which would have no merit other than 
belonging to the past, but because in these things which have already been said 
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(in general, the dogmas of the founders of the school) can be recognised that 
which reason itself would say in the present; that is, because in these dogmas of 
Epicurus or Chrisippus a value can be recognised which is always present, 
precisely because these dogmas are the expression of reason. In other words, by 
writing, by noting these things down, it is not alien thought that one is making 
one's own; rather, one is using formulations which one considers to be well 
made in order to make present, to bring alive, that which is already present 
within the reason of the writer. 

According to Foucault, this exercise is supposed to be entirely eclectic and 
would therefore imply an element of personal choice, which would thus ex­
plain the notion of the 'constitution of self'. 'Writing as a personal experience 
made through the self and for the self is an art of disparate truth or, more 
precisely, a considered way of combining the traditional authority of that 
which has already been said with the uniqueness of the truth which is affirmed 
an it, and the particular nature of the circumstances which determine its usage.' 
But in fact, at least for the Stoics and the Epicureans, personal choice is not 
~ituated in eclecticism. Eclecticism is used only for the purpose of converting 
heginners. Thus Foucault finds an example of eclecticism in Lucilius' Letters, 
an which the Stoic Seneca quotes sentences from Epicurus. But the point here 
was to convert Lucilius, to begin to make him practise a moral life. This usage 
IIr Epicurus appears only in the first Letters and rapidly disappears. On the 
,()ntrary, personal choice is in fact situated exclusively in adhesion to a precise 
(orm of life, Stoicism or Epicureanism, which is considered to conform to 
I ('ason. It is only with the new Academy-in Cicero, for example-that personal 
, hoice is made according to what reason considers likely at a particular moment. 

It is not, then, as Foucault thought (pp. 11-13), by writing and reading 
.I!sparate thoughts that the individual forges his spiritual identity. First, as we 
It.lve seen, these thoughts are not disparate, but chosen for their coherence. 
• ondly - and most importantly - the point was not to forge a spiritual 

,,!entity by writing but to free oneselffrom one's individuality, to raise oneself 
I .. universality. It is therefore inaccurate to talk of , writing about the self'; not 
• 'Illy is it not oneself that one is writing about, but also the writing does not 
. 'Ilstitute the self: as in other spiritual exercises, it changes the level of the self; 

II universalises it. The miracle of this exercise, practised in solitude, is that it 
lilAcs access to the universality of reason possible in time and space. For Saint 

IIthony the therapeutic value of writing consisted precisely in this universa­
l! Iflg power. Writing, Anthony said, takes the place of the eye of the other. 
I h. writer feels in some way looked at; he is no longer alone, but part of a 
I 11JI.1I1 community which is silently present. By formulating one's personal acts 

I ~ rit ing, one becomes part of the link between reason, logic and universality. 
making objective that which is confused and subjective. 
Ilfll liP: Wll.It FOllc.1U1t (all, the 'practices of self' in the Stoics, and also 
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in the Platonists, does correspond, it is true, to a movement of conversion 
towards the self: one liberates oneself from externals, from sensual attachment 
to external objects and to the pleasures which these can procure; one observes 
oneself, in order to see if one has progressed in this exercise; one seeks to be 
one's own master, to possess oneself, to find one's happiness in internal free­
dom and independence. I agree with all these points. But I think that this 
movement of interiorisation is inseparably linked to another movement in 
which one raises oneself to a higher psychic level; in which one rediscovers 
another type of exteriorisation, another relationship with the exterior, another 
way of being-in-the world which consists in being aware of oneself as a part of 
Nature, as a particle of universal Reason. One lives, then, no longer in the 
conventional and usual human world but in the world of Nature. As I said 
elsewhere, one is practising 'physics' as a spiritual exercise. 

As such one identifies oneself with an 'other' which is Nature, universal 
Reason, which is present in each individual. In this there is a radical trans­
formation of perspective, a universalist and cosmic dimension which Foucault, 
it seems to me, did not sufficiently stress: interiorisation is going beyond the 
self in a way which leads to universalisation. 

All these observations which I have just made are not to be situated only in 
the framework of a historical analysis of ancient philosophy; they are aimed 
also at the definition of the ethical model which modern man might discover 
in Antiquity. To be precise: what I rather fear is that, by concentrating his 
interpretation to such a great extent exclusively on the interpretation of the 
cultivation of the self, on concern for the self and on conversion towards the 
self and, in a general way, by defining his ethical model as an ethic of existence, 
Foucault might have been advancing a cultivation of the self which was too 
purely aesthetic - that is to say, I fear, a new form of dandyism, a late­
twentieth-century version. But this would have to be studied more closely that 
I am able to do here. For my part, I believe firmly - naively, perhaps - in the 
opportunity for modern man to live out, not the wisdom (the majority of the 
Ancients did not believe in this opportunity) but an exercise, still fragile, of 
wisdom, in the triple form which was defined, as we saw, by Marcus Aurelius: 
attempting to practise objectivity of judgement, attempting to live according to 
justice in the service of the human community, and attempting to become 
aware of our situation as belonging to the universe (that is, acting on the basis 
of the lived experience of ourselves as concrete, living and perceiving subjects). 
This exercise in wisdom will therefore be an attempt to open ourselves up to 
the universal. 

More precisely again, I think that modern man is able to practise the philo­
sophical exercises of Antiquity, whilst separating them from the philosophical 
or mythical discourses which accompany them. This same spiritual exercise 
can in fact be justified in a concrete way in terms of extremely different forms 
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of philosophical discourse, which are only clumsy attempts, which come about 
in retrospect in order to justify internal experiences, the existential density of 
which finally escapes all attempts at theorisation and systematisation. For 
example, the Stoics and the Epicureans invited their disciples, for totally dif­
ferent reasons, to concentrate their attention on the present moment whilst 
freeing themselves from concern about the future or the past. Yet whoever 
practises this exercise sees the world with new eyes, as ifhe were seeing it for 
the first time. He discovers, in the enjoyment of the pure present, the mystery 
and splendour of existence; and, as Nietzsche said, we can then say yes 'not 
only to ourselves but to existence'. It is not necessary, therefore, to believe in the 
Stoic's Nature and universal Reason to practise these exercises, but in prac­
tising them one lives concretely according to reason ('even if everything tends 
towards chance, you, yourself, should not tend towards chance', said Marcus 
Aurelius (X, 28, 3); one accedes concretely to the universality of the cosmic 
perspective, to the marvellous and mysterious presence of the universe. 
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UMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

en-Pierre Vernant returned to the theme of problematisation in order to 
Icate that this means that certain conditions, at a certain moment, cause a 

Id to modify itself and an object which until that point had not been noticed 
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to appear. 'Problematisation' designates simultaneously a modification of his­
tory in general and a way of being for the self for all persons. 

Foucault put his finger on two points: the difference between whatthe Greeks 
called 'pleasures' and that which we ourselves call ·sexuality'. Sexuality is 
a modern invention, the conditions necessary for the emergence of an 
experience of this nature having come together only relatively recently. Fou­
cault, moreover, was seeking to find out at which moment the category of the 
individual emerged. Not the self in the first-personal sense [Ie moJ], which was 
a non-existent category for the Greeks, but in the third-personal sense [Ie soi­
meme]. Socrates' soul is not the psychological individual, but an impersonal 
or supra-personal daimon in Socrates. Foucault shows how, in certain cultural 
and social conditions, the individual becomes the object of concern for the self 
by means of work on the self; of a fabrication of the self by means of tech­
niques which are spiritual exercises, examinations of conscience, attempts at 
recall, and so on. Foucault saw that there was a fundamental question here. 
Even if, in Antiquity, wisdom was more orientated towards an integration of the 
self into the cosmos than towards the exploration of the self by the self, that did 
not make it impermissible for him to transpose this experience into something 
which could today be seen as an aesthetic of existence. 

Jean-Pierre Vernant noted the parallels and the differences of orienta­
tion between the enquiry carried out by Foucault in order to understand how 
the individual, in Western culture, came to adopt the characteristics which we 
recognise and, on the other hand, the enquiries pursued by Meyerson on the 
history of the person. 

Pierre Hadot confirmed that, for the Ancients, the self is an interior 
daimon: it is not a question of a subject, but of an internal object. It is very 
difficult to use the terms self and subject in the context of Antiquity. 

Moreover, Pierre Hadot stressed that there is an abyss between Antiquity 
and the modern world. It is possible to extract, as Foucault did, from Marcus 
Aurelius, Plutarch or Seneca, 'a detail of this morality' (Paul Veyne) and give 
it a present-day meaning. Foucault did find a morality in the ethics of ancient 
philosophy, but the way he presented this philosophy was not, perhaps, totally 
accurate. 
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three 

The constitution of the subject 
and spiritual practice 

Observations on L'Histoire de fa sexuafite 

Christian Jambet 

It might seem strange to read Foucault with problems in mind other than those 
of the West. The objects of his analyses belong strictly to the space of Western 
culture: the whole of this space is involved, but only this space. None the less, 
the East is not entirely absent from Foucault's work, and two illustrations of 
this, at least, have attracted my attention. 

In the preface to the first edition of Histoire de la folie we read: 

In the universality of the Western ratio, there is this divide which is the East: the 
East thought of as the origin, dreamt of as the giddying point which is the place 
of birth, of nostalgia and promises of return, the East which offers itself to the 
colonising reason of the West but is indefinitely inaccessible, for it remains 
always as a boundary: the night of beginning in which the West was formed but 
where it drew a dividing line, the East is for the West everything which the West 
is not, yet it is here that it has to seek whatever might be its originating truth. The 
history of this great divide is something which should be traced, throughout the 
whole of the West's process of becoming, it should be followed in its continuities 
and shifts, whilst at the same time its tragically hieratical nature should be 
allowed to appear. 

( )llentals' are to be seen in terms of their pure otherness: it is on this that their 
, r present prestige is based, as well as their totally alien nature. They deter-

1111 lit' the external limit to our way of thinking, but in so doing they suggest the 
I' IlInn of its lost origin: cannot an analogy be drawn here between the ex­
I rinICe of the East and that of insanity? This is not to suggest that both truths 

1I1Iid Iw of the same nature, that the Oriental should be seen as something of 
(II 1I1111.ln and till" madman as a substitute Oriental, but rather that our ways 
f Ih lllking 1'lIl'f1inl.lrt" "lIh that Wt' h.lvc to treat them as objects of similar 
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procedures. That is to say, from the point of view which then became his own, 
Foucault was sketching a research programme which could be set out as 
follows: 

• to study ways in which this notion of the Other was constituted, from the 
Renaissance up to the appearance of Oriental ism; 

• to show how Orientalism was able to modify this notion at the same time as 
magnifying it, and how it transformed the quest for the lost origin into that 
of a 'different history', by means of which ours could be at one and the same 
time disputed and clarified; 

• to clarify that which seems in the East to insist, in a way which is perhaps 
misrepresented by our ways of thinking [savoirsj, on a 'tragic' experience, 
which makes sense to us alone but which necessarily had to take place 
outside us. 

The East is probably only one of the names in our culture by means of which 
it creates a space outside itself, yet this name is not pure appearance. No more 
than the 'lightning-like decision, heterogeneous to the nature of historical 
time, yet incomprehensible outside it, which separates the dark murmuring of 
insects from the language of reason and the promises of time.' 

The second illustration of which I am thinking comes at a distance of twenty 
years from the first. It is of a quite different nature: it is the interest which 
Foucault took in the events in Iran. How would it be possible to make sense of 
this in terms of a political commitment made at a point in time and subject to 
whatever the consequences of the revolution turned out to be? This would be 
to reduce its scope to mere empirical determination: would it be wise to 
encourage uprisings leading to the fall of a monarch? 

What Foucault's texts say, in fact, is something quite different: the point is 
not the politics of a future state but the essence of an uprising, of the 'spiritual' 
politics which makes it possible; and it is in consequence a form of'transcen­
dental' enquiry: what are the conditions which make it possible for a culture to 
decide on a revolt, on the basis of hope and an experience seen in terms of 
'events in heaven'? Here, the East is no longer looked at in terms of names 
forged by the West but as the locus of a problematisation of power and liberty 
which is different but real, alien but autonomous. Foucault sees immediately 
that here history is the expression of a metahistory, or again of a hiero-history, 
and that the temporalisation of time is suspended in favour of messianic events 
whose place is not the world of phenomena understood by science. He also sees 
that from this point a certain way of being a subject becomes possible - quite 
different from the scientific, legal and moral subject which the Galilean and 
Cartesian shifts definitively set up in the West. At the time Michel Foucault 
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was the only Western philosopher to show an interest in questions of this 
nature; so we should be careful not to speak thoughtlessly about what his 
ultimate position was. 

I should like to show that in these last two books, as he was describing a 
certain type of problematisation of liberty in the Western world of Greece and 
Rome, Michel Foucault none the less opened routes which are of essential 
interest to the research ofIranian Islam; that it is possible, in the light of these, 
to overcome several apparent antimonies and that certain consequences follow 
for our perception of the history of freedom. 

1 THE CRITIQUE OF NATURALISM 
AND THE STRUGGLE AGAINST 
HISTORICISM 

I should like first to show how the historicism of which the science of religion 
had to rid itself in order to deal appropriately with spiritual events (here 
Iranian spiritual events) is of the same essence as the naturalism which Michel 
Foucault criticises under the heading of the 'repressive hypothesis'. It is well 
known that Iranian studies, notably those dealing with Islamic Iran, have been 
significantly advanced thanks to the work of Henry Corbin. The major dif­
ficulty he encountered as he read texts on Sufi or Shi'ite spirituality can be set 
out as follows: the authors of these texts - whether they were the disciples of 
Sohravardi, the 'Persian Platonists', the philosophers of the School of Isfahan 
who were followers of Avicenna, or the theoreticians of 'Twelver' Shi'ism­
order their thought around the idea of the existence of a hierarchical universe 
which comprises, beyond the sensible world of the earth and the spheres, 
the various degrees of an 'intelligible' world and, between these two sides 
of reality, an in-between world 'where spirits become corporeal and bodies 
become spirits'; this is the world of 'archetype-images' visible to the imagina­
tion of the sage or of the proven faithful. Henry Corbin suggests calling this the 
'Imaginal world': 

To the Iranian religious consciousness, this world is the threshold of spiritual 
universes. It therefore determines sets of conduct, obligations and practices, 
which here could be called moralities or politics: it is in this imaginal world that 
prophetic events take place, that the cycles of the Imat succeed one another, that 
dIe divine secrets are revealed and that the resurrection body develops. All this 
(,Ikes bodily form in the spiritual matter of the active imagination according to 
d\{' laws of a time and the proportions of a space which lead to the desire for 
r.-lease from this world and justify the symbols of faith and the promises of 

l hOI tology. 
Should this wnn'ptual l·difice he treated as a 'mode of representation'? 
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Should one see in it secondary expressions of historical, political or institutional 
struggles? Should one say, for example, that Ismailiyan Shi'ism is 'in the first 
instance' a religious and political party, grouped round the concrete and feudal 
interests of Northern Iran, or, on the contrary, the masses of poor peasants 
and newly converted non-Arab Muslims? Should one say, then, that the de­
ployment of the series of imams in the subtle time of the soul according to 
its own cyclical rhythm is nothing more than an ideological veneer required 
by this concrete history? This hypothesis, which one could refer to as histori­
cist, is in reality ahistorical and incapable of treating its object. It was by 
renouncing this approach that Corbin was able really to show that what 
constituted and gave coherence to concrete history was this meta history 'in 
heaven', and that this was not a simple means of justification in which at a 
given time the eternal division between oppressors and oppressed would be 
enveloped, but that it was, in the first instance, an original and irreducible 
production - the 'problematisation', as Foucault would say - of a certain 
type of relationship between oneself and others - a concrete, practical and 

theoretical form ofliberty. 
It seems to me that this movement which Corbin makes - which opens the 

way for Shi'ite studies, by making it possible to 'see like those who see in that 
way', by studying the modes of being and modes of consciousness as in­
dissociable elements of the same type of subjectivity - is not far from the 
movement by which Foucault, in his study of Graeco-Latin philosophies and 
spiritualities, puts an end to the naturalist hypothesis. 

If there is such a thing as a theme which continues explicitly through the 
modifications brought to the project of the 'history of sexuality', it seems to be 
this. In La Volante de savoir, the point is to show that the attention paid to sex 
cannot be analysed in terms of categories of transgression or interdiction. The 
fact that Foucault is attacking here a form of Freudo-Marxism is not the most 
important point. He wants above all to make us wary of a belief in an eternal 
essence in the sexual relationship, the effects of which practice and theory 
would have to translate or combat, and of the idea that ethics could have had 
as its function only a purely negative task: to repress a threat coming from the 
depths, to express universally respectable interdictions, and to stop or filter out 
certain possible but inadmissible forms of behaviour. He writes, on the con­
trary, in L'Usage des piaisirs: 'These notions of sexual austerity have to be 
understood not as a translation or commentary of profound and essential 
prohibitions but as developments and stylisations of an activity in the exercise 
of its power and the practice of its liberty.' 

It can be seen that the 'repressive hypothesis' sets up a nature of sex, good or 
dangerous, in opposition to the structures which oppress and temper it. But 
this antagonism is also doubled up with another opposition: on the one hand 
there would be the weighty, institutional and historical powers whose job it is 
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to enforce this temperance and this domination; and then, on the other hand, 
we would have the forms of discourse which would enunciate it, in the 
modality of illusion, mystification and obligation. There is a great deal in 
common between the historicist model which treats discourse as an ideological 
superstructure, and the naturalist model which supposes that sex has an essen­
tial and eternal nature, since it is this nature which founds the distinction 
\letween the structures which are supposed to have historical power over it, 
.md the words whose job is to do no more than translate - albeit in a confused 
way - its effects. The consequence of this would be that the 'real' history of 
means of constraint would be based on the foundation of an eternal nature of 
. xuality whilst, according to the famous formulation, ideology would not 
have a history. 

Michel Foucault starts from the opposite hypothesis: what history does have, 
I hat which truly makes the history of sexuality, is the grouping of'problematisa­
lions through which being presents itself as potentially and necessarily think­
Ihle, and the practices on the basis of which these problematisations are formed'. 

'>1 xuality, then, comes into being thanks to the practices and discourse in which • 
,I becomes the object of attention and concern. In the immanence of one and the 
Ime level of analysis, institutions, powers and forms of knowledge [savoirs] 

~ not together into 'forms of recognition' - that is to say, a certain type of sub­
I' rtification. To proceed from systems of morality and to suppose that these 
urround the hard core of an eternal problem appears to consign them to 

I" tory. Yet in fact it reduces them to a natural and eternal essence. To sub­
Iitute for this 'a history of ethical problematisations made on the basis of the 

I".lctices of the self' is to assign, to that which seemed inessential, the impor­
I Itl e of that which is most serious and most material. That is not to say that 

"lfciousness determines concrete being, the material. This suppresses, by means 
1 these two concepts, the fundamentally naturalistic hypothesis which 
\I tains them: discourse is not 'consciousness' but the constitution of the self, 
I .. determination which has a relationship of solidarity with a certain object, 
,dl the world in which it exists, and with the subject for which it exists. 
In the science of religion, Henry Corbin was able to free himself from 

I wricism by means of a phenomenological hypothesis: that is, the founding 
, of the imaginal world which makes it possible for the Shi'ite subject to 
,hlish the ensemble of this practice and discourse. Following the concepts 

Ill, h belong to the archaeology of knowledge, Foucault is able to obtain a 
r.,lId result. I should like to show how, in detail, he develops his theory of 
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2 CONSTITUTION AND 
SUBJECTIFICATION 

On the subject of pleasure in the Philebus, Foucault writes that 'the ontology to 
which this ethic refers is not an ontology oflack and of desire'. This is to insist 
on the independent nature of what is to be the Christian history of the flesh; to 
say also that what we, along with Hegel and Freud, take as the essence of 
pleasure (the fulfilling of an absence by means of an object over which another 
has power) does not exist for Plato. Or rather, itis not in the reality which Plato 
determines to be true. This is one of the major lessons of Foucault's work: that 
ontology is susceptible to history. It should be stated not only that there is a 
multiplicity in the doctrines of being but, more radically, that being comtitull'S 
itself. It is the effect of real experiences which gives substance to this, and this 
'constitution' depends also on a formal aspect, the form taken by the 'truth 
game' at a given time. L'Ordre du discours spoke, in a Nietzschean way, of 
the division which arose out of the 'will to truth'. This claims to determine 
in particular what makes truth and falsehood possible, what grants authentic 
status to behaviour and to assertions. We would be wrong to deduce from this 
that all truth is nothing but appearance, the effect of a discourse which imposes 
it, and that all knowledge [savoi,.] is vain. We do not progress in the direction 
of scepticism if we see the will to truth in the experiences which sustain it, but 
in the direction of the limitless extension of truth itself. It belongs to everything 
that is, everything that is true. We are as far as we can be from the lessons of 
logicalism, since we are not referring the true to an experience nor to a 
coherence which is supposed to be eternally valid , but we are considering to be 
true everything which comes into being in truth discourse. 

Now it is exactly such an extension and multiplication of the true that the 
sciences of religion need. This result is no doubt explained by the proximity of 
Histoi,.e de fa sexualiti to ethical discourse and therefore to spiritual discourse; 
we are able to infer from it rules of verification for the status of 'religious' 
discourse. It will not be necessary for us to ask if the universes built by 
knowledge Isavoirj , and set out according to the experience of the religious, 
contradict the nature of things; instead we shall have to ask what sort of truth 
is deployed in them. 

This line of truth between practices and theoretical knowledge would not 
hold unless it were valid for a subject. For the subject, it would have the virtue 
of naming the real, and through this truth the subject would experience it. 
This link between truth, the subject and experience would be total. 

Now this concept of the subject is not self-evident. Michel Foucault tells u 
that it is in itself one of the effects of the truth procedures by means of which it 
is made necessary. One might say that there is a subject because a certain type: 
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'relationship with the self' comes into being in a culture. It is because individ­
uals grant one another a certain form of attention that they recognise one 
another as subjects. Contrary to consciousness, which requires the recognition 
ofthe other, the subject needs only recognition of the self: such is the lesson of 
the ethical discourses studied by Michel Foucault. The consequence of this is, 
firs t, a historical reinterpretation. From the time of Hegel, Stoicism has been 
understood, essentially, as that form of consciousness of the self which is pure 
liberty 'in thought': the other, the 'things which do not depend on the self', are 
denied in the face of that which alone counts. It is therefore through a certain 
type of relationship to others (a negative relationship) that I am constituted as 
.1 subject, and as a free subject. According to Foucault, who follows here the 
,malysis of Pierre Hadot, the subject is in the first instance his relationship to 
himself. Rather than the illusory negation of the other, he is the constitution of 
I he ethical substance on the basis of a material, the 'individual', according to a 
tHrm of subjectification which brings the Stoic subject into being. The con-

quences of this are clear. The history of the subject will no longer be seen 
I I) depend on a phenomenology of consciousness, itself linked to dialectical 
I C'lationships between one person and another, but on the multiple forms which 
lit 'self ' can take. And these latter depend, not on the play of inter subjectivity 
!'ut on the conditions by means of which a freedom which is supposed to be 

IIstained by the subject can be problematised. Sexual austerity, practices of 
I (cticism , techniques of self, access to the 'true love', 'the antagonism of the 
( Ie to the self', 'the autocratic structure' of the subject: liberty becomes 'a 
( rtain form of relationship of the individual to himself' . It is certainly true 

(1 .. 1t this has decisive effects on one's conduct towards others, that this conduct 
III be studied and controlled in order that the relationship with the self should 

I true and honorable; but the important point is that in the experience where • 
" -ing presents itself as true and real, we are constrained to recognise a 

• 'Ilhguration that is at the same time constituting and constituted: the subject. 
J'his is how a certain type of 'transcendental-historical' element is affirmed. 

I I", notion of the subject being, in its own way, 'transcendental' is the con­
I ilIOn of possibility of experience and the practice of the true. Yet for all that 

ubject is still constituted, and again he is not universal. Michel Foucault 
Iblats the Kantian distinction between the subject of understanding and the 

11 1.t1 subject. But he also considerably weakens the universality of the transcen-
11 1.11 subject. Now this weakening is absolutely essential if we want to pro­

m the knowledge of the spiritual: we shall be able to understand then 
.1 ,ubject of visionary experience is possible, in the conditions which make 

I Ih .. same time a constituting and a constituted subject. 
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3 MATERIAL AND FORM OF 
EXPERIENCE 

A subject at the same time constituted and constituting: the contradiction 
which seems inherent in this notion may well seem similar to that which 
animates the Aristotelian substance, in which it can be said that matter is 
determining since matter is the principle of the singularisation of the sub­
stance. But it can also be said that form is determining, since without form, 
matter, absolutely undetermined, is only, Aristotle says, a 'quasi-being', a sham 
existent halfway between being and non-being. According to Foucault the 
subject is the locus of experience in the sense that the Aristotelian substance is 
the substrata of a mode of becoming internal to the power to act. What 
we find here on the side of power is ,the individual, and on the side of action 
the form in which the ethical subject is problematised by the working on the 
self. Corresponding to this pairing would be that of practice and knowledge 
[savoir], history and discourse: without this Aristotelian model archaeology 
would be a pure theory of forms 'suspended' outside any substratem; without 
this it would probably succumb to a doctrine of matter without form, to a 
physics of singularities which would not permit the precise understanding of 
how discourse and practice can be said to have a common origin. 

Individuals are therefore the matter on which the work of subjectification is 
to be carried out. They do not really have any being outside this work, previous 
to it, or in the absence of the form in which ethical or spiritual experience 
shapes them. But these forms of truth would in turn have no substantial exist­
ence beyond their insertion into the concrete matter of practices, behaviour and 
morals. This circle - of form and matter - orders a second circle: forms of 
knowledge [sa voir] are the effective content of a particular problematisation, 
By this, Michel Foucault means to designate the process by which a certain 
material domain is invested with values, imperatives, requirements, rules and 
exhortations. It should be noted that the investment is more a process of 
granting than the simple 'attribution of value' to an empirical domain. It is in 
a sense strategic, the encircling and methodical reconnaissance of a place with 
a view to its conquest. Something becomes an object of knowledge [savoirj, and 
at the same time an object of governance. The union of form and matter is both 
domination and 'guiding'. Through his discovery of the link between the 
governance of self (the treatment of the self by the forms of a certain ethical 
problematisation) and the governance of others, Michel Foucault was able to 

reduce micro-powers and massive institutions to the same model, that of the 
dominating union of a form and a substance. Ethics and politics are henceforrh 
no longer separate domains which it is the mission of a philosophy of history to 

reconcile ; and the same can be said of the various domains of spi ritual Ide-
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Hence the ceaselessly repeated question of the link between religion and 
politics, between mysticism and power, between the spiritual and material 
world, disappears. 

Investment of value in a material domain of this nature, and attention given 
to this sort of care for the soul or the body, are never particular cases of 
a sort of uniform or universal attitude. Foucault says that there are 'thresholds 
of reflection' which are more or less intense. That is to say, there is no 
'reality' which pre-exists the coming into being of these thresholds of ques­
tioning, but it varies, on the contrary, with their coming into being or their 
disappearance. 

Certain states of being, certain acts, arise out of the lack of material distinc­
tion where they were vegetating before calling forth or giving rise to this sort 
of questioning. They come to life as they become ethical problems, requiring 
theoretical and practical treatment. Whereas other modes of existence remain 
III a state of indifference where they are of no interest to the search for the true: 
they do not disturb knowledge [savoir] and they do not require of it that it 
hould be the material of its analyses and maxims. In Aristotelian terms, they 

remain pure possibilities. 

Why should a particular investment of value take place or not, and why 
1I0uid this affect a particular object, the aspect of a certain degree of reality? 
I he answer to this lies in the practice. The practice creates the 'threshold of 
" flection '. Yet this practice would not itself come into being if it were not 
" dormed by a coherent problematisation. Thus the practice provides the ethical 
," spiri tual substance of investment and as such creates a 'threshold' of inter­
, .. gation. Yet this is only on the condition that it receives a form to bring it to 
l,f", the form of a certain problematisation, the form of interrogation the 
I,,, alisation of which it provides. In this circle of form and matter, practice and 
"".blematisation, the substance of ethical life comes into being: experience. 

rhe subject is to be situated on the side of the form - that is to say, of the 
,I ( gories according to which a certain problematisation takes place. He then 

I ,omes a constituting subject. Yet he is also to be located on the side of 
I ,t 'rial practices, elected and transformed into thresholds of interrogation. 
II IS constituted as the bl ind spot of this focalisation. 

Ve learn from Michel Foucault that in the 'aesthetic morality' from which 
fourth-century Greeks drew counsel for their existence as beings of pleas­
I he most intense threshold is 'in its entirety a blind spot and a point of 

I" I va luation'. It is on this point, one might say, that rules and questions run 
I IIld multiply, and it is here that the substance of the moral subject lies. 
r III thi s point that the lines and perspectives which determine the form of 

I Il vity come together. But this point cannot be grasped. Not only by us, 
I 1.\, lilme who, in their living experience, ceaselessly question it. It is 

111\ Iy ltol I I1UlIlS("(j\I('llt 1,1' th;ll olle point to which the subject attaches 
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. particular importance - although this disappears the moment he attempts to 
see himself in it - is the sex act. Yet perhaps this is not the only act which can 
absorb attention in this way, which can be 'hypervalued' and yet remain 
intractable to all attempts to grasp it instinctively. We shall see that it is 
precisely such thresholds of spiritual hyper investment which one meets in 
the analysis of religious events, and notably (but not exclusively) in Islamic 
spiritual events. The more these thresholds are laden with meaning and 
interest, the more they manifest themselves as enigmas. To call them by name: 
ecstasy, messianic events, apparitional vision, and in general everything which 
becomes simultaneously the object of intensely multiplied discourse and strict 
secretiveness; not that there is a secret to be given away, but that nothing can 
be said about it - in short, because there is embarrassment. 

We find this combination of 'hypervaluation' and non-knowledge which 
characterises the subject of the ethical' concern for self' again at the heart of the 
'spiritual subject'. The forms of knowledge Isavoir] can multiply the experience 
of what the subject is supposed to be; the more he is exalted, the more indiscern­
ible he is. The practices which one would expect to isolate and define him only 
make him more anonymous. As I was saying, there is no shortage of examples 
amongst the objects dealt with by historians of spirituality. To begin with I shall 
just mention that there exists in certain forms of Sufism a 'hypervaluation' of the 
organs of the body. They are invested with a whole mystical prophetology; to 
each organ there corresponds a figure from amongst the prophets. Thus there 
is a hierarchy of organs, just as there is a succession of prophets up to the time 
of Muhammad, the seal of universal prophecy. To each organ corresponds a 
certain degree of realisation of mystical or spiritual states. Realising the state, 
transforming the material corporeal organ into an organ of the subtle body of 
light, means acceding to a certain degree of contemplation, progressing to the 
annihilation of the self in God, which leads to hyperexistence in God. This 
obviously assumes the appropriate techniques which make it possible, under 
the guidance of a master, to modify, guide and finally metamorphose one's body. 
Now if there is something about which the discourses are silent, something 
obscure, indefinite, this is the concrete content of what this state of corporeal 
and spiritual hyperexistence actually is. This is not only because the uninitiated 
are to be kept away from this sort of knowledge by secrecy; but because the texts 
which in their intrepid way most insist on these states and do not hesitate to 
reveal the way which leads to them become vague, halting and indecisive when 
they are dealing with their central object (the form of the spiritual object). 
Everything then becomes very general, very monotonous, as if the discourse 
were failing; not that the experience is too strong, but that it can no longer 
properly be sustained as an experience. The matter and the form of the 
experience intersect at the point where a subject exists; yet this subject can only 
be the 'blind spot' of the forms of knowledge [savoirsJ which validate it. 
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I have now in fact moved away from Michel Foucault's own domain of 
studies to that which, for want of better words, one might call 'the science of 
religions'. And in consequence I have reached the point I wished to make: this 
doctrine of the experience and constitution of the moral subject can be properly 
used in the elucidation of a number of events in spirituality, and particularly in 
the domain of Iranian Islamic spirituality. I have already mentioned one of 
these. I should like to show briefly, and to clarify briefly, the way in which the 
'thematic' of the concern for self is found in this spirituality; then I should like 
to suggest, drawing on several observations already made, how our actual 
approach to such matters can profit in the light of Foucault's problematisation. 

4 MYSTICAL SUBJECTIFICATION 
AND MORAL SUBJECTIFICATION 

Foucault's work insists on the break between the moralities of Ancient Greece 
and Rome and that of Christianity. There are communications and exchanges, 
transmissions and intermingling, but on the actual question of sexual ethics, 
Michel Foucault conceives of the movement between late Antiquity and the 
Iriumphant Christian world very precisely as a discontinuity. The concern for 
,(' If which made it possible for the subject to 'make himself empty for himself' 
was replaced by the extortion of 'confessions of the flesh'. Stoical asceticism 
.Iimed to reduce forces acting on the self by a certain art of self, and the 
( ' hristian pastoral structure exorcised evil by the fulfilment of a law. On the 
ubject of the medical governance of the aphrodisia, Foucault writes: 'In this 

r, gime the point was not to set up a struggle between soul and body, nor even 
10 establish means by which the soul could defend itself against the body; the 
I ~)int was rather that the soul should correct itself in order to be able to direct 
lit body according to a law which was that of the body itself.' It would hardly 
IN possible to stress more strongly what it is that makes the two problematisa­
lions incompatible. 

Now with regard to the 'relationship to the self', what we discover in the 
ludy of spirituality in classical Islam is rather a continuity. It seems that, if we 
, re to adopt the perspective outlined by Foucault, the following result would 

I "btained: corresponding with the clear break brought about by Christianity, 
I would find later (between the ninth and thirteenth centuries AD), a 

r Imt:ltement, a reactivation of the themes of neo-Platonic and Stoical ethics. 
f 1m IS in the ethics of Sufism and the illuminative philosophies at the heart of 
I 1,1111. Ilere the 'mystical subject' takes up for its own account the problematisa-
111111 of the 'ethical subject', submitting it to its own new imperatives. 

1y hr\t ('xamplc of this is taken from the biography of the 'master of 
nt.11 WI\dolll', ShihJjboddin Yahya Sohravardi (1155-91). It was edited by 
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one of his first disciples, Shahrazuri. In it we read that in order to attain the 
mystic 'stations' of the sages and perfect contemplation, Sohravardi practised 
certain classical exercises of Sufi ethics: silence, rigorous fasting, solitude, sleep 
deprivation. This ethic might seem close to the asceticism of the Christian 
monks, and indeed it probably took some of its characteristics from this 
asceticism. Yet Shahrazuri tells us that his master practised 'care of the self': 
this is the literal meaning of the Arab expression 'ishtighiil bi nazsi-hi'. It does 
not just mean that Sohravardi 'was concerned about himself' but that he 
practised this concern, which can therefore be placed on the level of the tech­
niques of ecstasy and spiritual advancement. Of course he modifies the overall 
colouring of this. Elsewhere, Sohravardi says: 'We ourselves are the oppressors 
of our souls' (which could also be translated: 'of ourselves'). In the ignorance 
into which we fall regarding divine worlds, we are not in a state of sin but in a 
situation of exile. This is expressed in terms of a forgetting of self which is a 
form not of transgression but of abandonment. Returning to God, and going 
towards the Emerald Cities beyond the montain ofQaf, in the imaginal world, 
is to return to oneself. The severest forms of asceticism are not punitive 
macerations which are supposed to efface any remnant of the 'self' but tech­
niques of awakening, which reveal in the 'self' the unique, angelic Face which 
corresponds to what the angel expects from our soul. Sohravardi is thus 
preserving the problematisation received from neo-Platonism, although he 

modifies it. 
A second example is the 'struggle against the self' of the master of Sufism 

Sahl al-Tustari (who died in 896). Here again we are dealing with a master of 
the greatest importance for the history of Sufism (he figures in the life of al­
Hallaj). We see how, thanks to him, 'concern for self' was to become a central 
theme much later on in Sohravardi: he refers to a whole series of pronounce­
ments: 'fighting against oneself' Ijahada nafiahul, 'mortifying' oneself. This 
mortification is not humiliation in the Christian sense. It refers to the interpre­
tation, present in a famoushadith of Muhammad, of the 'war' Ijihad) which the 
Koran (29, 69) proposes to the faithful. The Prophet of Islam distinguishes 
between the minor jihad and the major jihad, and the latter is the 'fight with 
oneself'. It is better than the struggle against the infidels. One would be 
mistaken to make this working on the soul into a form of compensation, the 
payment of a debt. It is rather a relationship with the self which mediates a 
relationship with God. It takes, for the Ismailiyans, the form of a rising of the 
soul to the degrees of the primordial archangelic world. For Sahl al-Tustari it 
is the condition of contemplation. The lightning of divine beauty illuminates 
the soul, which then engages in a 'fight against the self' which opens the way to 

contemplation. This, in return, intensifies divine aid, the 'guidance' [hidiiya I 
which was at the origin of the awakening. What, then, is the great difference 
between this 'concern for self' and what we learn from Foucault to recognise 
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In the theoreticians of Graeco-Latin ethics? Going back to its essential elements, 
It seems to come down to this: for Plato, or for the Stoics, even if the soul is 
~uided by a principle exterior to itself - universal Reason, or the ineffable One 

it is still in the soul itself that the principles necessary for its progress are 
,ontained. Better still, it is the subject which is integrally sufficient for this 
progress. At its own level it finds the guide of its own liberty: the 'hegemonic' 
,ccording to the Stoics, or that good part of the soul which could not deliberately 
,I 'sire evil. For the masters of Sufism, on the other hand, it is the Other which 
I the principle by means of which the soul is torn from its passions: the subject 
"r the work of the self on the self is divine beauty, the divine unity, which is still 
III a position of radical otherness. This is why the first result which the spiritual 
'1)prentice has to achieve is, paradoxically, not a return to the self but the for­
,(·tting of self-love. The fact remains, however, that this forgetting of the self, 
I II forgetting of the oppressive soul, leads back to the possession of the pacified 
oul: finally, then, there is a return to the self. The pure other, the divine 

IInity, is overcome only by contemplation in the unity of oneself where the soul 
, periences at the same time both its own disappearance and its own hyper­
( Istence. 

In order to sustain such a conception of the asceticism, Sahl al-Tustari 
"nstructed a remarkable theory of the soul. This rests on the notion of the 
(cret of the soul' [sirr al-nafi). God desires to realise His own sovereignty 

I. "bubzya) in the soul. He therefore made the soul a place of internal dialogue. 
III truth, God is speaking only to Himself there, He soliloquises in the soul. 
lit mally, He pronounces in it: 'I am your Lord, the Most High' (Koran, 
'/,24). 

rhe intimate recess of the heart, the 'secret of the heart' which has to be 
I, ,"overed and experienced more and more, is nothing other than this Lord-

11111 ss, this divine immanence at the centre of the soul. This is why all the 
, hniques which make it possible to go directly to God are in fact practices 
I" ning the way to the soul and leading the self back to the self. The way ofthe 
III is also that of the body: for contemplation is accorded only to the person 
" ) masters these two essential practices, engaging body and soul together: 
Iyt'r [sa/iih) and memorisation-recitation [dhikrJ. Sahl al-Tustari typifies 

II "two dangers which lie in wait for us in the figure of Fir'awn (Pharaoh) 
I Balaam: the first fails to recognise what true attention to self is. He does 

III k now the proper way to practise concern for self, which he confuses with 
III ,Iorification of his own 'ego', The second is unaware of the extent of the 
If lit' stops the spiritual ascent too early and remains chained to the lowest 
'II (', of his being. If one avoids these two traps one can, by listening to the 

I III Word, obtain the illumination ofthe soul, and the body begins to shine 
Ith wilh Its own innate beauty. (For more details on this see Hujwiri, Kashf 

I f h/ub, Irans\. Nichobon, pp. 200 fr., and Gerhard Bowering, The Mystical 
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Vision of Existence in Classical Islam , BerlinlNew York, 1980, pp. 185-207; 
Sohravardi, I.e Livre de la Sagesse orientale, Paris, 1987, p. 51.) 

5 THE HISTORY OF TRUTH AND 
THE HISTORY OF RELIGIONS 

Let me conclude, then, with some ofthe results obtained by Foucault in his last 
books - results which, it seems to me, could well be of interest to studies in 
Islamic spirituality: 

To begin with, as I said, Foucault makes it possible for us to reinforce what 
the 'phenomenological' process achieved. This had the merit of returning to 
the spiritual universes of Sufi ethics, or Shi'ite hope, their irreducible truth. We 
no longer need to reduce them to the status of ideologies, seeing their reason 
for being in terms of a particular material basis. It is true, though, that the 
phenomenology of religion proceeded to a curious form of 'parenthesising'. 
Far from taking it that spiritual universes could not be affected by any kind of 
reality, so that they could be interpreted as the effects of a subjective activity, 
phenomenology reversed this universal suspension of belief into its opposite 
and affirmed the truth of essences intuited by whoever sets them up in the 
reality of his visionary world. According to Corbin, the set of objects of dis­
course and experience which are correlative to subjective foundation is true, 
because of the very fact that it determines this possible experience. Sweeping 
historicism aside, this phenomenology of the spiritual is in full accordance, as I 
see it, with Foucault's problematic, with the following important differences: 
first, in that it is necessary, according to the phenomenology of religions, to 
trace the truth of discourse back to the founding origin of a subject. Whereas 
according to Foucault, as we saw, the experience has to be traced back to a 
subjectification, to a complex constitution, to a problematisation which at one 
and the same time produces the subject and is sustained by this subject. 
Corbin's Platonic style of model is paralleled by Foucault's Aristotelian style of 
model. Next, it is clear that according to phenomenology the recurrence of 
founding acts is possible: repetition in time. For Foucault there is no recur­
rence, only modifications without return. For Henry Corbin the elucidation of 
subjective and objective universes leads back to self-recognition; for Michel 
Foucault they are an exercise which aims at 'release from the self': the history 
of forms of truth is then - according to the quotation from Char on the back 
cover of the book - to 'contradict' a 'long succession of synonyms'. In Henry 
Corbin's phenomenology the point was rather to assent to a recurrent and 
cyclical history, it being understood that this history was the 'other history', th 
one we hid or misunderstood: the history of the 'Orientals'. 

The second point is that of subjectification. If, as I think, the thematic () 
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'concern for self' is-a fertile one in the study of Islamic spirituality, we should 
recognise that alongside the particular trajectory which led the West to the 
thematic of moral awareness, by route of Christianity, the maintenance and 
the modification of the ethic of the 'concern for self' in Islamic spirituality 
explains how a different ethic, and therefore a different form of free subject, 
could have come to light in that neighbouring yet infinitely alien culture. 
What, then, is the significance for us today of this separation in the history of 
truth-functions? Our present history takes the form of the setting up of an 
opposition of the culture which invented freedom (ours) and a way of feeling 
and living which is supposed to be unaware of everything about freedom 
(Islam), and is based entirely on the politics of Law. What if we saw this in a 
,Iifferent way? What if we were to renounce this old opposition between 
Enlightenment and despotism, to learn of the effects, fortunate or otherwise, 
I hat can be produced by the conflict between liberties, neither of which can be 
regarded as totalities but each of which is worthy in its way to act as modes of 
, xistence of the subject? 

UMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

F t l Trlkl was of the opinion that the awakening of Islam was not an ex­
( lusively spiritual phenomenon but a political one: it expressed the desire to 
hreak with the domination of Western reason as it materialised in the estab­
II ' hment of nation-states after colonisation. This desire sought support in the 
I, itimacy residing in the fundamental elements in Islam. But on the other 
lI,md, this desire to break away and return to Islam is used to justify a policy of 
It rror which Foucault would have condemned. 

Christian Jambet pointed out that there is a conflict going on inside 
I I mic CUlture, and that this conflict has allowed forces to come into being 
wtlich are too often confused. The problematisation of freedom appears in 
I I m in very different literary genres. To understand these makes it possible 
toee in Islam what amounts to a real possibility of being a free subject. One is 
not condemned to export the theory of the rights of man in order to save 
I I. mic territories from the bloody politics which assail them. 

Walter Seitter wondered if it would be possible (and desirable) for Fou­
ult's last works to serve as a means of return to Christian spirituality. 
Christian Jambet answered that the study of the phenomena of subjecti-
tlion did not call for any 'return' but for progress in the science of religions, 
th extent that this would permit one to escape from the opposition between 
I riality and mystical phenomena. Visions are material; they should be 

udl d as material elements in a relationship between practice and subject. 
hi would make it pOSSible, in the domain of Iranology, to move from a 
I IOUS science to a science of religion. 
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The aesthetics of existence 
Post-conventional morality and the 

theory of power in Michel Foucault 

Rainer Rochlitz 

In 1975 and in 1976, Foucault published two books which announced a grand 
theory of power. I His point of departure was on each occasion events taking 
place at the time: prison revolts and the triumph of psychoanalysis (particularly 
Lacanian psychoanalysis) amongst intellectuals, replacing the 'political' notion 
of power with the notion of juridical, or moral, law. The procedure Foucault 
adopted to analyse history as we live it consisted, from Histoire de fa folie 
onwards, in stepping back and reconstituting the genealogy of present con­
stellations. But to what extent does history, even if this history is articulated 
in a philosophical way, allow us to step backwards? By making himself a 
historian of the present time, Foucault was casting an ethnological eye on our 
present life; he was destroying that which we take for granted and causing 
us to ask questions about our certainties. In so doing he was fulfilling the 
authentic role of an intellectual and was happy to claim this role for himself. 

At the same time, however, it seems that Foucault's vigilance stopped at the 
point of the conditions of possibility of his own questions. His projects, while 
they inaugurated new domains of research, were so much a tributary to their 
own historical context that it was impossible for him to pursue them according 
to the initial meaning he attributed to them: in L'Ordre du discoul"S, sexuality 
still arose out of interdiction and exclusion (p. II); six years later it became 
rather the object of a 'placing in discourse' organised by 'biopower'; eight years 
later, the threat of this power passed on to a second level to give way to a reflec­
tion on a style of life not regulated by social norms: to a 'post-conventional' 
mode of life. It is not enough to denounce these inconsistencies: rather, one 

should try to see the logic in them. 
The historian recounts, on the basis of a point he has arrived at but did not 

l4R 

The aesthetics of existence 

choose, the beginning and the end of a history which offers a certain meaning­
ful unity; but history alone does not provide the conceptual instruments which 
would make it possible for him to decipher this. From the point of view of 
history, a shift in perspective does not lead to another theory about theory, nor 
to another theory of truth, language, power or society, but to another outline of 
history which implies a different 'problematisation'. In La Volante de sa voir • 
[VS], Foucault wonders why we seek our truth in sexuality and discovers in it 
an 'apparatus' [dispositij] of power which leads us to ask such questions; illus­
trating this discovery in historical detail, regarding children, women, perverts, 
populations and races, would present only little theoretical interest; Foucault 
probably tired rather quickly of this erudite work for, more than a historian, 
he is an 'essayist', in the sense that he finally comes to claim for himself. 

In L'Usage des pfaisirs [UP] he wonders how it was that Western man was • 
'led to see himself as a subject of desire' (p. 12). The transition from the 
question of the 'apparatus of sexuality' (in which are rooted the modern 
technologies of the 'discipline of the body' in schools, barracks, workshops and 
prisons, and those of the 'regulation of populations' - from State racism to 
policies to increase the birth rate to the question of the relationship to the self 
defined by aesthetic style or the hermeneutic of desire, is not a self-evident one. 
In vain does Foucault try to explain the change in subject; he is not convincing2 

the enormous value attached to 'biopower' seems suddenly to have dis­
Ippeared. What has most probably happened is that the essayist has become 
Interested in something different, a different pressing matter of the present­

hich is his right. But his unsatisfactory explanations draw our attention to a 
eak point in his procedure: he who tries to 'release himself from the history 

"1 which he is living becomes more a prisoner of it than anyone else; his ques-
Items are dependent on their context, to an extent which eludes all theoretical 
. r>ntrol and obliges him to go so far as to reconstruct his whole theoretical 
II amework because of his extreme historical sensibility. Two things, however, 
.11~tinguish Foucault from the philosopher-journalists who drew inspiration 
IIl1m him: a global scheme of history borrowed from Nietzsche, linking the 
'rlginal will to power and reason; and a scientific rigour which he inherits 

I, , ,m his masters, Dumezil annd Canguilhem. 
According to one of the definitions which he gives to the totality of his work, 

I "lIcault is asking questions about the 'history of the truth' - about the 'truth 
Illes' which the historian is able to describe; yet he barely asks any questions 

hom the truth of the history he is writing; at most he concedes that the task of 
IIlIlIlg the truth' is infinite. The truth for him is not, in the first place, a 
I rformative' concept; it is, in the first instance, the object of a 'game' or of an 
II'1 r.1t us' Idispositifl, each of these objects being closed off from one another 

I ruin ddincd in an authoritarian way, rules out of which his own discourse 
11111 .HI'!': Ihl\ " .tlu\tral(·d ;Igalfl by onc of his last tcxts, the conference on 
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Kant's essay 'What is Enlightenment?' (Magazine litteraire, May 1984, p. 39), 
which established an opposition between the 'ontology of the present' which 
Foucault requires and the 'analytic of truth' which he thinks he will be able to 
do without. To escape the apparatus [dispositifJ is to 'think differently' (UP, 
p. 15), a rather vague expression for which Foucault requires the exploratory 
form of the 'essay' (ibid. 3

). His object is to write the history of 'problematisa­
tions' (ibid., pp. 16-17); and there again, Foucault does not ask what it is that 
makes the problematisations of the past 'problematical'. Narrowly dependent 
on the present, his critical theory is neither willing nor able to explain criteria 
in the name of which it attacks certain historical forms of power, knowledge 
[sa voir] or subjectivity. It is not willing, because of the fear that this will result 
in the building of a new system oflegitimation; it is not able, to the extent that 
it has no distance vis-a-vis the subversive act of its own questioning. 

What is none the less striking is that Foucault's critical contributions -
whether they take the form of writing or political practices-contain a normative 
content, even a virtually universalist normativity: referring to a requirement 
for the autonomy of the person and opposition to unjust suffering. Nothing, in 
the explicit statement of his thought - which above all lays claim to the 
Nietzschean heritage of extreme anti-normativism and anti-universalism - can 
make possible the justification of such requirements. Foucault receives this 
implicitly from modern culture; a Christian and secular humanist heritage 
which he elsewhere denounces as illusory and pernicious. At the same time, 
Foucault depends on a latent consensus of engaged intellectuals; he addresses 
himself to a general feeling which experiences the scandal denounced by his 
minutely detailed and apparently objective, quasi-positivist descriptions. Hence 
the risk of participating in the intellectual 'sensibilities' of the moment or 
instinctive reactions (the new philosophy, events in Iran). But because this 
feeling remains implicit, Foucault as thinker is able to present himself as a 
solitary spirit advancing hesitantly amongst historically constituted systems of 
thought, narrowly linked with practices and power relations. The context of 
the discussion and the research in which he is situated - and which breaks this 
questioning solitude - is reduced to the names of a few friends, almost con­
jured up in the effort to escape from the apparatus which he has established. 
Hence the fact that there is a certain heroism in Foucault's writing, notably in 
the years 1975 and 1976, the tone of a dramatic release regarding prejudices 
which are the more tenacious and powerful inasmuch as they are part of 
networks of interest and anonymous powers. 

# In L'Usage des piaisirs and in Le Souci de soi, the tone is no longer the same. 
In the middle of the 1970s his writings on the subject of a theory of power had 
an extreme critical vehemence and were engaged in a way which was almost 

" militant, far from the refined, academic style of the 1960s. Volumes II and III 
of Histoire de ia sexualit! are completely different: after the committed criticism 
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we now have a model to follow, or at least to meditate on; the theory of bio­
power disappears in favour of the exemplary management of one's personal 
existence. L'Histoire de ia vie privee was a project which was to be undertaken 
at this time by some of his friends. Had the threat of the sexual apparatus _ 
'Genocide is the dream of modern powers' (VS, p. 180) - disappeared? Or had 
Foucault gone back on his feelings of commitment? In a tone of regret and 
admiration he paints for us 'the art of existence' such as it was wisely enacted 
by the ruling elites of classical Greece. This picture is of course still seen in 
opposition to that of the Christian pastoral practice - which is characterised 
d rily in exactly the same terms as before - and to the apparatus this set in 
motion which was so laden with consequences for the future. Yet there is no "* 
further question of struggling against the biopower which is seen as its latest 
development; the point is to reflect on a new way of conducting one's life, on 
the use which one makes of pleasure and on the care which one takes of 
oneself, in a way which is unrelated to any norm or social control, but has 
the sole purpose of leading a beautiful life and finding in it the ideal form 
of hygiene, avoiding excess but paying no attention to what is meant by 
perversion. 

Foucault does not hide the fact that this is a morality destined for a small • 
eli te of masters, and that the mastery of self which he sympathetically describes 
is an exercise which prepares one for the mastery of others, an exercise which 
is very distant from any critique of domination. Nor does he hide the fact that 
it is a 'morality of men for men' (UP, p. 96); a sexual morality which pays no 
attention to the reciprocity of pleasure, recognising only a relationship between 
the dominator and the dominated, the central problem of which is therefore 
the conversion of the 'boy' - dominated in the love relationship and on a par 
with women and slaves - into a future master and citizen. However, Foucault 
does not hesitate to put forward the Greek model for the consideration of the 
'liberation movements' in the Western world of the 1980s.4 

T his is linked with the fact that Foucault establishes a rigorous continuity 
I tween the 'juridical-moral codification' of Christianity and psychoanalysis as 
Ihe ultimate stage of a 'power of truth' exercised on the body and pleasures. 
[ ,.ke Nietzsche, Heidegger and Bataille, Foucault proceeds to an enormous 
IIn plification of modern and medieval history;5 this may be called 'pas-

.nral power'. This simplification explains why Foucault - following on from 
~ .c tzsche and from Heidegger - relies on Ancient Greece and discovers in it 
I \ource which has dried up since the Christian era: that of an art oflife which 
( hristianity extirpated in the name of the struggle against sin, through its 
nor rnalising tendency and through a concept of truth which makes desire into 
n obj ct of knowledge Iconnaissance J so that this can be better controlled and 

' \(I r lIlalised. 

"oll(allit's ()ri~inality, given the closeness of his perspective to that of 
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Nietzsche, is that his genealogy does not seek the origin of 'the power of truth' 
and the 'hermeneutic of desire' in resentment, in the morality of slaves and in 
a universality which masks a perverted will to power, but in a problematisation 
which appeared at the very heart of classical Greece, notably with Plato. 
Nietzsche had suspected that Socrates 'was not a Greek'; Heidegger had 
discovered in Plato the origin of an objectivist concept of truth out of which the 
modern idea of science and technology came into being, the break in our 
belonging to nature as physis. Foucault interprets the objectification of love in 
Plato as a hermeneutic of desire; in terms of an attempt to solve the problem 
presented by homosexuality, seeing the love relationship as a relationship of 
domination: Platonic eroticism 'is a way of responding to an inherent difficulty 
in Greek culture, created by the relationship between men and boys: the status 
which should be accorded to the latter as objects of desire' (UP, p. 266), 
inasmuch as there was also a need to transform them into subjects and future 
masters of the city. 'Plato resolves the difficulty of the object of pleasure by 
tracing back the question of the loved individual to the nature of love itself; 
structuring the love relationship as a truth relationship; ... and inverting the 
role of the loved young man in order to make him a lover of the master of 
truth' (ibid.). Thus, homosexuality is seen as being at the origin of a prob­
lematisation which the Western world cannot thereafter escape. 

Foucault does not, however, explain what it is that makes it possible for him 
to discover this origin of the hermeneutic of desire which is taken up, for 
different ends, by Christianity; nor does he explain what it is that makes it 
possible for him to envisage love relationships exempt from domination. Being 
a prisoner of his own theory of power, he cannot admit that it is only modern 
reflection on sexuality which makes it possible for him freely to pronounce 
such a hypothesis about the origins of the objectification of desire; and he is 
not able to realise the extent to which the idea of pleasure shared without 
domination depends on modern ideas about equality, reciprocity and non­
violence, which developed at the same time as biopower. 

It is also true that Foucault, unlike Nietzsche and Heidegger, does not 
attribute responsibility for the historical turning point directly to Plato. Stoical 
thought, while it sharpens the attention which it would be necessary to bring 
to bear on sexual life, does not see it in terms of an absolute evil and has no sense 
of finitude, sin and fall any more than it has a notion of a general law to which 
one should submit oneself. Christian thought, therefore, has sources other than 
those which come from Greek thought, sources about which Foucault has 
nothing to say. In Nietzsche's The Genealogy of Morality one finds anti-Semitic 
and anti-democratic outbursts6 which Foucault never quotes, yet which he 

replaces with no other theory. 
In fact there is a concept which is totally absent from Foucault's morality; 

this is precisely the concept which, according to Nietzsche, has its origins in 
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Judaeo-Christian resentment: the concept of universality. The fact that every­
one can claim to be treated in the same way and claim the same fundamental 
rights counts less for Nietzsche and Foucault than the consequences of this sort 
of claim for the aristocratic culture of the art oflife. Yet is it really necessary to 
choose between an elite's art of life and the universality of rights? And again: 
does the art oflife constitute a defence against 'biopower'? Foucault would not 
go so far as to make formulations of this nature, yet he has nothing to say which 
might oppose conclusions of this nature. 

According to Foucault, Christianity is therefore principally responsible for 
this 'sexual apparatus' which in his eyes constitutes the key to modern 'bio­
power'. Amongst the texts promised by Foucault there are two notable absences: 
fA Chair et Ie Corps, the second volume of the original plan for Histoire de la 
lexualite, and Les Aveux de la chair, a book which was apparently almost 
lomplete. Whilst we await its publication it will be necessary to draw on 
('cmarks scattered in the works and articles available to the public, which say: 
It is often said that Christianity brought into being an ethical code quite 

different from that of the ancient world. Less emphasis is usually placed on the 
fact that it proposed and spread new power relations through the ancient 
world' (Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 2(4). 

Disregarding the historical abridgement concerning the Christian era and 
,he whole evolution since the Renaissance, the Reformation and the French 
It volution, at this point three critical observations could be made about Fou­
. . lUlt's writings: (1) he only ever saw the negative side of Christianity and, in a 
)' neral way, of the idea of universality which it bears within itself (which is why 
hI minimises the elitist characteristic of the Greek model); (2) he sets up a short 
. Ircuit between morality and power, according no autonomy and no internal 
I. ,gic to moral development; he therefore treats Christianity and Christian 
"lOrality somehow as a simple 'superstructure' of a power apparatus; (3) as a 
" ult of this one-sided view he seems unable to realise what creates the am­
I 'Iguity of modern society - that is, the fact that it makes possible at one and the 

,me time the power structure which Foucault pertinently analyses and theories 
I, ~ those of Foucault, and all those who develop critical ideas of the same type. 

Foucault locates the birth of modern biopower in a continuation of the 
" i1gious crises' of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and notably at the 
I, I of the eighteenth, following a break already set out in his preceding works; 

It I at this time that an intense 'putting into discourse' of sexuality is supposed 
I J h.IVe started, linked with a new type of power which takes charge of ' men as 
" lug bodies' (VS, p. 117) and places the human sciences at the service of social 

)111101. The French Revolution is therefore, without further ado, taken as a 
11(11).;(' point between two types of power, the first of which, when it comes 
l"wII 10 It, scems the least dangerous: the power of aristocratic 'blood' which 

II l (nil d by hour)';l'ois powe r, founded on 'sex' as concern for a disciplined 
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body and the health of the race. The notion of sexuality provides Foucault with 
an opportunity for a ruthless indictment of the bourgeois era. The difference 
between bourgeois and democratic society and totalitarian and racist regimes 
seems thus to be relative, according to a schema of argumentation which puts 
one in mind of Horkheimer and Adorno's La Dialectique de la raison? As a 
result of his desire to demystify bourgeois ideals, Foucault sees all the progres­
sive conquests made by the State of law, democracy, and the guarantees and 
forms of protection from which the members of a developed society benefit 
- in spite of all the inadequacies of the way these are applied and all the 
structural vices of the social State - as the development of a power structure of 
growing cynicism. Because of his desire to 'demystify' all discourse about 
'sexual liberation', Foucault can no longer see what modern society owes to, 
amongst other things, psychoanalysis, except in terms of the political context 
in which it opposed, as Foucault concedes, biologism and theses regarding 
'degeneration'. Foucault does not show that the 'truth of desire' sought by 
psychoanalysis has no end other than social normalisation. 'Truth' is for him a 
synonym of objectification with a view to domination; otherwise he would not 
have been able to reduce the 'human sciences' - out of which, after all, his own 
writings arise, if we take the term in the broadest sense, without which it loses 
interest - to an element of the apparatus of power: 'The carceral network 
constitutes one of the formations of this power-knowledge which made the 
human sciences possible. Knowable man (soul, individuality, conscience and 
behaviour matter little here) is the effect--object of this analytic investment, this 
domination--observation' (Surveiller et punir, p. 312). Since the 1960s at least­
and for a lot of researchers, well before this period - the methodology of 
human sciences established the symbolic character of the object of these 
sciences, and therefore the fact that this commits us to an intersubjective 
relationship of recognition which is irreducible to an object in the strict 
sense. Foucault does not take account of this evolution, though he himself 
participates in it; he seems to take it that the totality of human science could be 
traced back to the stream of objectivism, behaviourism or functionalism, the 
existence of which there is no point in denying, in a way which thus places 
them effectively at the service of 'social technology' or technocratic manage­
ment. The benefit of this simplification is twofold: it makes possible the 
reduction of modern power to a structure of uniform strategies which is 
relatively lacking in complexity, aiming to extend their sphere of influence and 
the intensity of their domination; and it confers on the person analysing them 
the status of an exception, as having a sharpened sensitivity for the usurpative 
character of this power which besieges minds, thus as being capable of an 
extreme vigilance which goes beyond the naivety of most people. 

There is, therefore, a naivety in his suspicions, a naivety as to the identity of 
the entity under consideration and a naivety as to the foundation of the nature 
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of the thought under suspicion. Having objectivised truth into a 'truth game', 
to the 'history of truth', and having objectivised language and society into an 
'apparatus' of discourse and power, Foucault cannot grant an objective status 
to his own aesthetic sensitivity, or to his style, or to the acuity of his thought, 
where a form of critical power is concentrated which is quite alien to 'games' 
and 'apparatus', this being analogous rather to a sort of Cartesian doubt. This 
is why he cannot admit that the qualities which make it possible for him to 
escape from the powers he talks about might have an existence independent of 
himself, since they are inscribed in the very structure of modern society as a 
form of institutionalised critique, and as a space ofliberty and discussion which 
is irreducible to the system of power. 

The analysis in terms of the play of strategies is of a formalist type.s Yet the 
coldness and neutrality of Foucault's functionalism are purely and simply 
apparent; it is a dramatic and ironic functionalism, the grinding style taking 
the place of the normative base of the criticism. When he denounces the dream 
of genocide and the training of the body in modern society, Foucault demon­
strates the critical character of his functionalism. 

Foucault's criticism bears within it a secret universalism which he himself 
cannot explain for fear of contradicting himself; the point in question is the 
project of a post-conventional morality. It is expressed first in terms of an 
'aesthetic' demand for pleasure and knowledge which could never be reconcil­
able with a functionalist system of gratuitous power, pleasure and knowledge 
which have no 'purpose' other than their intrinsic ends: 'It would be necessary 
to free oneself from the insistency of sex if one wanted, by means of a tactical 
reversal of the diverse mechanisms of sexuality, to maintain bodies, pleasure 
and knowledge [sa voir] in their multiplicity and their potential for resistance 
against the appropriations of power' (VS, p. 208). What Foucault opposes to 
the biopower which trains bodies and regulates populations is neither the 
Nietzschean cult of strength nor a form of democratic life, but a ludic universe 
of pleasure and knowledge [savoir] which disregards all social activity and all 
economic and administrative constraints; he cannot therefore question the 
existing social system in any real way, since he has no form of organisation to 
ubstitute for it. Foucault's criticism is in the first instance purely 'aesthetic'; it 

has no rational foundation, since it has located reason on the side of the 
.Ipparatus which is to be fought against. Yet the aesthetic background to 
his criticism is charged with an ethical universality which remains implicit. 
'Making a work [of art] of one's life' (UP, p. 16) is a project for privileged 
Illlnorities, liberated from all functions in the material reproduction of society, 
who can use all their strength to perfect the refinement of their lifestyle. The 
M t oflife preached by Foucault is none the less the anarchistic equivalent of a 
pmt conventional ethic: 
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The conclusion would be that the political, ethical, social, philosophical problem 
of our time is not to try to liberate the individual from the State, and from the 
State's institutions, but to liberate us both from the State and from the type of 
individualisation which is linked to the State. We have to promote new forms of 
subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality which has been 
imposed on us for several centuries. (Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 308) 

Yet is the individualisation which Foucault rejects along with the State and 
conventional normal ethics really reducible to the apparatus of power which 
arises out of Christianity? Could it not also be seen as a counterbalance to the 
imposed socialisation and a way of training the mind to be critical regarding 
institutions and their levelling tendency? What Foucault in particular refuses 
to admit of in Christianity, in modern society and in psychoananlysis is the 
demand for interiorisation . He suggests the possibility of liberating us from 
Christianity, from 'pastoral power', without our having in advance to integrate 
the system of conventional norms. He seems to believe that all we have to 
do is to understand the mechanisms of power, its conventional and historical 
character, in order to bring to light its illusory nature and to free ourselves 
from its influence; this process of becoming aware would be the equivalent of 
a 'genealogy of morality' which would demystify values. Foucault would have 
been able to avoid such a break with his own moral institutions - the nature of 
which are clear from his political activities - only by proceeding to an interiori­
sation - and thus to a critical examination - of the norm which he denounces 
as an element of the apparatus of power.9 In spite of himself, Foucault is here 
placing himself in a religious tradition which refuses to accept interiorisation. 
Unable to found his criticism of the actual structure of modern society as 
an institutionalisation of the right to criticise, he refers to the potential of 
'resistance' which gives rise, almost mechanically, to the exercise of all power: 
a community united not by common convictions but by the oppression they 
experience together. Yet what can be said of the oppressed who 'take' power, 
after a 'strategic coding of points of resistance which make a revolution pos­
sible' (VS, p. l27)? There is nothing to guarantee that this new power would 
not, in turn, be repressive. 

This refusal to interiorise, and the implicit reference to a presupposed com­
munity, could equally explain Foucault's commitment to an 'aesthetics of 
existence'. The art ofliving in classical Greece was founded on a metaphysical 
dogmatism which admitted scepticism but no 'transcendental' foundation of 
criticism; it is in the name of this dogmatism that Socrates, the subversive 
questioner, agreed to be condemned. In the same way, the splendour of the 
Renaissance - which Foucault evoked following on from Burckhardt, and 
which Nietzsche continued to regard with nostalgia - also illustrates an art of 
life founded on religious and metaphysical dogmatism; here again, the eman 
cipation of the individual is essentially limited to the domain of acstheu '. 
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where an audacity is permissible; whilst science remains under surveillance 
and the strictest morality coexists alongside cynicism. The metaphysical cer­
tainties -later upset by Descartes, Kant and their successors - are not yet called 
into question. Perhaps the audacity and the dilemma in Foucault's thought 
should be understood in the same way. Foucault, the vehement questioner, 
was after all a professor at the College de France: this position went almost 
unchallenged during his lifetime; after the death of Sartre, Foucault, the 
genealogist of morality, became a sort of moral authority. What, then, is the 
hiopower which leads to nominations of this nature? Is it all just some kind of 
trick? 

T he aesthetics of existence brings this dilemma to light. There is something 
la ughable about Foucault's proposing a new art ofliving if we continue to bear 
III mind the threats of genocide which he had brandished some years earlier. If 
ome social minority decided to set about making its life a work of art, this 
-vould hardly be a matter of concern for a power apparatus of this nature. 

" oucault's greatness lies in the fact that he did not hide these contradictions. 

OTES 

I "shall interrupt this book which is to serve as a historical background to the power 
of normalisation and the formation of knowledge in modern society' (Su/'veillel' et 
punir, p. 315). 'Creek law had already coupled torture and confession, at least for 
slaves. Roman imperial law had broadened the practice. These questions will be 
taken up again in Le Pouvoir de la virite' (La Volante de sa voir, p. 79). 
CUsage des plaisil'S, p. ) I: 'It seemed difficult to analyse the formation and the 
development of the experience of sexuality starting with the eighteenth century, 
without carrying out historical work and criticism on desire and the desiring subject, 
that is without undertaking a "genealogy" .... Yet it was clear that undertaking this 
genealogy would lead me a long way from my original project. , had to choose . ... , 
chose the latter option, reflecting that after all, what' was aiming at - what' had 
wanted to aim at for a number of years - was an undertaking to bring to light some 
of the elements which could serve towards a history of truth' (p. 12). 
('h is is why the 'system' constituted retrospectively by Gilles Deleuze (Foucault, 

1',lris: Editions de Minuit, 1986) disregards the topical value of the aspects on each 
," casion highlighted by Foucault. 
rhcir major theme was the constitution of a sort of morality which would be an 

" , thetics of existence. Well, I wonder if our problem today is not in a certain way 
lit .. same, since for the most part we do not believe that a morality can be founded on 
f 1I)o:Ion and we do not want a legal system that would intervene in our private, 
I r ,onal and intimate life. Recent liberation movements suffer from not being able 
to It"d .1 /t'gal systcm on which the development of a new morality could be founded. 
I h (It·nl .. m()ralny, but they cannot manage to find any other than that which 

(>11 lid ... I Oil wiLli 1\ ,l.til1wd to IK' ,t' lt'utdi, kn()wledge of the self, desire, the 
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unconscious, and so on' (in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault. 

Un parcours philosophique, Paris: Gallimard, 1984, p. 325). [Not present in the 
English version : Translator.] 

5. Cf. J iirgen Habermas,Det· philosophische Diskurs der Moderne, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 
1985. 

6. Friedrich Nietzsche, CEuvres philosophiques completes, vol. VII, Par.Jela bien et mal. 

La Ginealogiede /a morale, Paris: Gallimard, 1971, pp. 231 ff. 
7. 'Anyway, for us it is not only a theoretical question, but a part of our experience. I'd 

like to mention only two "pathological forms" - those two "diseases of power" -
fascism and Stalinism. One of the numerous reasons why they are, for us, so puzzling 
is that in spite of their historical uniqueness they are not quite original. They used 
and extended mechanisms already present in most other societies. More than that: in 
spite of their own internal madness, they used to a large extent the ideas and the 
devices of our political rationality' (Dreyfus and Rabinow [English version], p. 299). 

8. Cf. A. Honneth, Kritik der Macht, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1985. 
9. Cf. Habermas, Morale et Communication, French transl. C. Boudindhomme, Paris, 

Editions du Cerf, 1987, pp. 170 ff. First interiorisation: 'It is known that Freud and 
Mead admitted, in ways which were compatible, that particular models of behaviour 
arise out of speech acts and intentions linked to the context, uttered by particular 
persons, and acquire the external form of social norms to the extent that the sanctions 
which are attached to these norms are interiorised [through the adoption of the 
attitude of others]- that is to say, integrated into the personality of the adolescent and 
caused to be independent from the power sanction of the reference person [parent or 
educator].' The subject is thus submitted to the generalised arbitrariness of a socially 
established expectation. It is this 'generalised arbitrariness' which Foucault demysti­
fies in the name of power, instead of proceeding to a second interiorisation: 'The 
power of sanction which is found behind social roles loses its transcendental 
imperative character, it is true, only to the extent that the adolescent, here again, 
interiorises the coercive strength of the institutions which begins to have real effects 
on him and to the extent that he anchors this strength in himself in order to cause it 
to come into playas an internal system of control. From the moment that A considers 
the group sanctions to be his own, directed by himself and against himself, it is 
necessary for him to presuppose his belonging to a norm through which he, in this 
way, punishes transgression.' This necessity to be able to accept the norm to which 
one submits leads the subject to criticise existing norms without abandoning the 
ethical requirement. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Jacques Alain-Miller: Rainer Rochlitz is asking, not why Foucault was so 
wicked, but why it was that whilst being so wicked in theory (being so anti­
universalist, so relativist, so opportunist), he was so good in practice (militating 
on behalf of prisoners, the mad, and so on). As such he is led to suspect 
in Foucault a universal ethic which remains implicit. He has this suspicion 
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because he thinks of ethics in accordance with a Kantian regime. Now Fou­
cault.'s ethic. i~ not Kantian. Foucault has a particular predilection for a pre­
Kantlan posItion of morality where ethics is not linked with the universal in 
which it is not cut off from the pathological. The 'intolerable', for example', is 
a category of sensibility. There is a lot of danger in separating the ethical from 
the pathological, since the pathological constitutes a defence against terror 
and the horrible. 

Foucault gives the example of an ethic which does not have to be an ethic 
of an ethi~ which does not have sacrifice at its core. It is quite comparable with 
that of Splnoza. There are ethics which are founded not on absence but on the 
m~re or less and which, rather than encouraging sacrifice, invite to fuller 
~elng. Their aim is wisdom. Pierre Hadot thinks this is still possible in prac­
tice; Foucault is putting it forward as a possibility. He is not sure if it is 
practicable today. First of all there is the fact that this is an ethic for a ruling 
class, though this can be modified by the fact that Foucault would have liked 
ev~ry?ne t? be i~ min~rities; he would have preferred only minorities, no 
maJonty. Wisdom In particular supposes an integration in the cosmos which is 
no longer.possible in a world which is constantly being reshaped by discourse 
and by sCience. Modern pleasures can no longer be regimented by the usage 
of pleasures in Ancient Greece. 

Rainer Rochlltz stressed that if the universal of which he talked did bear 
any. relatio~ to Kant, it would be to a post-Kantian morality; it did not refer to 
an ~mperatlve, but to a requirement inherent in morality such as it exists 
SOCially. There would be no question of cutting off the ethical from the 
pathological. The universal can result only from a debate that no one can 
fin~sh, in .which any harmed interest would always eventually emerge. This 
universality would take account of the divergence of other people's interests 
and would impose no imperative on them. The idea of wisdom does not 
enable us to make a response to the modern question of morality. How can 
conflicts which arise between us be settled? 



five 

Beyond life and death 
On Foucault's post-Auschwitz ethic 

James W. Bernauer 

Amid the many photographs contained in the beautiful volume of tributes 
published by Syros as Michel Foucault: Vne histoire de la vil'iti, there is one 
which has especially stayed in my memory. 1 It was taken in 1982 during one of 
Foucault's trips to Poland, and it shows him walking between two rows of 
electrified barbed wire, a watchtower in the background. A visit to another 
prison? Only after consulting the information at the back of the book did I 
realise it was Auschwitz. Of course. It was only to be expected that he would 
have wanted to see Auschwitz with his own eyes, the eyes which stare sternly 
out at the photographer. If Claude Lanzmann'sShoah has permitted us to hear 
the voices of that distant hell, I believe Foucault has enabled us to see its 
nearness, to feel its intimacy, and to challenge its logic. 

The title of this paper alludes less to Nietzsche than it does to a desire and a 
problematic. Mine, but also, I would claim, Foucault's in the last stage of his 
thought. Michel Foucault was often disappointed with the philosophical com­
munity's reception of his works, its misunderstanding of their aims and its 
neglect of their problematics. Although Foucault would occasionally express 
his frustration with this reception, far more frequently he would merely pass it 
over in silence and move on to the new project which had excited his insatiable 
curiosity. His refusal to force commentators to deal with specific issues which 
his writings raised certainly did not affect his own creativity. Nevertheless, in 
one case at least, I think that his reluctance has seriously limited our apprecia­
tion of his contribution to a discussion into which he wished to enter explicitly, 
and has occasioned some major misinterpretations of his last published works. 
In an important 1977 conversation, Foucault was asked about the concluding 
part of La Volonti de sa voir, the section entitled 'Right of death and power over 
life', where he treated such topics as biopower, racism, Nazism, and what he 
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described as society's 'threshold of biological modernity'. This is the point at 
which politics places man's 'existence as a living being in question' because the 
'life of the species is wagered on its own political strategies'.2 Foucault sees our 
recent world wars and our current atomic situation, in which entire popula­
tions are exposed to death in the interest of preserving a nation's life, as the 
outcome of a power-knowledge regime that is committed to the administra­
tion of life itself. In reply to his interviewer's interest in this section, Foucault 
uncharacteristically voiced his frustration: 'Yes, no one wants to talk about that 
last part. Even though the book is a short one, but I suspect people never got as 
far as that last chapter. All the same, it's the fundamental part of the book.'3 
And, I would add, the fundamental key to the entire history of sexuality • 
project. In the ten years since that interview, the silence which initially met that 
last section of La Volonti de sa voir has rarely been broken.4 If 'Right of death 
and power over life' provides the horizon for my own consideration of Fou­
cault's last writings, it is because I think that his later work on the history of 
sexuality is fully appreciated only within that horizon. Indeed, that work 
should be viewed as Foucault's own continuation of the discussion which 
failed to attract other participants in 1976. 

As we know, Foucault's last works have met with a very mixed critical 
reaction. The reviewer in my local Boston newspaper expressed a benevolent 
(on fusion. He described his reading of L'Vsage des plaisirs as a 'rare pleasure, 
like watching fireworks of the mind', but then went on to confess that he 
remained 'unsure about what the book is discussing'.s This refreshing honesty 
was almost inaudible amid the chorus of American criticism. Typical of the 
I.ltter was the charge that Foucault had elevated the quest for beauty in life 
"ver all other intellectual and moral virtues, with the result that the 'self rather 
Ihan the world and its inhabitants becomes the central focus of aesthetic 
, nhancement'.6 The charge is representative inasmuch as the common target 
,If criticism has been Foucault's 'aesthetics of existence', which has been taken 
I ~ a sign of his allegiance to a Greek morality or to an amoral aestheticism. 
I) spite Foucault's effort to avoid such misinterpretation, his late shift to a 
.onsideration of the subjective axis and his emphasis on the desire to think 
,"fferently have led many to see an unrecognisable Foucault. Thus, even a 
.Ireful and admiring critic could lament that his last works were both dis­

I "pointing and a retreat from the principles that defined the valuable legacy of 
"" earlier studies? It seems clear that Foucault did not wish his aesthetics of 

I\tence to be understood as an echo of that Greek morality which he found 
III II her exemplary nor admirable.s In general, he used it in criticism of those 
Illodds which would confine human creativity to the realm of art and replace 
1111 t.1 k of self-elaboration with the duty of a self-discovery governed by a 
h I IIH'neutics of desire. Far more may be said. I wish to claim that the Foucault 

ho .I\\('rts the nn"d for an iI('stht,tics of existence is best recognisable if that 
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need is considered from within the perspective of the approach to life in La 
Volonte de satJoir's last part. An 'aesthetics of existence' is in contrast and 
resistance to a 'science oflife'. To speak of human existence as a work of art is 
to take it out of the domain of the scientifically knowable and to free us from 
the obligation of deciphering ourselves as a system of timeless functions which 
are subjected to corresponding norms. As Foucault indicated earlier, such 
deciphering would be a psychological approach.9 But psychology itself emerges 
from biological science and the determination of human existence as an organ­
ism, as life. Ifhuman being is under the obligation to discover its true self as a 
sexual reality, it is because, in our age's Faustian pact', sexuality is identified 
with the natural force of life itself. IO But not only with life. The binding of 
personal identity and organic life immerses that identity within the flow of 
blood, which is a sign oflife but also an index of that life's fragility. Life bleeds; 
and thus the confession of sexual identity avows not only life but its permanent 

war with death. 
If the key to the character of Foucault's last concerns is his fascination with 

the question of why our culture made sexuality into a moral experience, I 
would like to suggest how this question had itself become so problematic for 
him.11 His history of sexuality's genealogy of the man of desire may be viewed 
as an additional fragment in Foucault's examination of pyschoanalysis. But 
behind his probing of that hermeneutics of desire, which rests upon the triad 
truth-sexuality-subjectivity, is the spectre that human existence will continue 
to understand itself as a struggle of life versus death, Eros against Thanatos. 
Our souls have been fashioned as a mirror of that contemporary political land­
scape in which massacres are vital, in which there is a right to kill those who 
are perceived as representing a biological danger, in which political choice is 
governed by the sole option between survival or suicide. If SurtJeillir et punir 
showed that philosophical thought must struggle with the power-knowledge 
relations which would transform the human soul and existence into a mechan­
ism, Foucault's history of sexuality points to the ethical task of detaching 
ourselves from those forces which would subordinate human existence [biosj to 
biological life Izoej. In the first part of this paper, 'Our political selves', I shall 
place Foucault's genealogy of the man of desire within the context of his 
ambition to subvert the scenario of the soul as a struggle between life and 
death. Although Foucault acknowledges its general opposition to fascism, his 
criticism of psychoanalysis as a form discloses his own understanding of the role 
it plays in supporting that specific story of the soul which dominates our contem­
porary culture of the self. His subversion of this story was for the sake of making 
another ethos available, a 'use of philosophy which may enable us to limit the 
areas of knowledge'.12 The practice of such limitation is the meaning of the 
general ethic for thought which is the legacy of Foucault's entire project. Hi 
explicit turn to ethics at the end of his life was not, however, an abandonment 
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of his politi~al c;;~cerns. It is precisely because he recognised that our political 
culture of life versus death involved a particular mode of political relationship 
to the self that the practice of ethics became central to his last works; it is, as he 
said, 'politics as an ethics'.l3 This paper's second part will present a sketch of 
this general ethic for thought. Although there are many directions in which 
that ethic might be employed, the paper's concluding section, 'A journey to 
Auschwitz', will indicate but one possible way in which Foucault's own 
schema for ethical interrogation may illumine a dark corner on the Nazi stage 
of our present history. 

OUR POLITICAL SELVES 

The battle between life and death which forms our actual political terrain also 
furni shes the map for our epistemological and imaginative landscapes. The 
replacement of a natural history by a science of biology pledged our lives to 
history and struggle. In place of the priority given by classical nature to the 
stable kingdom of discrete plants, knowledge and imagination are captured by 
the energy of animality. Life escaped the space of order and became 'wild once 
more', dwelling on the frontiers of life and death. Life is besieged by death on 
all sides: it is 'from the depths of their lives that death overtakes living beings'. 
This fraternity with death reveals life as a murderous evolutionary force: 'It 
kills because it lives'.14 But this morbid law of life is also ours, as Freud came 
to discover. The existence of man and civilisation is the contest between the 
drives oflife and death IE1"OS und Tod, Lebenstrieb und Destruktiomtriebj. 'And 
It is this battle of the giants that our nursemaids try to appease with their 
lullaby about Heaven,.ls For Foucault, the silencing of this combat was not 
I temptation only for nursemaids. 'We know that psychologists and philo­
,ophers have dismissed all this as Freudian mythology.' While dismissals may 

in independence from mythologies, only a 'politics of our selves' will liberate 
liS from a soul and a self-relationship which have been created and defined by 

ry specific historical forces of knowledge, power and subjectivisation. 16 This 
I oucauldian politics of ourselves is in resistance to a form of power which 

ollegorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him 
I .. his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognise', 
lIul makes individuals subjects}7 The suicidal life of Herculine Barbin bears 
'II ness to the force of such power-knowledge-subjectivity relations. ls As a 

Ie lilt of such relations, present political struggles must 'revolve around the 
luc·,tion: Who are we? They are a refusal of these abstractions, of economic 
lid Ideological state violence which ignores who we are individually, and also 
II fusal of a scientific or administrative inquisition which determines who one 

I ' If onr side of this resistance is to 'refuse what we are', the other side is to 
III Ill, not dlS(ov('f, who WI· ar .. hy promoting 'new forms of subjectivity'.19 
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If Freud became the principal concern lurking in Foucault's genealogy of 
desiring man, it is because Freud's delineation of the soul as Eros and Thanatos 
re-enacts that special relationship with the self which is the bequest of Western 
culture - namely, that sexuality is the index of one's true self. Foucault's 
journey to this anti-Freudian politics of the self followed a very circuitous 
route. In the years immediately after the publication of Histoire de la sexualite's 

introductory volume, Foucault's research roamed acro;s a field oftopics closely 
related to the issues of the projected last volume, Population et Races. In 1976, 
he taught a course on the appearance of a discourse on war and how it func­
tioned as an analysis of social relations; in 1978 and 1979, he presented courses 
on the genesis of a political rationality which placed the notion of population 
and the mechanisms to assure its regulation at the centre of its concern, and 
conducted seminars on the theory of police science and on nineteenth-century 
juridical thought.2o Population et Races would have examined how the sexual 
domain became an object for ever-increasing state intervention, as well as the 
emergence of eugenics and theories of race in the contemporary configuration 
of knowledge. Despite the variety of his interests in these years, a special 
concern did take shape and directed Foucault to a study of Christianity and a 
hermeneutics of desire. This was the problematic of governance as it appeared 
in sixteenth-century Christianity. The first major statement of his approach to 
the problematic came with his 1980 course, which he entitled 'De l'administra­
tion du vivant' (On the governance of the living'.21 

He presented the Christian regime of governance against the background of 
an opening meditation on Sophocles' Oedipus. Freud's interpretation of the 
play is familiar. For him, Oedipus's search for the truth 'can be likened to the 
work of a psychoanalysis'. One relentlessly pursues the truth of one's identity, 
which is hidden far from one's conscious awareness and shows itself as linked 
to the dimension of desire and sexuality. The story possesses perennial appeal 
because we recognise ourselves in Oedipus. As Freud points out: 'His destiny 
moves us - because the oracle laid the same curse upon us before our birth as 
upon him'.22 Perhaps the myth attracted Foucault because it portrays so well 
the major domains of his own work: an analysis of the knowledges IsavoirsJ 
through which we are constructed as knowable and from which we derive the 
paths for fleeing self-ignorance; an examination of the power relations gen­
erated with those knowledges Isavoirs J and of the systems of dependence to 
which we become subject in seeking our truth; finally, a study of how sub­
jectivity became intimately associated with both truth and sexuality, how the 
discovery of one's sex is the discovery of one's true self. In Foucault's earlier 
writing, his archaeology of psychoanalysis involved an identification of its gen­
eral power-knowledge relations, especially its relationship to a medical model 
and its notion of the unconscious; in the the first volume of Histoirede la sexualitl 

it entailed a critique of the place psychoanalysis occupies in the modern deploy 

264 

Beyond life and death 

ment of sexuality; finally, his history of the man of desire excavates the 
relationshi p of the self to the self which operates in Freudian thought. All these 

. encounters estrange us from Freud's story of the soul and, thus, from the 
destiny of our politics. I would like to touch briefly on each of these moments 
of estrangement. 

While Freud admitted that psychoanalysis 'had its origin on medical soil', 
he had hoped that it could be transplanted.23 Foucault's Naissancede la clinique 

indicated, however, that modern readings of the person are tied to a medical 
perception. The work argued that clinical medicine was the first science of the 
individual. Integral to this science was the role of death as constitutive of one's 
individuality and unique intelligibility, a status which was the precondition for 
the extraordinary importance given by historians to pathological anatomy in 
the development of a science of medicine. Death and disease broke from 
metaphysical understandings and became essential elements in the identity of 
the person. The idea of a disease attacking and destroying life is replaced by the 
conception that death is embodied in the living bodies of individuals. It is not 
because diseases attack him that man dies; it is because he will die that he is 
susceptible to disease. Created here was the crucially significant notion of a 
'pathological life' which can be carefully charted and analysed in terms of an 
individual's existence. But death is the essential truth of human life, and any 
enquiry into the meaning of individual life is guaranteed to meet that medical 
perception which holds up to man the 'face of his finitude', but also promises to 
exorcise it through certain techniques.24 The medical component is clear in 
questions of sexuality, but if Foucault is correct, all knowledge of the modern 
fini te, bound-to-death self is orientated, by its very object, to aim at a truth 
which aspires to function as cure. This would account for the fact that Freud, 
who could demystify so many of the asylum's major structures - its constant 
si lence, observation, condemnation - could not eliminate the place occupied by 
the doctor, upon whom these transformed structures were concentrated: the 
Ira.ine? o~s~rver whose silence is judge~ent. It is the very knowledge of our 
ft nl te, indiVidual selves which invites a medical paradigm and accounts for the 
Llct that, in our culture, Freud and medical thought have come to take on 
i 'hilosophical significance.25 The controversies which swirl around the 
Il lationship between medicine and psychoanalysis are native and permanent 
" Freudian thought to the extent of its modernity. Foucault's Les Mots et les 

( hores extended his archaeology of psychoanalysis by indicating the founda­
l ion s for the specific character of the unconscious which is at the core of 
I' yr hoanalytic self-knowledge. Psychoanalysis occupies a central position in 
Il ,odnn thought because it explores, but is also defined by, an opaqueness or 
III onsciousness generated by modern knowledge's dispersion of man within 

I ro, "'\l'S of life, labour and language. All these possess histories alien to and 
III j I" I1dtl11 of Illan . TIlt' 1Ilt'I1H'\ or Death, Desire and Law, in which one's 
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psychoanalytic search for intelligibility takes place, are born together with and 
remain dependent upon modern knowledge's drawing of man in those great 
colours of life, labour, speech. In exploring these psychoanalytic themes, 
Western culture is brought back to the foundations for its anthropological 
knowledge and thus, as Foucault points out, 'pivots on the work of Freud, 
though without, for all that, leaving its fundamental arrangement'.26 

The central role which sexuality plays in the psychoanalytic image of the 
person is the next major element which indicates Freudian thought's coher­
ence with the modern network of power-knowledge. Psychoanalysis is in 
alliance with the modern period's threefold sexual production: the creation of 
sexuahty as a reality, especially the sexualisation of children's experience; the 
constitution of a scie~tia sexualis based on global study of the population and 
analytic study of the individual; the privileging of sexuality as the access to 
the truth of human identity. The 'cultural vigor' of psychoanalysis is at the 
'junction of these two ideas - that we must not deceive ourselves concerning 
our sex, and that our sex harbors what is most true in ourselves'.27 Despite its 
greater subtlety, psychoanalysis operates within the modern regime of sexuality 
and even intensifies it. It gives support to the conception of sex as a stubborn 
drive, constantly at war with repressive powers; psychoanalysis, therefore, 
obscures the positive function of power as productive of what we take the 
sexual realm and its themes to be. And, for Foucault, this is the case whether 
the psychoanalytic approach is according to a theory of instincts or in terms of 
how the law itself constitutes the nature of sexual desire. In addition, psycho­
analysis unifies the system of the family with the modern sphere of sexuality by 
placing the incest desire at the centre of the individual's sexual life. Freud co­
operates in constituting the family as a privileged target for political govern­
ance in that it is transformed into the 'germ of all the misfortunes of sex'. 
Finally, psychoanalysis provides one of the most striking examples in the 
modern transformation of Christianity's pasto'ral power. It has taken over the 
techniques of confessional practice and thus places the individual under the 
obligation to manifest truth to another in a situation of dependence and 
through the action of speech, which is invested with a special virtue of 
verification.28 

The greatest support for the psychoanalytic project is provided by a special 
relationship which the self takes up with itself - namely, that sexuality is the 
index of one's subjectivity, of one's true self. The kinship of subjectivity-truth­
sexuality is the linchpin of Freudian thought. The capacity of sexual desires 
and deeds to become the most revealing signs of our truest, deepest selves is 
dependent upon a long historical formation through which we were created as 
subjects in a special relationship to both truth and sex. I shall not repeat here 
Foucault's tracing of either Plato's initial interrogation of the 'man of desire' in 
L'Vsage des piaisirs or the emergence of the Roman culture of the self in I~ 
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Souci de soi. The Platonic desire to know oneself, unit~d with the practices of 
such groups as the Epicureans and the Stoics, established a governance of the , 
self that Foucault regarded as a sort of 'permanent political relationship ' 
between self and self or a 'politics of themselves'.29 This ancient concern with 
the self was the prelude to the development of a Christian hermeneutics of the 
self which reflected novel forms of power, knowledge and relationship to the 
self. The exercise of Christian pastoral power focused especially on sexuality, 
for its seditiousness was a sign of man's fallen state. The obedience to pastoral 
authority which overcame that state involved a search for truth - not just the 
general truths of faith but the specific truths of each person's soul. This 
excavation of personal truth gave birth to a technology for self-discovery. It 
entailed a permanent struggle with the Evil One who 'hides behind seeming 
likenesses of oneself and whose mode of action in the person is error.30 The 
endless task of self-scrutiny is accompanied by regular confessions to another, 
for verbalisation of thoughts is another level of sorting out the good thoughts 
from those which are evil - namely, those which seek to hide from the light of 
public expression.3) The principal product of this technology was a unique 
form of subjectivity. One is related to oneself as an obscure text demanding 
permanent interpretation through ever more sophisticated practices of atten­
tiveness, concern, decipherment and verbalisation. The soul is a house of truth, 
and true discourses are able to be articulated concerning it. 

This Christian regime of pastoral power and self-discovery was not left 
behind by the modern age. Indeed, the sixteenth century opened a 'period 
which is characterised not by the beginning of a deChristianisation but by the 
beginning of a Christianisation-in-depth'.32 Freud 's interpretation of Oedipus 

bears witness to that transformed spiritual struggle in Christian practice. And 
it is indeed transformed. While the continual conflict within the soul between 
the grace of God and the lures of the Evil One anticipates the modern struggle 
between life and death, Christian immortality is superseded by participation 
within a life process whose last judgement on individuals is always death. An 
equally significant transformation was modernity's rejection of the specific 

hristian asceticism that was integral to its mode of relating to the self. 
Christian practices involved a renunciation of the self who was articulated. For 
the Christian, the truths of the self were always precarious, for they always 
related to the soul's conflict with the evil within oneself. There could be no 
firm allegiance to a positive self, for there was no truth about the self which 
I ould not be utlilised by the False One as a device for misleading and ensnaring 
lh(· soul. The individual's relationship to the self imitates both the baptismal 
tllrning from the old self whom one was to a newly found otherness, and the 
n (' mony of public penance that was depicted as a form of martyrdom which 

( rodaimed the symbolic death of the person one had been. The continual 
llIortriicltion ('ntaiit'd by ,I p(' rmanenl hermeneutic and renunciation of the 
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self makes of that symbolic death an everyday event. All truth about the self is 
tied to the sacrifice of that same self, and the Christian experience of sub­
jectivity declares itself most clearly in the sounds of a rupture with oneself, of 
an admission that 'I am not who I am'.33 Modern technologies of the self 
promoted the emergence of a positive self; one recognises and attaches oneself 
to a self made available through the categories of psychological and psycho­
analytic science, and through the normative disciplines consistent with them. 
Thus, like Oedipus, we become victims of our own self-knowledge. For 
Foucault, this is an event of supreme political importance because the positive 
modern subject is fashioned in isolation from ethical and aesthetic concerns. If 
a critical distance from the modern power-knowledge-subjectivity formation 
is the precondition for a new politics of ourselves, the key campaign in that 
politics will be new efforts to fashion an ethical way of being a subject. In the 
current epoch, that will especially entail new relationships between ourselves 

and modern knowledge. 

2 FOUCAULT'S ETHIC 

Foucault's proposed philosophical ethos, his aesthetics of existence [bios], is his 
form of resistance to that regime of knowledge-power-subjectivity relations 
which establishes itself in concert with the hermeneutic of a self who is 
regarded as a struggle between life [zoe] and death. As Foucault's final course 
in the Greek virtue of truth-telling [parrhesia] suggested, the beauty of this 
existence is to be located in a personal harmony of word and deed .34 As for the 
Cynics whom Foucault so admired, it is the creation of an 'other life' which is 
worthy of remembrance - not because it conforms to an ideal necessary 
order but because it shapes a presence from a multiplicity of truths personally 
confronted. The centre of this philosophical ethos, of this parrhesiastic engage­
ment within history, is not the articulation of philosophical doctrines; respond­
ing to the crisis of a politics of life versus death, it is the practice of an ethical 
interrogation and self-formation which generates a host of new options for 
moral and political choice. Just as he had earlier undermined the simple 
alternatives of reason versus madness and liberation against repression, so now 
he undercuts the reduction of experience to a struggle between life and death. 

Although it was only in his last writings that Foucault dealt at length with 
ethics, the moral interest was decisive throughout his work. Pulsating through 
his thought is the insight which he first formulated in 1962: in modernity 
'reason ceased to be for man an ethic and became a nature'. As he pointed out 
in Les Mots et les Chases, modern thought has never been able to propose a 
morality.35 Foucault's final work confronts this failure by constituting thought 
and knowledge as activities which must be ethically interviewed, both to grasp 
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their OWl) process of formation as well as to enable us to pass beyond their 
specific knowledge configuration. It is precisely this ethical perspective which 
enables him to 'resituate the production of true and false at the heart of 
historical analysis and political critique'.36 Foucault's effort to liberate ethical 
reflection from its modern dependence upon knowledge makes his work a 
counter-ethic to that 'ethic of knowledge' [connaissance] which promised 'truth 
only to the desire for truth itself and the power to think it'. His ethical inter­
rogation is not only an analysis of the truths that shape our moral conditions 
and of our desire for them but a mode of self-formation, the 'process in which 
[he individual delimits that part of himself that will form the object of his 
moral practice, defines his position relative to the precept he will follow, and 
decides on a certain mode of being that will serve as his moral goal. And this 
requires him to act upon himself, to monitor, test, improve, and transform 
himself.'37 

This schema for ethical interrogation had a long gestation period and 
r presents Foucault's fashioning of his personal relationship to his entire work 
.tnd to the desire which inhabited it. Foucault's 1963 examination of the 
novelist Raymond Roussel was stimulated by a fascination with Roussel's last 
i' sture, the release of a posthumous volume in which he supposedly explained 
I he techniques and aims of his obscure prose. In fact, Foucault claimed, 
Roussel's last work was far less the unveiling of a secret than it was the 
,ilsclosure of the 'underground force from which his language springs'.38 
l'oucauf2s ' final work imparts an analogous lesson. Foucault came to the 
project and categories of that last stage only by way of his previous efforts. The 
'lnderground force which they disclose is a movement towards an ethic for' 
,hought. Foucault's distinct experiments with thought were not random but 
I,un together to effect a common dynamism. The elements in his ethical 
, hema mirror the four arts of interrogation which he practised throughout his 
, ritings: (I) What was it necessary to think today in contrast to the traditional 
lomain of the thoughtworthy? What should the substance of thought be? 

, ') In examining this domain, what sort of understanding should be sought? 
hat mode of subjectivation should the thinker take up? (3) How should the 
Irch for such understanding find its methodological way? What ascetic 

I' .lCtices must it perform on itself in order to be enabled to think differently? 
, What goal is pursued through the definition of substance, mode of subjecti­
"IOn, and practice of asceticism? Foucault's exploration of these questions 

I" 'lUghout his works succeeded in creating a broad ethical enquiry on the 
II \ tty of thought itself. It may be described as an ethical treatise, but it is not 

lit ral statement of a code for thinking, nor even primarily an exemplary 
, 1<'\ for enquiry. Foucault's treatise, as it is encountered in his writings, 

II titutt·s a practice which educates his readers into an ethical responsibility 
I Iltll IIntll,t1 enquiry. It providt's not an obligatory conduct but a possible 
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escape from an intellectual milieu unnourished by ethical interrogation. Fou­
cault's practice of his ethic marks paths for a collaborative assumption of new 
responsibilities. 

The domain or substance of Foucault's ethic is made up of the practices 
which give rise to those issues that entail, implicitly or explicitly, the exercise of 
moral-political discernment and decision. Rejecting moral experience as a 
matter of either response to religious revelation or commitment to an aesthetic 
task, the modern period articulated moral conduct in the context of true know­
ledges [savairs]. Foucault problematises this modern statement by examining 
such crucial knowledges [savairs] for moral reflection as biology, psychology 
and medicine, sciences which direct both the cognitive enterprise and the 
technologies for human self-relation. At the source of his delimitation of a 
substance to be ethically interrogated is the realisation that the formation of a 
domain in terms of true and false values is no less significant and dangerous 
than was the appearance of discourses which defined the holy and the profane, 
the saved and the damned, the good and the wicked. The ethical substance of 
his treatise creates a field for analysis which overcomes the theory- practice 
dualism. It is composed not of institutions, theories or ideologies but of prac­
tices, the discursive and extra-discursive relations which are operative in a 
culture's programme for the conduct of intellectual pursuit, of practical action, 
and of self-constitution. Foucault's ethical perspective was signalled in his 
concern with the action of the axes: what knowledge does (and not reads), how 
power constructs (and not represents), how a relationship to the selfis invented 
(and not discovered). Philosophical enquiry becomes substantially ethical, in a 
Foucauldian sense, when it is concerned with the problematisations which 
pose themselves to a culture as a result of the interplay of its practices: its types 
of knowledge, its political strategies, and its styles of personal life. The focus 
for an analysis of the ethical substance is the thought which responds to these 
problematisations or inhabits these practices, if thought is understood as the 
'way people begin to take care of something, of the way they become anxious 
about this or that - for example, about madness, about crime, about sex, about 
themselves, or about truth,.39 

The second element in Foucault's ethical interrogation, its mode of sub 
jection, is the type of enlightenment pursued by this interrogation. Foucault' 
debate with Kant was central here, for his work denatures or historicise 
Kant's great questions on knowledge, obligation and hope. Not 'What can I 
know?' but, rather, 'How have my questions been produced? How has the: 
path of my knowing been determined?' Not 'What ought I to do?' but rather, 
'How have I been situated to experience the real? How have exclusion 
operated in delineating the realm of obligation for me?' Not 'What may I hope: 
for?' but rather, 'What are the struggles in which I am engaged? How have th 
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p;r-';mete~;-fo-r~y ';spirations been defined? The point of such shifts is to free 
thought from formal structures and place it in a historical field where it must 
confront the singular, contingent and arbitrary which operate in what is put 
forward as universal, necessary and obligatory. 'The point, in brief, is to 
transform the critique conducted in the form of necessary limitation into a 
practical critique that takes the form of a possible transgression.'4o The 
asceticism of his treatise is contained in the exacting arts of questioning which 
he developed in the archaeological-genealogical methods for analyses of dis­
cursive formations, power-knowledge apparatuses fdispasitiJs], and ethical 
systems. Foucault's methods stress our responsibility for the support we lend 
to the dominance of specific discourses. Foucault redefines the field of critique: 
from an arena that is already enunciated in terms of identifiable repressions 
and specific programmes of liberation to an ever-changing historical space in 
which power is capable of colon ising the most noble knowledges [savairs] and 
projects. Foucault's ethic is permanent critique in the interest of an endless 
practice offreedom. This freedom is the goal of his ethic. Foucault realised that 
there was never to be a definitive escape from configurations of knowledge­
power-self relations, yet he was unyielding in his conviction that no specific 
configuration was necessary and unchangeable. His earlier declaration of the 
death of man was complemented in his last years by a counsel to get free of 
those relationships to self which we have inherited as children of Western 
technologies for self-development. Inherent in that counsel is a new style of 
I elating to our modern knowledges Isavairs]. On the landscape of vast projects 
t)f research and evaluation, Foucault pressed an ethic of responsibility for 
Ihe truths one speaks, for the political strategies into which these truths enter, 
,nd for those ways of relating to ourselves that make us either conformists 
<lr resisters to those relations. It is a timely ethic which assists in reclaiming 
r hought's moral responsibilities. I believe that Foucault's ethical practice of 
rhought largely accounts for his widespread appeal today. Although his com-
11I(·ntators disagree with one another, their interest in his work shows a com­
ilIOn appetite for a practice of thinking which exhibits the ethical dimension of 
r, .,son. 

Foucault's ethic proposes the wisdom of a dispossession, not only of certain 
\ t 'ms of thought and action but also of a muteness before our age's in­
Iii' 'nous suffering. If archaeology became a provocative image for thought, it 

.1\ in part because there was the feeling that such a vision at ,least attempted 
I , .b,1 with the subterranean forces which erupted in our time. Our modern 
r" claim to knowledge of and its will to perfect the human reality have had 

II 'It consequences - consequences which have mocked that claim and will. In 
th I( Justification of immense technologies for producing a new man, human 

I II< ("' \t'cmed to turn against human beings. And perhaps philosophy did 
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the same. Whereas the philosopher had once taught, through his own life, how 
death could be borne, he had come too often to teach in our age the superior 
wisdom of how to accept the massacre of others: in the name oftruth.41 It is the 
inexcusable service which professional thinkers have rendered to our period's 
diminishment, confinement and, indeed, murder of innocent people that stirs 
a horror in Foucault which occasionally surfaces in the violence of an image or 
the shrill tone of a formulation. The strategy of Foucault's resistance to this evil 
is an ethics for thought which consists in a series of questions whose pursuit 
manifests the assumption of an ethical responsibility. The practice of this ethic 
disputes the solidity of our world and history, much as a dream or a work of 
surrealist literature might. 

3 A JOURNEY TO AUSCHWITZ 

However Foucault's legacy is judged by future generations of readers, his 
thought certainly made it more difficult for his contemporaries to think un­
historically, non-politically, a-ethically - that is, irresponsibly. In concluding 
this paper, I would like to pass beyond my very general formulation of 
Foucault's ethic and suggest but one direction in which his work might be 
employed to continue his history of the present in the direction which La 
Volonte de savoir's last section proposed - namely, an analysis of the Nazi epoch. 
On the level of both common opinion and elaborate examination, there has 
been the tendency to perceive the brutality of Nazi thought and deed as an 
abandonment of morality itself. Perhaps George Steiner is the most forceful 
advocate of this viewpoint. Taking his cue from a remark of Hitler, who once 
asserted that 'conscience is a Jewish invention', Steiner explains the Shoah as a 
murderous revolt against the threefold Jewish embodiment of conscience for 
Western culture: biblical monotheism, the ethical teaching ofJesus, and Marx's 
messianic socialism.42 This interpretation asserts that Nazism embraced im 
morality itself as a new code of conduct. The effect of this type of analysis is 
to shelter us from any anxiety that we ourselves might share a moral kinship in 
the Nazi kingdom of death. If that kingdom's bloody deeds exhibit its evil, our 
proclaimed allegiance to moral values must show that we are citizens of some 
republic of good. It is more comforting to be told what the concentration camp 
prisoner heard from his guard - 'Hier ist kein warum' (Here there is no why) 
- than it is to interrogate the intelligibility of Nazism as itself an ethic. And yet 
the duty of such an interrogation is one of the places where Foucault's work 
leaves contemporary thought. 

Foucault's approach to ethics enables us to take seriously the distressing fact 
that so many who were involved in such evil thought felt themselves to be 
paradigms of virtue. Hitler spoke for vast numbers when he claimed that 'on I 
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the German people has made moral law the governing principle of action'Y 
Perhaps the most infamous example of this self-proclaimed moral stature is 
Heinrich Himmler's 4 October 1943 speech to leaders of the SS in Posen, 
Poland. He speaks without any circumlocution about the horror of genocide: 
'Most of you know what it means to see a hundred corpses lie side by side, or 
five hundred or a thousand.' But then he adds: 'To have stuck this out and _ 
excepting cases of human ,weakness - to have remained decent [anstiindig 
geblieben zu sein), this is what has made us hard.'44 He elaborates on this 
decency by praising the virtues ofSS men: their loyalty [die Treue), their ability 
to obey [der Gehorsam], their bravery [die Tapferkeit), their truthfulness [die 
Wahrhaftigkeit)' Despite the annihilation of millions, Himmler could assert 
that 'our inward being, our soul, our character, has not suffered injury from 
it'.45 A common reaction to such a proclamation of moral strength would be to 
see it as hypocrisy or as a defence mechanism needed to camouflage psycho­
logically from the speaker the full horror of the facts which he reveals.46 Fou­
cault's work implicitly criticises such an explanation and indicates a promising 
reversal of perspectives for future research and understanding: an examination 
of Nazism not as a nihilism but as an intelligible ethic. I shall mention but a 
single possible approach, emerging from Foucault's work, to an examination 
of this ethic. 

One of the most perplexing difficulties for an understanding of the Nazi 
period has been the relationship of its violent acts to the moral and religious 
traditions of pre-Hitler German culture. I shall avoid rehearsing the analyses 
which either argue for radical discontinuity or stress some measure of con­
tinui ty in this relationship. I believe that Foucault's schema for an ethical 
malysis may be of fundamental assistance to the task of uncovering some of the 
roncrete features in the transformation of an earlier religiously rooted ethic 
mto a post-Christian Nazi ethic. I shall stay with the case of Himmler as an 
, xample, but with no intention of limiting its application to him. We know 
'hat the substance of Himmler's ethic was constituted by the battle oflife and 
death [der Kampf auf Leben und Tod] which juxtaposed the vitality of Nordic 
hlood with the deadly degeneration represented by inferior races. What was at 
! Ike was the advancement oflife or the death of the people I VolkstodJ. 'We had 

tltl' moral right, we had the duty towards our people, to kill this people which 
mted to kill US.'47 Reflecting Hitler's demand that National Socialism must 

I, .. 'homage to reason', and that for it 'reason alone must have the last word' 
1llIl1mler's mode of subjection was to those natural historical laws which wer~ 
,. 'laled through a science of race.4H The ethic of National Socialism is 
I g.1 rded as a form of applied biology. The asceticism of Himmler's ethic was 
101 just the rigorous discipline of the SS man's formation, with its stress on 
I II ,lI1d ohedience, hut the practice of killing as a moral imperative to enhance 

I lOin Ii Ilif;',. A t'llgnlH' for (llll' r.lnal body which entailed a 'euthanasia' for 
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others. And the goal of all of this - to which Nazi anti-Semitism wa~ it~elf 
subordinated - was a definitive biological purification for history, a revltahsa-

tion oflife itself, its triumph over death.
49 

While elements of pre-Nazi religious and humanistic values could be traced 
in each of these levels of the Nazi ethic, I would like to mention just one: the 
te/os of this ethic, its aspiration for a purification of life. This aspiration cer­
tainly has broad religious sources.50 As a result of the diary which Hlmmler 
kept in his early years, we are enabled to watch a personal transfo~mat~on from 
an ideal of religious purity to the Nazi mission for racial pUrlfi.catlOn. ~ot 
surprisingly in the light of Foucault's studies, it was his struggle with .sexua~lty 
which effected the transition.51 In relocating our questions from the dimenSion 
of moral codes to that of ethical formation, Foucault allows us to see the 
construction of ways of relating to the self and to perceive moral tas~s wh~ch 
survived in Himmler's character even if there seems to be a total inversIOn 
on the level of stated moral principle. Certainly, Himmler's loss of religious 
conviction closed his long struggle with Catholic standards of sexual purity. 
That ending was only the beginning of a transfer both. of ~hat m~ral ideal to a 
racial programme and of a mode of ethical problema.tI.sation which per~ured 
even when explicit principles changed beyond recogmtl~n. If th~ alternative of 
salvation or damnation had once been the story of Hlmmler s contest with 
sexuality, it was to be racial purity or degeneration which .was to govern his 
maturity. Jews came to embody for him the sensuality against which he had 
waged his earlier struggle. This metamorph?sis of Hi~mler's moral career 
was to have an impact of unprecedented pain upon history. Of cou.rse, ~he 
formation of Himmler's ethic was but one aspect of much broader historical 
transformations. Foucault's work, especially his treatment of biopolitics and 
the history of sexuality, has suggested new routes for their investigation, 
pathways that must now be trodden by others. Foucault's exploratory steps 
have recently been confirmed by Robert Lifton's important st~dy ?f ~azl 
medical doctors and researchers. Lifton does not draw out the ethlcallmphca­
tions of his conclusion that the Nazi state was a 'biocracy', which was driven by 
a 'sweeping version of biological- one might say evolutionary - purification'.52 
Within this biocracy, biological and medical research became the vanguard o~ 
a new politics oflife and death. Thus, it is easy to understand the former NaZI 
doctor who explained that 'National Socialism failed because we could not 
develop enough biological teaching - it was not possible ~o educate people 
sufficiently in biology'.53 Foucault's ethic for thought Will help to ensure 

continued failure for such enterprises of reason. 

In his memoirs, Albert Speer identified the state of mind which permitted the 
monstrous evils our age has endured: 'It never occurred to us to doubt the 
order ofthings.'54 Perhaps one of the greatest contributions of Foucault's work 
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to contemporary culture is its encouragement to doubt the dramatic, compre­
hensive scenarios upon which we have been nurtured: history and politics as a 
contest between life and death; the appeal of revolutionary programmes for 
human liberation; the birth of scientific projects for human reform and purifi­
cation. In those intense pages of Surveiller et punir where he discusses plagues 
as both real and imaginary forms which give rise to dreams of purification and 
the disciplinary programmes which make them reality, Foucault once again 
creates doubt regarding the naturalness of our intellectual and moral aspira­
tions.55 We know that his quest entailed no search for a pure reason. There is 
neither stability nor purity in the emergence and activity of the thought which 
interested him. He succeeded in doing what he proposed in his inaugural 
lecture at the College de France, an 'introduction into the very roots of thought 
of notions of chance, discontinuity and materiality'.56 This is the practice of an 
impure reason and, as I have indicated, Foucault's work may be thought of as 
a reversal of Kant's great questions. 

If philosophers have often conceived their task to be the harbouring of 
human existence from raw exposure to the contingent, Foucault tried to drive 
them back out to sea. Certainly his work places us within a much more 
dangerous and menacing zone than we might have chosen for ourselves. But it 
is a zone which reflects the history of our present. And perhaps that danger and 
menace echo his own memory of growing up as a youth in Poitiers: 

The menace of war was our background, our framework of existence. Then the 
war arrived. Much more than the activities of family life, it was these events 
concerning the world which are the substance of our memory .... Our private 
life was really threatened. Maybe that is the reason why I am fascinated by 
history and the relations between personal experience and those events of which 
we are a part. 57 

If, at the beginning of this paper, I recalled Foucault's visit to Auschwitz, it is 
because I am so struck by his uncommon courage in journeying so deeply into 
lhose impure events and contingencies which have fashioned our feelings for 
hoth life and death. His excursions into that putrid history, however, did not 
lead him to a despair of philosophical thought and human existence. The 
('nergy of his work reminds me far more of Alyosha's reaction to the un­
('xpected, shocking putrefication of Father Zossima's corpse in The Brothers 
karamazov: 'Alyosha stood, gazed out before him and then suddenly threw 
Illmself down on the earth. He did not know why he embraced it. He could not 
1I.lve told why he longed so irresistibly to kiss it, to kiss it. But he kissed it 
we'q)ing and watering it with his tears, and vowed passionately to love it, to 
love' It forever and ever.'5H Foucault brought philosophy closer to earth. The 
hctlrr I<> I()v(" it. 
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SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Andre GlUcksmann stressed that in the speech quoted by James Bernauer, 
Himmler, also says that the glorious acts with which the SS were honouring 
themselves in the death camps were not such as to tolerate publicity. The 
German people themselves, devoted to Hitler as they were, would not be able 
to bear the spectacle. In other words, Nacht und Nebel was necessary to the 
construction of the death camps. 

There is a problem with the visibility of the intolerable. There were two 
aspects to the conditions of possibility of Auschwitz: the historical production 
of Nazism on the one hand, but also the blinding of the authorities of demo­
cratic powers: the silence ofthe Pope, the Red Cross, Roosevelt, the American 
Jewish community - a silence which made it possible for the intolerable to 
happen. 

There is also the problem of determining the extent to which democratic, 
idealistic and well-meaning discourses might actually form part of the con­
ditions which make silence and obscuration possible in the face of the in­
tolerable. This question exercised Foucault. It is not possible to reply by 
saying that if there had been more democracy, Nazism would not have been 
possible. Foucault's question goes deeper than ideals: though ideals might 
stop us from being Nazis, they make it possible for others to remain in 'night 
and fog'. Foucault's question with regard to Nazism concerns not only the 
historical causes of Auschwitz but also the production of the possibility of 
Nazism in well-meaning democracies. Thinking in terms of the universal was 
not one of the conditions of the production of Nazism but one of the conditions 
of possibility of the production, by abstention, of the laissez-faire attitude 
which made it possible. 

James Bernauer replied that biologism and Darwinism were factors which 
, xplain Nazism. Since the Second World War it has no longer been possible 
to talk using biologistic vocabulary, since the legitimacy of this latter has been 
,.ompletely destroyed. Foucault teaches us not to talk in terms of a nation in 
, eneral but in terms of different groups who think in response to a given 
, ituation. What Himmler said teaches us that if the concentration camps had 
II en publicised there would have been resistance amongst the German 
I' ople. The secret of the concentration camp lasted only three years. But 
",hat was the real secret? It was not only the fact of death. Foucault can help 
II to reply to this question to the extent that he challenges our nature as a 
I oral individual. 
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Rationality, force and power 
Foucault and Habermas's criticisms 

Dominique Janicaud 

The question of power can be put in at least three ways: 

J. The purpose might be to measure, understand or master physicochemical 
and energy exchanges, either within a given system or on a macroscopic 
level. 

2. The purpose might be to understand and master the excesses of force in a 
moral or political sphere (which, according to Eric Weil's terminology, 
would be manifest in the first instance as violence exterior to reasoned 
discourse). 

3. Finally, the purpose might be to reflect on the role of power as such, from the 
point of view of the individual and of society, linked with the growing 
efficiency of scientific and technological strength since the beginnings of 
industrialisation. This is the point of view established by Max Weber which 
goes by the name of rationalisation. Yet this can and must be developed 
beyond Weber's own ethnosociological field. 

The debate with which I am going to deal here is more circumscribed. It 
should probably be rooted at a point beginning with Nietzsche, who meditated 
on the ensemble of power relations and organised his genealogical project on 
the basis of the third point of view - that is to say, on the basis of the historical 
forms of domination by means of which man comes to see the increase of 
power (over nature and society) as his only end. Habermas, for his part, has 
recourse to the term Macht in his discussions of Michel Foucault's ideas and 
thus gives the tenth chapter of his book Del" philosophische Diskurs der Moderne 
(The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity)l the title 'The aporias of a theory of 
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power' [Machttheorie]; but the word Macht is ambiguous, designating at the 
same time strength rpuissance] and power rpouvoir]. In French, on the other 
hand, although one can speak of the physical pouvoir and of the puissance of a 
king, the term puissance is used primarily in the first sense mentioned above 
(or, more rigorously, in terms of the general conditions of the exercise of the 
excess of energy of strength, domination, and so on), whilst the use of pouvoir 
is reserved to specific juridical-political forms and moralities. Foucault is in fact 
interested in pouvoir (in the forms, structures and rules adopted by power), not 
in power rpuissance] in the general sense (nor in the physical or metaphysical 
sense). One does not find in Foucault a theory of puissance, but there are 
elements of a theory of power rpouvoir], since he replies explicitly to the 
following questions: Why should power be studied? In what way is it exer­
cised? In what does the specific nature of power relations consist? Foucault 
sums it up as follows: ' ... power can only be said to be exercised by some over 
others; power exists only in action, even if, of course, it is inscribed in a field 
dense with possibilities which depend on permanent structures'.2 

This terminological elucidation of power has no meaning in itself unless it 
is referred to the philosophical elaboration of the understanding (and the 
intelligibility) of power in the modern contemporary world - say, for the 
century since the death of Nietzsche. Even if it is to become more specific, the 
context of Foucault's study of the forms of power is a project which derives its 
momentum and coherence from its reference to Nietzsche. This 'apres­

Nietzsche' is to be understood neither in a purely historical sense nor in a purely 
biographical sense, despite the personal tone in which Nietzsche proclaims it 
in Ecce Homo: 

A day will come when the memory of a formidable event will be linked with my 
name, the memory of a unique crisis in the history of the earth, the most 
profound collision of consciousnesses, of a decree given forth against everything 
that had been believed, demanded and sanctified up to our time. I am not a man, 
I am dynamite.3 

What was for his contemporaries no more than an arbitrary provocation, a 
symptom of imminent madness, takes on for us, looking back over a century 
(and what a century!), worrying proportions: it is of course always possible to 
debate the truth of Nietzsche's affirmations; yet one cannot deny that they 
mark, in our history, a considerable break which has affected and continues to 
affect consensus about truth itself and the meaning of this consensus - that is to 
say, the will to truth. From the second of these Intempestives, Nietzsche showed 
that the systematic search for historical truth is no more 'innocent' than the 
search for theoretical truth; from Verite et memonge au sem exta-moral onwards 
he interpreted the concern for truth in terms of the mastery which language 
gives over things, generalisation on the basis of mctaphorisation; he placed the 

284 

RIltionality, force and power 

notion of 'pure truth' back in its context of relative efficiency. It is from the 
starting point of this undermining of rational self-justification that Foucault's 
study of the forms of power proceeds. A further terminological elucidation 
could be added at this point: just as Foucault prefers the term pouvoir to 
puissance, he also speaks of discourse rather than rationality: 'I think that the 
word rationalisation is dangerous. What we should be doing is to analyse 
specific rationalities rather than ceaselessly invoking the progress of rationali­
sation in general. ,4 

The meaning of this warning will become clearer in the context of what 
follows. There is no way to understand it except by untangling the threads of 
the debate which has imposed itself as being the most urgent and the most 
decisive at the end of this century: the debate about the rationality of power 
rpuissance], given that the rational finds its former ideals in confrontation with 
the most recent forms of its own powers. Habermas is the one contemporary 
philosopher who in the recent past has taken up this question in an extremely 
methodological way and who, supported by an already considerable body of 
work, has undertaken a systematic criticism of Foucault's positions (and his 
Nietzscheanism). For the sake of clarity I shall start with this criticism, which 
was recently set out in Chapters IX and X of Der philosophische Diskurs der 

Modeme; and when I have summarised and analysed this I shall confront it 
with the texts of his 'adversaries', Foucault and Nietzsche himself. Work on 
these texts will make it possible to take up and relaunch the one question 
which continually occupied these authors and those who followed them: what 
rationality is there in power rpuissance], and what can be made of what goes on 
in this relationship? 

THE SYSTEMATIC AMBIGUITY OF 
THE COUNTER-DISCOURSE ABOUT 
POWER 

It is almost at the end of his book that Habermas criticises Foucault, at the end 
of a succession of philosophers in which the great names are Hegel and 
Hegelians on the right and Nietzsche, Horkheimer, Adorno, Heidegger, 
Derrida and Bataille on the left. This is not without significance: Habermas's 
project is presented explicitly as a genealogy of modern philosophy and there­
fore, as far as Foucault is concerned, as the genealogy of a genealogy (if, that is, 
one goes along with Dreyfus and Rabinow, as Habermas does, in maintaining 
that Foucault's archaeology changes into a genealogical project in the proper 
sense of the term in the 1970s. 

This first observation makes it possible to anticipate the nature of Haber­
mas's reading: for him the point is not so much statements which he considers 
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to be completely erroneous but rather the analysis of their ambiguities and 
presuppositions. So the critique proceeds with a mixture of sympathy and 
irritation (in which the second finally wins out) in the two chapters which in 
general terms deal with the two parts of Foucault's work (the break is situated 
between Les Mots et les Choses and Surveiller et punir - that is to say, about 1970): 
the enterprise which aims to 'unmask' human sciences in a rational-critical 
way (Chapter IX) and the aporias of a theory of power (Chapter X). These 
aporias, which are to a large extent consciously assumed by Foucault, explain 
the difficulties in the first part of the work. So Habermas is redoubling the 
critical effort which Foucault has already directed at his own work; but he 
wants to enforce this criticism even more radically - so radically that a different 

theory seems finally to impose itself. 
Let us go straight to the heart of the objection. This is directed at a 

'systematic ambiguity' (also referred to as a 'paradoxical link') between an 
approach which is empirical and even positivistic on the one hand, and claims 
which are critical and even meta theoretical on the other.5 This 'systematic 
ambiguity' is deployed throughout the work, as we shall see, but it is rooted in 
the very concept of power which most particularly guides Foucault's work in 
his last years. 'Systematic ambiguity' obviously means a lot more than drifts 
between the empirical and the meta-empirical or even an ambivalence of foct, 

due either to uncontrolled slippage from one level to another or to a sort of 
literary pleasure in double-dealing. 'Systematic ambiguity' means that one 
ascertaim a disconcerting and even irritating 'double role' in the concept of 
power, to which one adds the double function of structure and the instance of 
regulation. Yet it means in particular that this double play makes it possible for 
Foucault, through the joining of forces between 'the idealist thought of a 
transcendental synthesis' with the 'presuppositions of an empirical ontology',6 
first to dispense with justifying his position and secondly to mask his 'empirical 
shortfalls'. In fact: 'The empirical shortfalls are reflected in the unclarified 
methodological problems.'7 

It is not enough to draw attention to the presence of an ambiguity (for even 
if he is tempted to think it, Habermas does not go so far as to claim that 
ambiguity in itself should be banished); it is also necessary to try to understand 
the systematic of this ambiguity from both sides. 

First the empirical side. One might wonder how appropriate it is to use this 
term in relation to Foucault. Habermas insists on it, although he also speaks of 
a descriptive historiography, which would seem a more appropriate name for 
enquiries which refuse to be moulded by the disciplinary framework of philo­
sophy and history but slip into its 'interstices' - as Foucault puts it at the end of 
L'Archeologie du sa voir. At the time there were some who were surprised that a 
philosopher should consult prison archives, work laboriously at the registers of 
asylums; that he should look up seventeenth- and eighteenth century grammar 
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books, theological manuals, and so on, instead of rereading the Miditatiom 

metaphysiques or the Critique of Pure Reason. It should be remembered, though, 
that Foucault saw himself as following in the tradition of his master Canguil­
hem, the French tradition (since the eighteenth century) of a critical, positive 
philosophy concentrating on patient documentary investigation (especially in 
the field of the history of science and technology) rather than on certainties too 
quickly drawn from metaphysics. 

Yet just remembering is not enough. Nor is it enough just to recall the 
undeniable documentary (and literary) interest of Histoire de la folie, Surveiller 

et punir, and so on. Habermas speaks ofthe 'innocence' of the concept of power 
(he does not say this is apparent, but allows it to be supposed) which is then 
'descriptively utilisable' in the service of an 'empirical analysis' of the tech­
niques of power 1P0uvoir]. He adds that from the methodological point of view 
this empirical analysis 'cannot be distinguished in any striking way from a 
functionalist sociology of knowledge which has been directed towards the 
historical'.8 If this is the case, then the methodological procedures are no more 
'innocent' here than in a sociology of that nature. Taking a positive viewpoint 
(even 'positivistic', as Foucault himself puts it, proclaiming himself a 'happy 
positivist'9) does not immediately equip one in the human sciences, and even 
less so in their 'archaeology', with some kind of certificate of objectivity such as 
one might claim for oneself in the exact sciences. That is why Habermas 
believes himself to be in a position to articulate three criticisms against Fou­
cault's major 'enquiries': unwarranted reference to the present (which he calls 
Prasentismus), relativism and 'crypto-normativism'.10 

I should like first to examine 'presentism'. This is the name Habermas gives 
to a form of methodological behaviour which Foucault claims to be eliminat­
ing, yet will never succeed in eliminating: the retrospective projection of our 

vision of things on to attitudes and events which can be explained neither in 
terms of eternal value-functions nor in terms of the function of our present 
feelings. Whilst the hermeneuticist approach presupposes a hidden origin and 
therefore keeps in reserve a point from which judgements can be made, the 
'archaeologist' is supposed to take into account only the substitution of one 
technique of power for another, and to consider only the logic internal to 
each of these techniques. For example, Louis XIV, at the time of the Great 
Confinement of 1656, did not create the General Hospital for humanitarian 
reasons such as we would today but for specific reasons which it is precisely the 
task of the historian to reconstitute. Another example is given by Paul Veyne 
and taken up by Habermas: the interdiction of gladiatorial combats in late 
Rome was not due to the humanitarian influence of Christianity but to the 
replacement of one archetype of power by another: the Emperor becomes a 
Father who has to protect his children. I I According to Habermas, Foucault 
does not succeed in reaching this objectification of power formations. Why? 
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Because the 'radical historicist' cannot dispense with comparisons between the 
different complexes of power which he studies, and for this reason cannot 
avoid working on a hermeneutic basis. Habermas gives an example in support 
of this argument: the chronological separation of the Middle Ages, the Renais­
sance and the classical age. This separation cannot but be referred back to the 
disciplinary power, the 'biopolitics' which Foucault identifies as 'the destiny of 
our present'.12 Therefore this viewpoint, which links decisive historical 
changes to an economy of disciplines exercised over bodies, this alleged 
objectivity which denudes the discursivity of practices in terms of what claims 
to be the interiority of meanings, is just as datable and partial (in view of its 
very historicism) as the modifications of power complexes which it claims to be 
reconstituting. Thus it can be explained how Histoire de fa folie - just like 
Surveiller et punir, limiting oursel ves to these two examples - played the double 
role of documentaries and manifestos against psychiatry as well as for the 
struggle for the change in conditions of detention. For Habermas the reason is 
clear: Foucault is caught in a game of negation; he gives in to the 'presentism' 
he claims to banish because his scientific objectivism (weighed down by 'anti­
science') collapses into an 'incurable subjectivism'. Because of the way he 
impugns all hermeneutics of signification, he finds himself divided, as a radical 
historicist, between objectivism and subjectivism. 

The second criticism is that of relativism. The reference point shifts from 
signification to truth; but - as far as Foucault is concerned - the point is still to 
unmask the same double game of genealogical historiography. This is relativist 
in a double sense: to begin with in the sense that his historicism obliges him to 
follow the functioning of practices. Since discourses have no intrinsic validity, 
all that needs to be retained is their power-function. But 'all counter-power is 
already moving in the horizon of the power which it is combating and from the 
moment of its victory it transforms itself into a power complex which pro­
vokes another counter-power. The genealogy of knowledge cannot break this 
circle.'13 In the shifts from discourse to practice which are supposed to found 
its objectivity there is still nothing to distinguish this form of relativism from 
historicism which always ends up caught in its own trap - that is to say, the 
tendency to militancy in favour of minorities (the oppressed, criminals, homo­
sexuals, and so on). What is interesting in this argument is not that one power 
is seen as chasing another, which is obvious, nor that objectivity is seen as being 
impossible in the human sciences, another obviousness of which Foucault was 
more aware than anyone else. What is interesting is the way the criticism shifts 
from the empirical to the transcendental and the attempt to unmask a second­
degree relativism which is the inverse of self-justification: a self-reference 

which is self-defeating. Genealogical historiography has to compensate for its 
(deliberate) lack of universal validity by means of a relative validity which is 
reduced more and more to its militant purpose, its style, and so on. We find the 
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same reversal of objectivism into subjectivism which we previously observed. 
The problem is the same; it is no longer observed on the basis of practices 
described but on the basis of the behaviour of the historiographer himself, who 
is caught up in the process of his own ducking and weaving. 

The third problem is that of 'crypto-normativism'. Habermas continues to 
drive in the same nail and to pursue the same refutation, but this time on the 
level of values: does Foucault escape from the 'crypto-normativism' to which 
he accuses the human sciences of falling prey? On the one hand he claims that 
he is being purely descriptive, jeering at the same time at traditional humanism 
and the 'leftist dogma' which he finds is on what he considers to be the 'right 
side'. On the other hand he sees himself as a dissident, his commitment im­
pregnating his style and even his vocabulary. He does not separate, as Max 
Weber did so clearly, the work of the scientist from that of the man of decision, 
who might be heroic or otherwise, but who chooses his values. We might well 
concede that the point is a tactic to avoid simply reinforcing the major dominant 
discourses, as did the Marxists and Freudians, who are easily 'recuperated' by 
the enterprise of normalisation. Yet still the question formulated by Nancy 
Fraser regarding the origin of the choice in favour of this tactic remains to be 
answered: 

Why is struggle preferable to submission? Why should domination be resisted? 
It is only through the introduction of some sort of normativity that Foucault was 
able to begin to answer this question. It was only the introduction of normative 
notions which made it possible for him to begin to tell us what is wrong with 
modern power (the regime of connaissance) and why we should oppose it.14 

The way this goes back to the unavoidable necessity of a choice of values seems 
to be quite a classical move, but the originality of Habermas's criticism lies in 
the way he traces this choice process (and the negation of this choice) back to 
Foucault's practice of genealogical history. In so doing Habermas concedes 
that Foucault is able to justify his 'crypto-normativism' in terms of an asymmetry 

which resides in power complexes themselves at the heart of which Foucault 
does not principally see a struggle between dominators and dominated (as 
in the Marxist schema) but tensions between disciplinary powers and mute 
bodies. The genealogical historiographer is therefore introducing support 
from the biological-somatic into the play of the biopower (this being particu­
larly the case in Histoire de fa sexualite). But Habermas suggests that far from 
being a real justification (an assumed norm), this reference to the body in­
dicates and betrays a vitalism in the 'self-experience of the body'.15 

The time has now come to conclude this summing up of Habermas's 
criticism by going right to the very heart of it before submitting it in turn to 
discussion. From Habermas's point of view it is fair game (and here he uses the 
most classical form of refutation) to show that Foucault does not succeed in his 

289 



Dominique Janicaud 

own enterprise, that he is caught in his own trap: the empirical shortcomings 
of his work are traced back to the unconsidered transcendental element, and 
this is used to explain the nature of the bias of genealogical history. The 
three points of view which Habermas chooses (signification, truth and value) 
therefore reappear in Foucault in spite of himself. As in an involuntary 
confession made by a denial, one witnesses in Foucault, at the same time as the 
'repression of fundamental concepts' (in particular those quoted above), the 
impossibility of eradicating them from the 'counter-discourse' which claims to 
banish them. 16 

The empirical shortcomings are not clarified by a transcendental synthesis, 
since the refusal to admit concepts of signification, of truth and of value is 
fundamental. One can finally join Habermas in questioning the systematic 
nature of this denial and this counter-discourse before trying to step back 
from and look at Habermas's own enterprise. 

The concept of power is burdened with a double role which, as we saw, 
irritates Habermas: how can an objective or objectivisable structure structure 
itself? This can be explained only if in the concept of power one hypostasises 
an instance which is at the same time transcendental and historical, and whose 
metaphysical origin is the will to truth. For Habermas, Foucault is wrong to 
postulate a will constitutive of truth for all times and all societies; he is also 
wrong in his failure to differentiate between the will to power and the will to 
knowledge. 17 He believes that this difficulty can be resolved by substituting a 
genealogy of the practices of power for an archaeology of knowledge [savoir]; but 
his own genealogical historiography is not itself thought of in genealogical 
terms. IS To sum up: Habermas is claiming through his criticism to be 
providing the genealogy of the Foucauldian genealogy. This second-order 
genealogy reveals the genealogical foundation on the basis of which Foucault 
practises his counter-discourse, ducking and weaving as he does so. This origin 
(which is hidden from Foucault himself) is on the one hand the dialectic 
internal to the discourse of the modern subject since Kant and Fichte, and on 
the other the Nietzschean model of the overturning of Platonic-Christian 
values and universal rationality. Whilst the Nietzschean heritage is fully 
recognised by Foucault, the dialectic of reflexivity and of the opaque non-self 
is shifted and fixed in an empirical-transcendental dual relationship which 
Foucault (in us Mots et les Chases) imputes only to the human sciences but not 
to his own archaeology. According to Habermas, the contradictions in the 
concept of power in Foucault, his oscillation between the will to knowledge 
[sa voir] and contingent discursive formations, demonstrate and exemplify in 
the historiographic practice the character of the caunter-discourse of Nietzsche's 
own debunking procedure. Did the 'death of God' bring about that of man, 
and with this latter also the death of the sovereign notions of meaning, truth 
and value? For Habermas this debunking procedure seems to be the historical 
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avatar of a more fundamental constitution: historicism, caught in its own trap, 
has to confess its origin; and argumentation - in this philosophical crisis _ 
rediscovers all its rights, thus profiting a new theory: that of the intersubjective 
communication professed by Habermas. 

If Habermas, the philosopher of communication, took the trouble to make 
such a meticulous criticism of Foucault, this was certainly not in order to have 
the last word; it was, to be sure, to score a few points, but also to seek 
clarification and to obtain Foucault's entry - whether or not he made impor­
tant concessions - into a dialogue. Now there has not been such a dialogue. 
Paul Veyne kindly confirmed that Foucault did not reply to Habermas's initial 
c~iticisms (he died before he received them in their definitive version); but he 
dId not exclude all dialogue, since he had accepted the principle of a joint 
seminar with Habermas in Berkeley. 

Because Plato - and for good reason - failed to reply to Aristotle, this does 
not mean to say that there should be no dialogue between Platonism and 
Aristotelianism. What would be the main lines of force of a reply given to 
Habermas? I now wish to sketch what this might be both from Foucault's 
point of view and also from that of Nietzsche who, as is well known (and this 
is one point on which the two interlocutors agree), profoundly shook Western 
thought, which suddenly had to become aware of its destiny regarding power. 

THE POWERLESSNESS OF A NEW 
FORM OF INSTRUCTIVE DISCOURSE 

I should like first to point out a few weak points in Habermas's own criticisms. 
In the 'pre~entism in spite of himself which he imputes to Foucault, Habermas 
seems himself to confuse two processes: one is scientific in its intent (the 
elimination of prejudices due to the historical situation of the observer), the 
other is, properly speaking, philosophical (the refusal to rely on a hidden 
originating signification); as a result, one cannot see clearly the cause of the 
s~ortc.o~ings of Foucault's historicism, nor how any history can escape 
hlstonclsm. The two other criticisms are largely redundant: it is in fact the 
same criticism shifted from the point of view of signification to that of truth 
a~d. t~en value. The ad hominem arguments interfere with the methodological 
cntlclsms: does Foucault's militancy compromise the scientific nature of his 
work? Not only is this not obviously the case (Foucault did, after all, separate 
the two activities: one would seek in vain any militancy in L'Archtoiagie du 
sa voir, in L'Ordre du discours or even in us Mots et les Choses) , but the sus­
pension of value judgements and the retreat of subjectivity are sometimes such 
that they cause one to doubt whether any political commitment could be 
possible on the basis of these works (the ambiguity then is not the ambiguity 
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which Habermas analyses): for example in Surveiller et punir, the development 
of the Panopticon for surveillance is described in minute detail, almost with 
fascination, in a way which has nothing to do (at least on this level) with a 
'topical' struggle. Finally, Habermas does not confess that the source of these 
criticisms is often Foucault himself: not only did Foucault never deny that 
his work had 'empirical shortcomings' (he undertook a commendable self­
criticism at the beginning of the second volume of Histoire de la sexualite), but 
it was he who defined his own work explicitly in terms of the decentring and 
the constant shifting of the 'ground which might give him support,.19 Why 
should this constant shifting, which has a positive value for Foucault, have a 
negative connotation for Habermas? Is it not up to Habermas to explain and to 
make clear the extent to which he appropriates Foucault's methodological 
lucidity (even his self-criticism) and what it is that gives him the right to turn 

this against Foucault himself? 
Yet there is a more serious problem. It is necessary to get to the bottom of 

the misunderstanding. If this is a complete misunderstanding, it is not enough 
simply to state it (one could make lists of quotes and examples); it is necessary 
to go right to the heart of it. Then it will be possible to understand what it was 
that made the debate between the two men so difficult, almost impossible; thus 
we shall also be able to learn philosophically from this confrontation. 

Let us begin with a sentence from Habermas, aimed at Nietzsche but just 
as applicable to Foucault (and, moreover, repeated almost word for word in 
the criticisms he addresses to him): 'Behind apparently universal truth claims 
are hidden the subjective claims to power of value judgements.'2o This pseudo­
resume of Nietzsche's thought shows that Habermas does not understand 
Nietzsche (in any case, that he does not understand Nietzsche's most interest­
ing and overdetermined thoughts). The will to power becomes, according to 
Habermas, the truth of the claim to truth: the rationalist affirms the universal 
validity of his judgements; the Nietzschean unmasks this latter as a form of 
will to power. This is a continuation of the confrontation between Socrates and 
Callicles. The Nietzschean is taken to be the one who in general terms denies 
the universal validity of rational judgements, preferring a statement which is 
just as general as his (subjective) will to power ('It is true, it is just, because I 
desire it'). Nietzsche would thus be sustaining an anti-rational, anti-universal 
thesis in favour of a subjective imposition of strength. 'There is no rationality; 
there are only the effects of power': such would be the substance of Nietzsche's 
teaching faithfully applied by Foucault in his historiography of discursive 

practices. 
It is obvious that if Nietzsche's thought could be reduced to this anti-

rationalist thesis (or to this brutal antithesis of the claim of universal validity) it 
would be easily refuted: not only because a subject's will to power could be 
denied from one instant to another by another subject in the most arbitrary 
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way, but also because it contradicts itself; for by denying truth (in general 
terms) it affirms (in general terms) non-truth, which boils down to affirming 
the truth of this non-truth called the will to power. The Nietszchean (just like 
Callicles) is caught in the trap of an implicit truth judgement which cannot 
subtend its own negation: 'I affirm (I put forward as truth) that there is no 
truth.' This is self-contradictory relativism! We have seen that this is how 
Habermas defines and criticises the claim to scientific status of a genealogical 
historiography whose only object is the kaleidoscope of power formations. 

But what is being refuted? Nietzche or his shadow? Foucault or his carica­
ture? Is it necessary to go over the 'demonstration' again, this time on 
Nietzsche's side? It would be necessary to deal with a lot of texts in order to 
take stock of the extent of the real situation. I shall keep to the essential. 

In Nietzsche the questioning of rationality can by no means be reduced to a 
naive dispute on the surface level between the intrinsic and formal validity of 
truth judgements. Nietzsche never contested either the coherence or the 
interest of the logical, mathematical or scientific corpus Rather, he affirmed the 
eminent disciplinary value of the spirit of analysis and observation and the 
critical value of the exercise of reason in sciences. It is well known that he 
dedicated Humain trop humain to Voltaire, that he admired the Encyclo­
pedistes and that he made plans to pursue scientific studies in Paris. Even if this 
leaning towards positivity grew less marked during the latter years of his 
lucidity, it would be an untenable misinterpretation to reduce Nietzsche's 
thought to a challenge to rationality made by life or to the destruction of 
objectivity by the pathos of subjectivity. 

If the Nietzschean procedure is not anti-rational in this first sense, on what 
level should it be understood? It seems that the heart of the matter is reached if 
one investigates the prescriptive character of rationality. Rigorous reasoning 
might constrain me to admit something. But what is meant here by 'constrain'? 
The mechanism of syllogism has been used in positive ways, more formal ways 
and others which are aberrant. The question bears less on the veracity oflogic 
than on the modality of its appearance and the contexts in which it was received 
and put into practice. Nietzsche is not asking if we have to recognise and apply 
logical principles and the principles of argumentation, but rather: 'How could it 
be that a noble and intelligent humanity could have had a quite different re­
lationship from ours regarding these principles and these rules? Why have they 
become so constraining for Western man and what are the consequences 
which result for the link with the experience and the constitution of modern 
civilisation? .. .' 

It is not enough to say that the Nietzschean project was not only theoretical 
but practical; not only assertoric but deontological; and so on. From The Birth 
of Tragedy onwards the question which preoccupied Nietzsche was that of the 
potentiality of great art as a civilising force. The Greeks were at the centre of 
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the debate because the flowering and then the rapid decline of the tragic 
enigmatically sealed our destiny and caused us to measure our weaknesses as 
possibilities. From the Intempestives to the late fragments the main question 
remained that of the destiny of the West and the civilising resources attendant 
on it. This, then, is a genealogical question with hermeneutic requirements 
which have to be grasped (which Foucault tried to do in his Royeaumont 
lecture on Nietzsche in 1964, in which hermeneutics as the communication of 
communications appears as an infinite task21 ). 

Genealogy is not directly prescriptive: it acquires its density from a narrative 
which gives one something to think about, like a fable. 'How, finally, the 
real world became a fable. The history of a mistake': have we really under­
stood this famous text from the Twilight of the Idols if we flatten out its 
dramatic nature and its irony and make of it the equivalent of 'There is 
no more truth', even if a fable (for the rational spirit which Nietzsche also is) 
is also something in which one no longer believes? Nietzsche is proposing 
nothing less than measuring the scope of Western history against the history 
of truth. This means the foundation of the episteme, the profound change of the 
'becoming-world' of this truth, the devaluation of this 'true world': that is 
as many phases as it takes for history to become destiny which Nietzsche, 
as a 'subject', can set out only by himself talking in the name of Western 
man from a point of view which is beyond his own 'subjectivity'. 

In Habermas there is nothing (or almost nothing) about this hermeneutic 
contribution to Nietzschean genealogy, at least not in the book I am dealing 
with. The chapter on Nietzsche in Der philosophische Diskurs der Moderne is 
to say the least schematic, if not caricaturing. Even the title sets the tone: 
'Nietzsche als Drehscheibe':22 Nietzsche as turntable! Not only is this (false) 
understanding of Nietzsche worthy of a railway engineer; it is also purely 
historicist. Nietzsche is seen as opening the way to postmodernism like a link 
between the Romantic quest for a new mythology and the radical criticism of 
reason carried out by Heidegger and Bataille. In this chapter on Nietzsche 
there is almost nothing on Nietzsche's actual work, his method, his style, the 
interruptions in his work - everything one would have expected to be revealed 
by a thorough reading by this great stylist, even ifhis tone had been critical or 
polemical. Nietzsche's Dionysianism is seen simply in terms of his Roman­
ticism, and his thought is reduced to a 'theory' which 'hypostasises' the 
aesthetic which it sees as 'the other of reason'.23 Nietzsche is even criticised for 
not having been able to carry out an Idealogiekritik, a rather hasty accusation 
which seems totally to disregard his pitiless criticism of the Christian morality 
of asceticism. His critical side which is open to science is mentioned only in 
passing,24 announcing the advent of French 'postmodernism'. 

It is not surprising therefore that we get a distorted view of Foucault from 
Habermas's criticism. I have begun to demonstrate this; it is now time to bring 
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to light, with regard to Foucault's work, the fundamental misunderstanding 
which made it possible for these criticisms to appear. Habermas imputes to 
Foucault the desire to construct a theory of power which would arrive at 
definitive and complete 'solutions'; it is as if he is attributing to Foucault the 
project of completing a systematic philosophy, as if Dreyfus and Rabinow 
(the merits of whose work I by no means wish to call into question) were 
more familiar to him than Foucault's actual questions. Now Foucault, to my 
knowledge, never characterised his itinary as a parcours philosophique, a philo­
sophical 'journey' (the subtitle of the French translation of Dreyfus and 
Rabinow's book); he even removed the word 'philosophy' from the title of}ean 
Hyppolite's Chair at the College de France: the Chair of 'History of philo­
sophical thought' became the Chair of 'History of thought systems'. It is 
therefore necessary to go back to the specific nature of Foucault's thought and 
style if one's criticisms are to be tighter and more fruitful. Let me give some 
examples. 

As early as 1964, in his lecture to the Royaumont 'Nietzsche' colloquium 
entitled 'Nietzsche, Freud, Marx', Foucault confessed that he was uncertain; 
he suggested an 'indirect approach' to his subject - that is, 'certain themes 
concerning the techniques of interpretation of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud'. It 
seems to me that this tactic of taking an indirect approach can be found through­
out the whole of Foucault's work. When he had to give the customary 
inaugural lecture at the College de France and eulogise his predecessor, Jean 
Hyppolite, the great Hegelian, what did Foucault do? Exactly the opposite of 
what was expected. He spoke of Hyppolite and Hegel infine. He succeeded in 
disconcerting his audience. I should like to read out the admirable beginning 
of L'Ordre du discourse: 

I should have liked to slip surreptitiously into the speech that I have to give 
today, and into those that I shall have to give, perhaps for years. Rather than 
making the speech, I should rather have preferred to be enveloped by it and 
carried beyond the point of any possible beginning. I should have liked to have 
noticed the moment I spoke that a nameless voice had preceded me for a long 
time: then all I would have had to do would have been to continue, to carryon 
the sentence, to take up position, without anyone noticing, in the interstices, as if 
it had beckoned to me, holding itself for a moment in suspense. There would not 
then be any beginning ... 25 

How significant this beginning is in the way it attempts to dodge solemnity! 
Foucault, whose death came after only a short illness, also wanted to avoid the 
ceremonial of death: 'Let us try rather to give meaning and beauty to death­
effacement', he wrote.26 Already, in the way he began the speech, the 'subject' 
tries to find a sort of anonymity; this is, however, such a personal way of 
carrying out a duty without giving in to convention. The infinite insistence of 
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discourse and the density oflanguage allows man only some 'breathing space'. 
The timescale is not that of ego cogito, which attempts to hold eternity at bay in 
a radical new beginning; it is the timescale of an incessant and sometimes 
indiscernible continuity, of a duration which lasts the length of its murmurings 
and holds attention by the whispered consciousness of its fragility, more than 
by the eloquence trumpeted forth by its presence. And then there is this bold 
conditional: There would not then be any beginning .. .', as ifit were permis­
sible to dream in the very bosom of the College de France and under such 
solemn circumstances. But this distance which is introduced by the conditional 
is in response to the irony of the institution (which 'gives' the right to speak), 
the irony which Foucault bestows on this latter. This dramatisation joining 
discourse and institution makes it possible, without one realising it, for the 
problem of the power of language (for ordered discourse also gives orders) 
to be posed. Hence the question implicitly formulated at the end of the 
introduction: 'But what is so perilous in the fact that people speak and that 
their discourse proliferates indefinitely?' 

Proceeding in this way, Foucault could not have been unaware of the fact 
that he would be accused of a 'systematic ambiguity', especially with regard to 
the problem of power. Yet could one not reply to such a criticism from a censor 
hungry for coherence that power is precisely the moving locus of unexpected 
exclusions, mutations and shifts which make any grand theory of power 
abstract, indeed utopian? When Foucault considers the opposition between 
true and false as a 'system of exclusion' (alongside interdiction and the reason­
madness divide) he knows that he is shocking his audience, especially if this 
latter is a philosopher, by going against the self-constitution which seems to 
define the true [verum index suiJ. If the truth is traced back to a violent division 
imposed from the outside, would we not be altering it to an extent that would 
make it completely unrecognisable? Foucault is conscious of this objection: he 
was the one who formulated it. And he replies in a way which it will be 
necessary to quote in order to show how much more subtle it is than the way 
Habermas presents it: 

Of course, if one places oneself on the level of a proposition, on the inside of a 
discourse, the divide between the true and the false is neither arbitrary nor 
modifiable, nor institutional, nor violent. But if one situates oneself on a different 
level, if one seeks to know what the nature was, and still is, through our 
discourse, of this will to truth which has gone through so many centuries of our 
history, or what is, in a very general form, the type of division which orders our 
will to know, then what one sees taking shape is perhaps something like a system 
of exclusion (a historical, modifiable, institutionally constraining system)P 

The ifis the most important thing. In this there is a working hypothesis. One 
can choose a different scale from thc traditional perspective, which can act as the 
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revealer of something non-said lodged in the relations of submission, exclusion 
and violence which are not manifested by the self-envelopment of discourse, 
nor by the self-reference of philosophy as a sovereign logos. Is Foucault here 
giving way to an anti-rationalist pathos and to a will to invalidate rational 
discourse? The point is rather to broaden the horizon, to make archaeologically 
apparent this 'will to truth' which underlies the self-constitution of the true 
according to relations which are perhaps not simple and which need precisely 
to be deciphered. Alas, it cannot be denied that the universal Geltungampruche, 
the claims of universal validity dear to Habermas, are not those which have 
regulated the course of history. Even Hegel did not claim this - Hegel who saw 
war, in a way for which he has continually been reproached, as the ultima ratio 
regum; what is more, he avoided the confusion of argumentation (the production 
of a Grund) and intersubjective recognition (remaining on the phenomeno­
logical level of Selbstbewusstsein) with the plenary and speculative deployment 
of reason. 

There is nothing more difficult than constructing a theory of power in the 
present world; yet nothing is more necessary, at least in principle (for it is 
necessary to ask whether a theory would be enough to deal with such com­
plexity). Power, like quicksilver, is hard to grasp: incessantly taking shape, 
destroying itself and then restructuring on the microscopic level what Richard 
Bendix, following Max Weber, calls constellatiom of interest. 28 Yet a theory of 
power also has to take account of domination IHerrschaftJ, 'the authoritarian 
power of command', which is exercised essentially in the modern and 
rationalised Western world by means of this elaborate mediation which is 
called the State and which reserves to itself the right to legitimate violence as a 
means.29 Finally - and it is at this point that Weber's contribution has to be 
seen in terms of an extension of Nietzsche's perceptions - new and specific 
problems result from the considerable growth of power due to the develop­
ment and universal diffusion of scientific and technical procedures in the State, 
on its periphery and outside it. Rational potentialisation is no longer exercised 
a priori (in its core of intelligibility), nor even a posteriori (transforming ex­
perience through the way it operates, principally mathematically), but is 
capable of a third order which is of a paradoxical nature. Here what rational 
potentialisation itself puts into practice comes back at it like a boomerang in 
the form of the pure effects of force which are exposed to (but not controlled 
by) its own reflexive-critical-normative potential. 

If this present contribution is to be situated in the 'line of descent from 
Nietzsche', this is because Nietzsche discerned with extraordinary lucidity (not 
to mention, especially in his latter years, some terrifying flashes of genius) the 
new dangers of the (scientific) will to truth and the hitherto unthought-of 
possibilities open to the future. If 'the most sacred and powerful thing the 
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world possessed to this day bled beneath our knife',3° there is no doubt that the 
scalpel was that of Wissenschaft; for the latter can also be used to regulate the 
redistribution of vital energies: it would be necessary to 'use clear-sighted 
science to warn of the dangerous consequences of too-pressurised heating' (of 
instincts, passions and illusions).31 Hence the question put in Le Gai Savoir: 'Is 
science capable of giving goals to the lives of men when it has proved that it can 
remove and destroy them?'32; it 'has not yet built its Cyclopean monuments; 
yet the time will come for this too';33 'its prodigious ability to open new 
universes of stars to the joy ofhumans,34 will be discovered. 

Not only is the Nietzschean vision of scientific rationalisation not a flat and 
brutal criticism of reason giving preference to subjective or vital pathos, but 
Habermas also fails to discern that if in Nietzsche there is a criticism of reason, 
it is a self-criticism. It is us that he is addressing, this us being the whole of 
Western humanity. When Nietzsche asks: 'Why do we believe in truth?' it is 
not an exterior instance that he is criticising; he is trying to untangle the knot of 
rationality which has becorrle destiny. On this subject it is worth looking 

35 I' . closely at Paragraph 344 of the Gay Science, an extreme y questlomng text: 
'This unconditional will to truth: what is it ... ?' Why 'truth at any cost?' The 
Nietzschean meditation suggests a suspicion: 'To want the truth could be 
secretly to want death' and a certainty: 'our faith in science still rests on a 
metaphysical faith'. Nietzsche thus arrives at a mode of questioning the pre­
suppositions of both the rationalisation which is integral to life and also the 
metaphysical foundation of science which is in fact hyper-rational because of 

its profoundly philosophical nature. 
The sole point of this return to Nietzsche was to call to mind the wealth of 

inspiration to be found in his work for any meditation on the destiny of the 
force of reason, and correlatively the danger of schematising Nietzsche's 
genealogical contribution in favour of a simple reformulation of rationalism. Is 
the change in model suggested by Habermas from a philosophy of conscious­
ness to a philosophy of communication sufficient? The edification of a com­
plex, non-functionalist theory of communication is a worthy enterprise; but 
does it not run the risk of remaining abstract and even edifying in a purely 
useless sort of way, so long as its recourse to a normativity interior to rationality 
sees this rationality in terms of a comfortable and artificial autonomy, turning 
away from the most disturbing power effects of scientific rationality itself? 

Yet for all that, the picture is not altogether satisfactory on Foucault's side 
either. In fact Foucault himself recognised the still imperfect and indetermin­
ate nature of his theory of power; he wisely chose to study power in its open 
relationships,36 but the parenthesising of Weber's problematic (and the increase 
in rationalisation) stopped him from taking into consideration the power 
effects resulting directly from scientific-technical developments; there was still 
less chance of his approaching this in his later years because of the fact that his 
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work was moving towards the genealogical study of the Self and the analysis 
of modes of subjectijication. It seems to me none the less unfair to accuse 
Foucault of being a 'vitalist', since the concept of biopower implies not an 
unconditional exaltation of the life principle but a new way of thinking of the 
disciplinisation and objectification of life. 

Foucault and Habermas bear witness, each in his way, to the difficulty of 
dealing with the double demands ofgeneaology and rationality. If one ignores the 
requirements of genealogy, one ends up with a form of rationality which is too 
pure or exclusively argumentational, casting power back into 'outer darkness' 
in a way which is incapable of explaining how we became 'prisoners of our 
own history' (according to Foucault's expression). If we ignore purely rational 
requirements, we are exposed to historicism or relativism; we also run the risk, 
in a world which is becoming more and more marked by techno-scientific 
power, of depriving ourselves of any recourse when faced with technological 
functionalism. 

Rather than continuing this criticism, which by no means claims to be putting 
a full stop to a debate which is still open,37 I should like to end this contribution 
in a more measured way. Even if he did not recognise the full scope of 
Nietzsche's, Foucault's and Heidegger's hermeneutics, Habermas himself did 
after all sketch a genealogy of modern consciousness in Der philosophische 
Diskurs der Moderne; it remains to determine the degree of necessity (or 
meaning) of the genealogy in relation to the theory of communication acts, and 
particularly the methodological and philosophical limitations of this latter. In 
his self-criticism of the first volume of Histoire de la sexualite (La Volonte de 
sa voir) Foucault renounces any attempt to make sexuality into a discursive 
practice closed in on itself; he opens his genealogy of sexuality to a 'hermen­
eutic of the self and in consequence deepens its field and makes it more 
philosophical. His history becomes an 'analysis of truth games, of games of truth 
and falsehood through which the being is historically constituted as experi­
ence, that is to say, as able and having to be thought of.3H 

The dialogue between truth as game and truth as pure normative require­
ment becomes impossible only if reason forgets that it is only ever truly itself 
when it criticises itself and attempts to grasp its own limitations. Power 
imposes itself on rationality as an enigma, and therefore as the sign of a task to 
be done, precisely because thought recognises then that there cannot be (and 
perhaps must not be) any final solutions - only aporias. 
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37. Bernard Waldenfels tried to present a critical reading of Habermas and Foucault 
in his article 'Division ou dispersion de la raison?' (Les etudes philosophiques, 
October-December 1986, pp. 473-84); apart from the fact that he does not really 
take account of Der philosophische DiskuI's del' Modeme, this article wrongly pre­
supposes what the main question is: a unified concept of 'reason' which is supposed 
to be 'divided' in Habermas and 'dispersed' in Foucault. This approach seems to me 
to be too schematic, in any case less elucidating than that of Rainer Rochlitz ('Des 
philosophes allemands face a la pen see franl;aise', Critique, January-February 1986, 
pp.7-39.) 

If the debate is to be continued, Foucault himself indicated the direction it should 
take in his 1983 lecture on Kant's Was istAuftliirung? (Magazine littiraire, May 1984, 
pp. 34-9) Habermas echoes this in his brief homage 'Mit dem Pfeil ins Herz der 
Gegenwart', in Die Neue Unube1'Sl'chtlichkeit, Frankfurt-am-Main Suhrkamp, 
1985, pp. 126-31 ('Une fleche dans Ie creur du temps present', French trans!' C. 
Bouchindhomme, Critique, August-September 1986, pp. 794-9). 

I should like to observe that in spite of these equally 'reasonable' philosophers' 
attempts at mpprochement - claiming to be in the same tradition (except Nietzsche) 
- there is a major divergency between their attitudes: one attitude supposes that 
taking sides with reason is still required (cf. the end of Raison et Legitimite, in which 
Habermas sees his own thought as being at the heart of ' a practice which is attached 
to a rational will, in other words to a practice which does not duck out of the 
requirements of foundation and justification' (Raison et Legitimite, French trans!' J. 
Lacoste, Paris: Payot, 1978, p. 193); the other attitude (not found only in Foucault) 
refuses to redouble the rational thrust towards another metaphysical idealisation (or 
partiality) and ducks, avoids, and decentres the process involving the need to learn 
about new modes or rationality - and also advances towards the boundaries of these 
rationalities and of the rationa!' 

The question facing us remains more than ever: 'What is Enlightenment?' - that 
is to say: 'What is rationality today? Being at once ideal and destiny, formal 
coherence and discursive and functional autonomisation, rationality today is 
disjointed, yet the way it is disjointed is still questioned in a unitary - albeit 
concerned - way by the question 'What is Enlightenment?'. 

38. Michel Foucault, L 'Usage des plaisil'S, Paris: Gallimard, 1984, pp. 12-13. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Franc;ois Wahl asked what the criteria would be for the appreciation of the 
new; we do not have any. The criteria of rationality are still internal to certain 
practices of discourse. The same goes for truth. Foucault would seem to be 
suggesting rather that there are successive truths. Deleuze. moreover, saw 
an aesthetic in this. Is it possible to speak of a structure of truth? 

Franc;ols Boulant said he was surprised by the attention paid to Kant's 
text on the Enlightenment. It is an enigmatic text which is difficult to penetrate 
and does not necessarily admit of Foucault's reading of; it was as if he were 
pursuing an absent question: What is the present? What is our present? 
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But the debate was dominated by Manfred Frank's contribution. He 
thanked Dominique Jacinaud for having in some way pacified the discussion 
and reintegrated the Germans into the debate. Germans are not necessarily 
irrational, even if for them disobedience might come too late. Relationships 
between French and German philosophers are difficult, poisoned with sus­
picion; a recent conference ended in disaster, also as a result of German 
stubbornness. Hence the pleasure of renewed contact this morning. This 
background explains the obliqueness in the relationship between Habermas 
and Michel Foucault. Jacinaud speaks of the 'fundamental difference of atti­
tude'; but divergence does not exclude complementarity. Universalist dis­
course is not possible without its Other. Habermas and Foucault were both 
formidable polemicists and one would have liked to see them meet, as had in 
fact been planned. 

Gerard Lebrun asked about how the universal was perceived by Michel 
Foucault. Following on from Nietzsche, Foucault insisted on seeing all thought 
about the universal as subject to the work in which it is contained, as can be 
seen in Histoire de /a folie and in his reflection on the Enlightenment. 

According to Dominique Jaclnaud, Michel Foucault in particular asks 
us not to forget the extent to which the universal is an instance of something 
else. Would he have gone so far as Gilles Deleuze, whose contribution tends to 
make the non-universal into a system? He would probably have been more 
careful. 

Dominique Jaclnaud stressed the importance of style in Foucault, a point 
which was elaborated by Raymond Bellour, showing Foucault as being 
vigilant in his will to understand 'God's grammar rules' as in Brisset, and 
passionately interested in art. Between Habermas and Foucault, perhaps, the 
question is one of style; Habermas never seems to have left modernism behind 
him. Foucault advances in terms of a form of understanding like that applied 
to movements in art. 
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Mark Poster 

Foucault's historical work initiates a thematic of discontinuity.' That much is 
well known. What is less well recognised is that his work also implies a 
discontinuity in the present social formation, a discontinuity that resituates the 
historian's relation to the past, suggests a theoretical reorientation of the 
historical discipline and calls for a re-examination of the appropriate topics 
of historical investigation. Foucault's work enacts this second type of dis­
continuity, without fully recognising and conceptual ising its contours and 
significance. 

The topics Foucault investigated exemplify a restructuring of historical 
priorities. Insanity, language, medicine, punishment, sexuality - these have 
been marginal topics for historians. By placing them at the centre of the 
historical stage, Foucault reversed the fundamental theoretical as~umptions of 
the discipline, a reversal that derives its power not only from the strength of 
Foucault's texts but also from a large-scale social transformation in the second 
half of the twentieth century, one that has led to what I call 'the mode of 
information'. My paper will explore this theme and assess its value for the 
historical discipline. 

One's estimate of the significance of Foucault's writings for the discipline of 
history depends in every way on which of Foucault's texts one takes to rep­
resent his position. It is possible, of course, to discover a fundamental unity 
in his writings. That strategy gives a central role to the author, a position 
that Foucault himself rejected. A more fruitful interpretation begins with the 
recognition of a diversity of themes and strategies in his texts, a diversity that 
is suggested by the marked differences in the spate of studies of his works that 
have appeared in English in recent years. Books on Foucault by Lemert and 
Gillan, Major-Poetzl, Dreyfus and Rabinow, Smart, Cousins and Hussain, 
Rajchman, Racevskis, myself and others present sharply contrasting interpre­
tations of their nature and significance.2 
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My interest in Foucault derives from my sense that Marxism no longer 
provides a basis for critical social theory. I have become increasingly troubled 
by the inability of historical materialism to present an adequate account of the 
structures of domination in modern society, and therefore of its deficiencies as 
a guide to the social critic and historian. Yet critiques of Marxism often run 
aground because (I) they fail to specify with appropriate complexity a historical 
field (usually the political) that cannot be accounted for by the theory of the 
mode of production; and (2) they are unable to provide an epistemological 
position that would acknowledge the viability of Marxist analyses within a 
regional domain. In my view Surveiller et punir and associated writings by 
Foucault from the 1970s go a long way towards overcoming the customary 
limitations of the critiques of historical materialism on both these counts. 

-r'he great achievement of Surveiller et puni/" is to theorise and historically 
analyse a structure of domination in modern society which is beyond the field 
of investigation opened by the traditional Marxist notion of the mode of produc­
tion. After Surveiller et punir it is no longer possible for Marxist historians to 
maintain that they alone are able to present a critique ofliberal institutions, one 
that reveals both their structures of domination and their historical specificity. 
Foucault's history of prisons undermines the liberal view that prisons con­
stituted a humane advance over earlier systems of punishment and the Marxist 
view that they are no more than a secondary elaboration of the mode of 
production. Surveiller et punir unveils a specific discourSe/practice of 
domination in modern prisons, one Foucault terms a 'technology of power', a 
structure of domination that is invisible when modern history is read through 
the categories of the mode of production. 

The Panopticon, as Foucault calls the system of domination specific t'O 
prisons, cannot be analysed from the Marxist historical standpoint because the 
Marxist categories of alienation and exploitation address only those features of 
domination that concern the act of labour. Other forms of domination are 
recognised by Marxist discourse only to the extent that they are rooted in the 
domination oflabour. This limitation of Marxist history is not necessarily a fatal 
deficiency, since it is characteristic of all theoretical perspectives to open up only 
particular fields for exploration. There may be problems with the manner in 
which Marxist theory addresses labour practices (such as the theory of the 'false 
consciousness' of workers who fail to recognise their class interests) but these 
problems can be corrected by revising the theory; they do not undermine its 
heuristic value. 

The more troubling difficulties with historical materialism derive "not so 
much from the particular categories it generates to enable a critique of the 
capitalist organisation of labour but from the way Marxist theory attempts to 
monopolise the historical field . When Marx proclaims that the sufferings of the 
working class are universal, and when he contends that domains of practice 
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other than that oflabour are superstructural, he is totalising the historical field, 
improperly excluding other critical perspective. In short, he flagrantly reduces 
all domination to the level oflabour. By totalising the historical field, Marxist 
history introduces a form of domination at the level of theory and works 
against the very interests of emancipation it claims to promote. 

. How i~ it possible that a theorist who formulated the principle that theory 
IS rooted In the social world, situated in the finitude of practice, should go on to 
cancel this advance in self-reflectiveness and pretend to elevate his position to 
that of a universal science? Marx maintained both that his theory was rooted in 
the standpoint of the working class and that the position derived from that 
standpoint is universal in character. His failure to sustain the conditioned 
particular and limited character of the knowledge generated by historicai 
materialism is the source of a theoretical slide back into what Derrida terms 
the 'logocentrism' of the Western philosophical tradition,3 the theoretical 
cause of its regression back to claims of certain truth or, put differently, its 
a.ppropriation of the surplus-value of reason. The implications of this regres­
sIon are vast for critical theory, Marxist historiography and much of socialist 
practice. 

The emancipatory interests promoted by historical materialism are sustained 
only with a detotalised theoretical stance such as that proposed by Foucault, a 
theoretical asceticism that severely restricts the truth claims of texts. Two 
constraints are of particular importance: (I) that the historian acknowledge his 
or her political orientation; and (2) that the historian's text does not claim to 
exhaust the meaning of the field to be investigated. Surveiller et punir exempli­
fies both these self-limiting principles, though it does better with the second 
than the first, and even regarding the second there are points where the text 
flirts with totalisation. 

In Foucault, Marxism and History I demonstrated in detail how Surveiller et 
punir detotalises the historical field in relation to these self-limiting principles.4 
Here I shall discuss another work, Foucault's essay 'What is Enlightenment?'. 
I shall then return to a feature of Foucault's work that concerns a restructuring 
of the historical field in relation to language. I shall do this by contrasting 
Foucault's position with that of Marx. 

Foucault's short essay 'What is Enlightenment?' is a remarkably dense 
statement of position. It outlines nothing less than a new critical theory 
(reluctant as Foucault was 'to theorise'), one that attempts to go beyond the 
limits of existing positions such as that of the Frankfurt School. The return 
to Kant, and in particular to his Was ist Aufklarung?, signals by itself a re­
examination of the fundamental premisses of critical theory and points 
specifically to an effort by Foucault to differentiate his stance from that 
of /iirgen Habermas. Perhaps most surprising of all to followers of recent 
French theory is Foucault's willingness, in 'What is Enlightenment?', to argue 
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for the value to contemporary theory of certain Enlightenment strategies 

of thought. . . 
The return to Kant and therefore to the Enlightenement, IS also assoCiated 

with the recent work of Jean-Franc;ois Lyotard.5 Lyotard, like Foucault, 
examined one of Kant's 'minor' historical essays, but in this case it was 'The 
Dispute of the Faculties'}6 Lyotard sought a logical basis .o.f support for 
epistemological multiplicity, for the positive value of non-totaltsln~ argument. 
Lyotard's terms 'phrase' and later 'le differand' mark the boundanes betwe~n 
discourses that are unbridgeable by the ambitions of a total theory. While 
Foucault's projedt is similar to Lyotard's it is at once broader in scope and more 
politically rooted. A detailed comparison of the recent work of Foucault and 

Lyotard would reveal interesting simila~ities ~nd contrasts; 
Foucault is most sensitive in 'What IS Enltghtenment? to the problem of 

rooting his own project in the Enlightenment. He ~nds some~hi~g of inter~st 
there, but he does not want his work to be assoCiated too Intlm~tely. with 
eighteenth-century thinkers. Too many people, he complains, put things In the 
black-and-white terms of pro and contra. He sharply attacks the 'black~ail~rs' 
who do so because they limit discourse to 'a simplistic and authontanan 
alternative'? Foucault's touchiness on this issue derives from an unre~olve~ 
issue that is at the heart of his essay. The point at stake has to ~~ with hiS 
strategy of rooting theory in the present in both ethica.l and political terms, 
without, however, adequately determining the relationship between the present 

and the past. . . 
Foucault extracts from the Enlightenment - and from Kant In particular -

the problematic of the constitution of the self, relating this to Kant's 'dare to 
know'. He contends that Kant introduced into philosophy the nov~lty of 
connecting the issue of the 'public' freedom to know with.'a refl~ctlo~ .on 
history and a particular analysis of the specific moment at w~l~h he IS wr~tlng 
and because of which he is writing'.s In other words, the ablltty to constitute 
oneself as the subject of knowledge is related to one's intervention in the 
present as well as one's estimate of the relationship between the present and the 
past On this formulation rests the achievement of Kant that Foucault would 
em~late. (In the light of Foucault's unfortunately interrupted history of ~he 
constitution of the self, it is especially important to analyse Kant's formulation 
of the problem in relation to the history of modernity.) Fo~~ault carefully 
delimits his debt to Kant to a particular proposition - a propositIOn, moreover, 
that is not characteristic of Kant's major works. The charge that Foucault had 
become a Kantian, much less a philosophe, would appear to be remote. Then 

why all the fuss about 'blackmail'? .. , 
For one thing, Foucault is somewhat uncomfortable In th.e ?htlosophe s ga~b. 

He had, after all, devoted many of his early works to a cntlque of humamst 
rationalism. From Histoire de la folie Ii l'age classique to Les Mots et les Choses, 
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he participated in an intellectual current that was animated by the rejection 
of the Enlightenment. In 'What is Enlightenment?' Foucault distinguishes 
humanism from the Enlightenment - a distinction to which not everyone 
would agree - reserving his criticism for the former. 

Humanism ... can be opposed by the principle of a critique and a permanent 
creation of ourselves in our autonomy: that is, a principle that is at the heart of 
the historical consciousness that the, Enlightenment has of itself. From this 
standpoint, I am inclined to see Enlightenment and humanism in a state of 
tension rather than identity.9 

Such a definition of the Enlightenment, while arguable, is not widely accepted. 
Another issue that disrupts an easy appropriation of the Enlightenment by 

Foucault concerns his relation to Habermas. In recent works such as The 
Theory of Communicative Action,1O 'Modernity versus postmodernity'll and 
'The entwinement of myth and Enlightenment',12 Habermas defends the En­
lightenment, against thinkers like Foucault, precisely on the issue of rational­
ism. The project of an emancipated society, for Habermas, is impossible 
without the extension of Enlightenment rationality throughout the space of 
politics and everyday life. In 'Modernity versus postsmodernity' he defends 
modernity, based on the Enlightenment, against postmodernity which, he 
claims, leads to conservatism. In 'The entwinement of myth and Enlighten­
ment' he rejects as superficial any similarity between the critique of the 
Enlightenment in Derrida and Foucault, on the one hand, and that in Hork­
heimer and Adorno,13 on the other, contending that the pessimism of the latter 
thinkers is recuperable while that of the former is not. 

An important change occurred in Habermas's position on this issue with 
The Theory of Communicative Action. Habermas now recognised that the 
defence of the Enlightenment would have to be modified: no lorlger could it be 
based on reason as an attribute of consciousness. Instead, Enlightenment 

. rationality must be defended by translating it into a linguistic model. Haber­
mas defined rationality as a capacity for speech in a certain linguistic-social 
setting. This 'ideal speech situation' is conceptualised as a stage in human 
evolution. Mankind - or at least Western society - is now capable of making a 
project of constituting the ' ideal speech situation', and therefore of construct­
ing an emancipated society.14 The more recent work elaborates more fully the 
linguistic character of the concept of reason. . 

One can plausibly read The Theory of Communicative Action in a way that 
suggests that Habermas is closer to the positions of Lyotard and Foucault than 
might at first appear. Although communicative rationality presumes a goal of 
consensus - a goal with which neither Lyotard nor Foucault has much sym­
pathy - it includes a moment of difference as well. The speaker, in Habermas's 
discourse, must be able to contest the proposition of another in order for 
ralionality to be effective in a communication. Support for this reading of The 
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Theory of Communicative Action comes in a recent interview with Habermas by 
Perry Anderson. Here Habermas denies that his defence of rationality on the 
basis of linguistic consensus leads to 'a fully transparent society'. On the 
contrary, he claims that consensus is attained 'by means of the criticism of 
validity-claims [and] does not conflict therefore with the pluralism of life­
forms and interest.'15 Habermas's emphasis on criticism in communication 
puts him close to Lyotard's notion of Ie differand and to Foucault's notion of 
oppositional self-constitution, even as it is borrowed from Kant. Foucault's 
notion of 'the constitution of the self as an autonomous subject'16 bears 
considerable resemblance to Habermas's notion of communicative rationality 
as a critcal speech act. An additional similarity in the thought of Foucault and 
Habermas is that they both develop their ideas in relation to the project of 

emancipation. 
The crucial divergence in their ideas, however, concerns the problem of 

historical framing. Habermas, the dialectician, sets the notion of communica­
tive rationality within the context of the total evolution of mankind. His is, in 
short, a teleological position. Foucault, the genealogist, roots his position in a 
detotalised confrontation with the present. On the question of historical fram­
ing, Habermas retreats to an assumption of epistemological certainty: the 
critical theorist must be able to reconstruct the entire past. Foucault's position 
requires a much more modest claim for the critic: that he or she can dare to 
know and constitute him- or herself in political opposition to present struc­
tures of domination. Foucault's position therefore goes further than Haber­
mas's in abandoning the traditional, essentialist view of the subject as centred 

in knowledge. 
The main theoretical problem at stake in the appropriation of the Enlighten-

ment, however, is the issue of how to change the present. Foucault argues very 
powerfully for a new kind of criticism, one he calls 'a limit attitude'. The new 
criticism will seek to determine what is and what is not possible. In many ways, 
Foucault's proposal is closer to Marx than to Kant. Kant defined what reason 
could not do, thereby rejecting earlier forms of metaphysical discourse. The 
powers of rationality that remained after Kant's philosophical hous~-cleani.ng 
were determined through the strategy of the transcendental deduction, which 
rooted pure reason in universality. By contrast, both Marx and Foucault place 
temporal limits on reason, restricting it by its contingency, its presentness. The 
limits of reason are determined by the finitude of the thinker, by his or her 

situation. 
In addition, both Marx and Foucault orientate, however differently, the 

task of criticism to the 'positive' goal of transgression. Foucault was never 
more clear on this issue then in 'What is Enlightenment?'. The project of 
criticism is associated with the labour of freedom: reason unmasks pretensions 
to universality, reveals the boundaries of social and cultural forms and points 
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to the possibility of alternative forms that are not yet associated with domina­
tion. Where Foucault goes considerably beyond Marx is in the connection he 
makes between the transgressive critique of the present and the constitution of 
the self. Much more clearly than Marx, Foucault insists that historical writing 
is a form of self-determination as well as a practice of social critique. In 
Foucault's words: 

I mean that this work done at the limits of ourselves must, on the one hand, open 
up a realm of historical inquiry and, on the other, put itself to the test of reality, 
of contemporary reality, both to grasp the points where change is possible and 
desirable, and to determine the precise form this change should take. 17 

Marx, in many ways a son of the Enlightenment, never saw that the critique of 
the present was authorised by the contingency of the constitution of the self of 
the critic. Instead he presumed the universal validity of the dialectic, which is 
a variation on the theme of essentialist rationalism. 

'What is Enlightenment?' synthesises two strains in Foucault's work since 
the early 1970s. Surveiller et punir and Histoire de fa sexualite, Volume I pre­
sent critiques of domination by providing detotalised histories of particular 
discourse/practices. Subsequently Foucault worked on the problem of the 
constitution of the self, exploring that theme in Volumes II and III of Histoire 
de fa sexualite. But the connection between these two lines of research were not 
drawn out until 'What is Enlightenment?'. The enigmatic proclamation in 
Surveiller et punir that Foucault's history is a history of the present now be­
comes clear. Criticism - of which historical writing is one form - begins with 
the critic's self-constitution, and that occurs through the recognition of one's 
contingency and, at the same time, the recognition that social domination is 
contingent. Foucault's formulation is worth repeating: 

I shall thus characterize the philosophical ethos appropriate to the critical ontol­
ogy of ourselves as a historico-practical test of the limits that we may go beyond, 
and thus as work carried out by ourselves upon ourselves as free beings. IS 

The weak point of Foucault's new history rests with the problem of the 
generality of the historian's work, a problem that Foucault recognises and 
addresses but does not completely resolve. The historian's work begins with 
his or her recognition of contingency and subsequent constitution of self as 
historian. The historian's work is ultimately one of self-examination. With an 
interior focus having priority over the labour of reconstructing the past, the 
historian is subject to the blind spot of social determination. Historical writing 
is rooted in the inward investigation of limits; its strategy of outward in­
vestigation of social domination may therefore lack systematicity, lack a grasp 
of the general structures that work to determine the contingency of the 
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individual. Foucault grapples with this problem by outlining what he regards 
as the 'generality' of his problematic: 

This philosophical attitude has to be translated into the labor of diverse inquiries 
.... [which] have their theoretical coherence in the definition of the historically 
unique forms in which the generalities of our relations to things, to others, to 
ourselves, have been problematized. 19 

Foucault here maintains that historical writing, however 'monographic' or 
limited in scope, implicates large theoretical issues. These issues ('relations to 
things, to others, to ourselves') are definitions of general questions. The prob­
lem with Foucault's position is that he privileges the historian's relations to 
others and things in comparison to the historian's relation to him- or herself. 

Part of the contingent situation of the historian is the world in which he or 
she attempts the constitution of self. Yet in Foucault's essay there is no attempt 
to characterise the general patterns of this world - or, better, no attempt to 
determine the particularity of the social world which gives force to the histor­
ian's investigations. What the reader confronts in Foucault's text is a world in 
which there are diverse forms of domination and diverse forms of resistance to 
domination. One finds no recognition of a special character of the contingent 
present that makes pertinent a form of historiography such as the one Foucault 
develops. 

It is my conviction that there have emerged in the recent past new language 
experiences, which I call the mode of information, and that these language 
experiences work to detotalise the social world, providing the impetus for a 
decentred form of historiography such as Foucault's. It is also my conviction 
that the explicit recognition and analysis of the mode of information provides 
supplementary force to the main lines of Foucault's work, giving it a power 
that it otherwise lacks. His position, as it stands, remains subject to the charge 
that it generates projects that are arbitrary; that its problematic is unable to 
argue for the general value and applicability of its conclusions. 

The additional force that might be added to Foucault's position by in­
corporating the perspective of the mode of information can be briefly sketched 
in a few remarks. The problematic of the constitution of the self in con­
temporary social space must take account of electronically mediated communi­
cations. These are increasingly being substituted for both face-to-face and 
written communications. Today television takes over the role of the con­
fessional and the therapy session of earlier times. In the act of watching 
television, 'discourses' are presented which operate to 'constitute the self of the 
viewer. Television is a complex phenomenon in which network serials and 
news, advertisements and tapes of movies played on VCRs have very different 
effects on the question of the subject. In the case of advertisements, the viewer 
is fashioned into a consumer-subject by the visual and aural rhetoric, with 
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floating signifiers attached to commodities not by an intrinsic relation to them 
but by the logic of unfulfilled desire that is at once imprinted in the subject's 
fantasy and already there through the limits of the social order. 

In the case of computer mail and teleconferencing,20 temporal and spatial 
distance structures the subject continuously to constitute him- or herself in the 
discourse. Electronic mediation heighten the 'artificiality' of communication, 
extending to the ultimate degree the differance of writing., Self-constitution is 
built into the structure of the communication. With the mode of information, 
the question of the subject is no longer limited to the opposition consciousness! 
structure. Instead, the subject becomes a multiplicity of self-constitutions, with 
one identity as the receiver of television advertisements, another as operator of 
an automatic tdler, another as a reader of novels, and so forth. Foucault's 
problematic of self-constitution is the appropriate strategy for the mode of 
information, finding its most extensive field in that context. 

Foucault's reluctance to problematise the character of the social world stems 
no doubt from the failures of the characterisation provided by Marxists, and 
the epistemological implications of that failure.21 But the impasses at all levels of 
the theory of the mode of production and the dangers of totalisation inherent 
in the project of characterising the social world are not adequate excuses. A 
detotalised analysis of the social world, one that defines emergent structures in 
our social space, remains both possible and necessary. For without such an 
analysis Foucault remains unable to distinguish the difference in the respective 
situations of Kant and himself, and therefore remains uneasy in returning to 
Kant because of the danger that an identity of positions might appear to result. 
Yet if Foucault had defined his present in its difference from Kant1s (post­
modern versus modern; mode of information versus mode of production), the 
danger of the confusion of positions would disappear and the return would 
become a graceful exchange, one not subject to 'blackmail' of any sort. 

It is necessary to theorise, therefore, as one moment in the constitution of the 
historian's subjectivity and discourse, a characterisation, however provisional, 
of the historian's social world. To summarise, there are two benefits of this 
endeavour: (I) to provide specificity and difference to the historian's situation; 
(2) to give generality to his or her transgressive investigations. I will now 
illustrate these themes by comparing Marx to Foucault and indicating how a 
theory of the mode of information enhances both their historical perspectives. 

Marx constitutes the historical field as one predominantly of action, specific­
ally labouring action. In contrast, Foucault gives priority to discourse, a form 
of language, without severing the relation of discourse to practice. Foucault 
carried out this paradigmatic shift in the context of the strong current of 
structuralism in France. Structuralists not only privilege linguistic phenomena, 
they tend to reduce the entire field of the human sciences to language. Foucault 
rejects the structuralist totalisation of language with his insistence on the 
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couplet discourse/practice, thereby avoiding the danger of formalism. The 
problem, however, is that he accepts the paradigm shift towards language 
without questioning the social factors (such as the mode of information) that 

give urgency to this move. 
Marx shifted the field from politics to labour, arguing not only that labour 

had not yet been adequately theorised but that the current social formation 
draws attention to labour as a problem in that capitalism transforms the labour 
process. Foucault shifted the field from labour to discourse without a rigorous 
examination of how the contemporary field problematises language. He con­
textualised the shift to language partially in that he drew attention to the new 
role of the human sciences in structures of domination, a Nietzschean theme 
that he renewed with great success. But he never examined thoroughly the 
drastic transformations of linguistic experience in the contemporary field. 
The result is that his texts do not reveal as fully as they might the powerful 
social forces that justify the emphasis on language as a focus of historical 

investigation. 
I have been developing the concept of 'the mode of information' to accom-

plish just that purpose. I use the term not to designate a new period of history, 
such as 'the age of information'. Conceptualised in that way, the mode of 
information would totalise the field, reintroducing the problem that plagues 
Marx's concept of the mode of production. I employ the concept of the mode of 
information to designate the field of linguistic experience, a field whose basic 
structural relations change from period to period, just like those of the mode of 
production. But Marx's concept of the mode of production tends to slide in its 
usage from one that stipulates that there are different modes of production at 
different times to one that posits the modern epoch (capitalism) as a social 
system dominated by the forces and relations of production. The simple 
theoretical observation that all societies include structures through which 
human beings produce objects to satisfy their needs is transformed into a 
reductive totalisation that centres the historical field in the system of produc­
tion. This theoretical slippage must be avoided in the development of the 
concept of the mode of information. This category must not be theorised in 
such a way that it appears that the current period substitutes a mode of 

information for a mode of production. 
The need to develop a historical field of investigation constituted by the 

mode of information derives both from the failure of historical materialism (as 
well as other positions, such as Max Weber's) to elaborate a theory oflanguage 
and from fundamental changes in linguistic experience that have occurred in 
the twentieth century. Due to the limitations of this paper, I will focus only on 
the second issue. An adequate theory of the mode of information crucially 
depends upon the way the context oflanguage is envisioned. It is true that the 
human sciences in the twentieth century have become associated with systems 
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of social control. It is true that the mode of production has been significantly 
altered in recent years by the introduction of information-processing systems. 
But neither of these contextual changes is an adequate starting point for 
developing a concept of the mode of information because they both fail to come 
to terms with the general problem of the position oflanguage in social relations 
- they fail, in short, to formulate a theory of the relation oflanguage to action. 

The theory of the mode of information must take into account the critiques 
of the representationality, intentionality and univocality oflanguage that have 
developed in so many varieties in recent decades. The structuralists derive 
meaning not from the consciousness of the language-speaker but from the 
system of binary opposites at a synchronous level of analysis.22 Semiologists 
demonstrate that meanings can 'float' in social space and be attached to objects 
in a manner that is out of phase with their 'utility' or referentiality.23 
Deconstructionists argue for the 'textuality' of spoken language, the systematic 
gap between intention and discourse.24 Speech-act theorists insist on the 
performative component of utterances, denying that statements are reducible 
to the function of truth.25 Bakhtin uncovers a dialogic dimension oflanguage 
in which polyvocity and polysemy disrupt the illusion of semantic stability.26 
Each of these positions contains impressive arguments against positivism and 
formalism. 

However valuable these 'post-rationalist' theories oflanguage may be, they 
do not offer the historian the principles of structural variation that constitute a 
linguistic field at the temporal levelP While many of the above positions 
include suggestive analytic perspectives on the question of context, they do not 
elaborate its internal complexity and differences. By this I mean that they do 
not specify the uniqueness oflinguistic experience in the present conjuncture. 
Their categories tend to capture language in a way that presents it as a 
structurally unchanging phenomenon. What is required for a theory of the 
mode of information is a set of categories that prepares for the analysis of 
historical difference. 

This large theoretical task cannot be approached in the context of a short 
paper, but I do want to indicate the kinds oflinguistic phenomena that appear 
to have recently arisen and require historical analysis. If, beginning in the 
sixteenth century, the printing press transformed linguistic experience, so, in 
the twentieth century, have electronic forms of information storage and trans­
mission. A great body of linguistic interaction now occurs at tremendously 
expanded space and time distances. The telephone, radio, television and 
computer all encourage a dispersal of communicating groups. Although this 
process began with printing, it may be asked if the new media institute a 
qualitative transformation of social interaction by extending the distancing 
process so vastly? I would argue that subjects are constituted differently when 
a good part of their communicative experience is mediated by electronic 
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discoursdpractice. In his last years Foucault worked on the question of the 
constitution of the subject; his project must be extended to include the mode of 
information. 

One structural feature of the electronic media that makes them different 
from printing is their complex multidirectionality. Print sends signifiers out 
from a source; the computer collects signifiers from everywhere. Print extends 
the 'influence' of a communicating subject or text; the computer allows the 
receiver of signifiers to monitor the transmitter. Centres of power become 
panoptical addressees whose 'memory' is a new structure of domination. 
A landlord in Los Angeles entered into his computer information about 
the behaviour of his tenants and made that available to other landlords, at 
a price.28 Communicational experience has been altered: the electronic media 
encourage the dispersal of the community, but at the same time facilitate 
its surveillance. 

The market is also transformed. Semiologists like Baudrillard have analysed 
the structure of signification in advertising, stressing the separation of the 
signifier and its subsequent recoding of commodities. The electronic media 
promote this process. Anything can be associated with anything else for a 
viewing subject who is structured by the rhetoric of the commercial. President 
Reagan, a media person par excellence, attempted to associate a visit to SS 
graves with US-West German alliance. He was surprised that many groups 
held on to signifiers about the graves that contradicted that move of recon­
ciliation. What is germane here is not only the resistance of communicational 
communities whose 'data storage' read out SS = murderers. In addition 
Reagan re-enacted the new structure of the mode of information in which 
meanings are manipulated by transmitters. It is necessary also to analyse labour 
and leisure in terms of the new mode of information. 

The relationship between the computer and its user requires study. The 
computer is not written upon like a blank sheet of paper. First, the patterned, 
lighted pixels on the screen are not like marks of ink or graphite. They are 
'immaterials'29 not inertial traces. The user's mind is confronted not by the 
resistance of matter but by a screen with a new ontological status: half matter, 
half idea. The text on a computer screen is as evanescent as a speaker's words, 
instantaneously available for correction or change. So an individual creates 
texts in a computer by interacting with an 'object' that is more like the writer's 
brain than a piece of paper. 

Next, the computer can be the brain - that is, it can access databases that 
resemble memory but vastly extend some of its capabilities. The computer can 
make available, in principle, the corpus of the world's texts, transforming in 
practice the user's memory. In addition the computer can substitute for the 
speaker in a conversation. Besides regulating machines, it can act communica­
tionally in place of people. The traditional, Cartesian view of the human 
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subject as speaker who acts on the world of nature must be modified to account 
for these new 'agents'. 

The electronic means of communication explode the space-time limits of 
messages, permit the surveillance of messages and actions, complete the pro­
cess of the automation of production, despatialise certain kinds of work enable 
signifiers to float in relation to referents, become a substitute for certai~ forms 
of social relations, provide a new relationship between author and text in­
fini~ely expan~ human memory and undermine the Cartesian ontolog~ of 
subJect and obJect. In these ways 'reality' is constituted in the 'unreal' dimen­
sion of the media. In this domain there are no longer pure acts, only linguistic­
ally transformed representations, which are themselves 'acts'. These features of 
the new m~de o.f info~m.ation are suggested as a tentative outline, nothing 
more. Even tn thiS prehmtnary form they depict a drastically new character of 
linguistic experience, one with inestimable significance for the reconstitution 
of the social world including entirely new structures of domination. Historians 
committed to the project of emancipation in its liberal, Marxist or any other 
form need to concern themselves with the analysis of the mode of information 
a project in which the theory of the mode of production will be of minimai 
assistance. 
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What probably most strikes the reader is the kind of ubiquity and poly­
morphism which seems to characterise Foucault's production and which today 
still makes any attempt at a global view of it a perilous enterprise. As a 
resolutely Nietzschean Marxian, a philosopher as much as a historian and as a 
(happy) positivist who defines historiography as an anti-science, Foucault 
certainly made full use of his right to non-identicality. One might recall the 
reproach he addresses to himself in L'Archeologie du sa voir [AS], placing 
himself in the position of his critics: 'You are already preparing a way out so 
that in your next book you will be able to pop up elsewhere and toy with us as 
you are doing now: no, no, I'm not where you expected me to be; I'm over here 
looking at you, laughing' (AS, p. 28); or again the statement he makes at the 
end of the same work: 'The thing is that at the moment my discourse, and I 
cannot foresee any end to this, far from being able to determine the point from 
which it is speaking, avoids any ground which might give it support' (AS, 
p. 267). But this was as much as to say: 'Do no't ask me who I am and do not ask 
me to stay the same' (AS, p. 28). This somewhat ironic 'ubiquity' certainly 
helped Foucault to his greatness; it is probably through it that he was able -
nomad-like, so to speak - to touch on the most sensitive and painful points of 
our time. But then a question must be asked: to be a philosopher and as such to 
'grasp one's time by means of thought' (Hegel), should we understand, follow­
ing on from Foucault, that philosophy which submits itself to the rules of 
rational discourse is a historically situated figure which today is out of date? Or 
should we understand Foucault's nomadism as being linked with multiple 
attempts to construct a form of critical thought? It is to this second question 
that I wish to attempt to give an affirmative reply - which will of course permit 
me to regard the preceding question as obsolete. 

'If! were pretentious, I should give what I do the general title: a genealogy 
of morality', Foucault told J.-J. Brochier in 1975.1 In 1984, in the interviews in 
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Concordia 2 and in the Nouvelles/ he said, rather, that he was working on a 
theory of the subject. The formulation differs, yet I think that in saying this 
Foucault gave a very precise framework through which his work should be 
perceived. Although one might see the sort of relationship which could be set 
up to deal with the subject and morality, it is far bolder on Foucault's part to 
make an association between agenealogy of morality and a theory of the subject. 
The ambiguity - indeed, contradiction - escaped no one; especially since 
Foucault, particularly in his interview with Concordia, seemed to be suggesting 
that he had always been working towards a positive theory of the subject. This, 
we have to admit, might seem surprising. Apart from the probable provocation 
and guile in this (such as he admits to in his interview in Nouvelles), in the face 
of it we obviously do have to adopt a different perspective if we are to 
understand this vision which Foucault has of his own work; and I think that it 
is to the desire to put forward an embryonic normative basis that the claim to 
positivity in his procedures should be attributed. 

In order to see this more clearly, I should like to go back to the 'general title' 
which Foucault gave his work in 1975. Beyond the reference to Nietzsche, by 
which one should not be led astray, the purpose of this abridgement is prin­
cipally to create a shock effect by designating the asylum, the clinic, human 
sciences and prison as manifestations of morality. In other words, if Nietzsche's 
intent is to designate 'the origin of moral prejudices', and if in so doing he 
creates a typology and critique of reactive forces inasmuch as these create an 
obstacle to the exercise of thought, nothing so clear could be said of Foucault's 
work, which none the less seems at the same time more modest and more 
precise. If Nietzsche takes up position on the level of principle in order to 
oppose Kant, Foucault takes up position on the level of experience and the 
mode of life as lived, and this is not so as to set himself up in opposition to an 
author but to face up to a mentality. Now, observing the periodisation of the 
set of works written between 1954 and 1975 - amongst which could be 
included La Volonte de savoir, which appeared a year later - a hint could be 
taken from the cover of the fourth edition of Surveiller et punir [SP], which 
talks of a 'genealogy of modem morality'. Thus, to the extent that the morality 
whose genealogy Foucault wants to draw up is not the morality of moral 
theories but that which characterises, impregnates and regulates modern social 
reality, it can be said that Foucault's style of genealogy is a genealogy of 
modern social morality. 

But then what can be done with this genealogy? For Nietzsche, drawing 
up the genealogy of morality (in its entirety) would tend towards the total 
criticism of a form of reason which emasculates creative thought and negates 
the will to power. Can we impute the same aspiration to Foucault? The 
question should not really be asked in these terms, since we are not on the level 
of principles which reign over Western thought but on the level of tacit norms 
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which regulate a circumscribed social experience. If genealogy can be seen as 
having any critical scope, for Foucault as for Nietzsche, on the one hand there 
is the problem that because of the nature of its object, this criticism is not 
founded in such a way that it could be seen as rooted in the creation of and the 
will to power; and, on the other hand, there is the problem that through the 
scrupulous periodisation which Foucault respects, the instance at which his 
criticism aims has necessarily to be specific to modernity. The distance from 
Nietzsche is therefore important in spite of the affinities to which Foucault 
bears witness, and in any case the basis of Foucault's actual criticism is neces­
sarily different from that put forward by Nietzsche. 

Even before we try to find out what this basis might be, it would perhaps be 
appropriate to wonder if in Foucault's case any critical potential actually exists. 
It seems to me that on an initial level the answer begins to take shape in a 
negative form because of the very nature of the problematic of Foucault's 
work. Beyond the reference to genealogy, which thus supposes criticism, what 
he chooses to describe are not processes of agreement, comprehension or 
integration but processes of rejection, separation and exclusion, and in par­
ticular processes which take place in a hidden way and are established under 
the auspices of the natural. Denunciation (at least up to Surveiller et punir) is 
therefore latent, and so is criticism; the style, however, indicates that these 
dimensions are present, and a number of readers at the time were not mistaken 
in their immediate view that Foucault was a committed philosopher. It is well 
known that Foucault confirmed this in his practice, committing himself on a 
political level, alongside the Marxists (at the beginning of the 1970s) and 
particularly in the context of what can be called 'civil' or 'civic' issues (with 
reference to civil rights) on behalf of prisoners and minorities (at the end of the 
1970s). 

It is well known that there are those nowadays who see this commitment as 
a form of self-contradiction. Yet again, for the contradiction to be obvious it 
would be necessary for Foucault to be committed to a 'total criticism of reason' 
or for his theoretical work to have no place from which to speak. To thes~ 
detractors I concede that Foucault's ubiquity, his shifts and his irony could give 
~hem grounds for argument. If one is prepared to look closely enough, how­
~r, traces of a 'normative base' (this expression is probably by nature too 
strong) do appear in his work in a way which is extraordinarily permanent. It 
is found in different forms, sometimes verging on the insubstantial, yet it is 
certainly present just about everywhere. It was probably more marked by the 
time of the final volumes of Histoire de fa sexualite, but - and this bears witness 
to its permanent nature - it was in Foucault's first work, Mafadie menta Ie et 
Psychologie [MMP] (1954), that it is formulated most clearly. Here this con­
clusion can be found: 
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The psychological dimensions of madness .. . have tobe situated on the inside .of 
the general relationship which Western man esta.bhsh~d nea~ly two centunes 
ago with himself and to himself . . ... This relationship, which provides the 
philosophical foundation for all possible psychology~ ~~uld. have been defined 
only from a precise moment in the history of our cIVIlisatIOn: the moment at 
which the great confrontation between Reason and Unreason ceased to take place 
in the dimension of liberty and reason ceased to be an ethICS for man and became a 

nature. (MMP, p. 103) 

For Foucault this normative base was freedom, considered less as a formal 
right than as an ontological dimension. It is this that gives a sense .of direct~on 
to the ensemble of his works - that is, his genealogy of modern SOCial morality. 
The nature of his procedure suddenly becomes clear - as, moreover, does the 
reference to Nietzsche and the limits regarding how far this reference can be 

taken. 
Why draw up a genealogy? The answer is, of course, to find the historical 

origins of a process. Why draw up a genealog~ ~f mod~rn social realit~? 
Because, following Nietzsche's view of morality In Its totality, modern SOCial 
morality reveals itself as a reactive force. At the same time this shows the whole 
difference from Nietzsche, to the extent that the origin of this reactive process 
is not necessarily to be found in reason itself (we see, moreover, in 1954 an 
invocation of an ethical reason as opposed to a natural reason) but in the change 
of status in reason which characterised modernity and saw the intelligibility 
of nature (determinism) become the model of ethical relationships founded 

essentially, for Foucault, in liberty. 
In other words, it is the interiorisation of modern reason, and as such the 

establishment of the modern subject, which leads, on the one hand, to an 
alienation from essential liberty and to the way it is shifted forcibly from the 
body in the direction of the soul, where it is subli~ated into.a 'libe~ation'; an~, 
on the other, to a perversion of ethics into a SOCial morality which sets thiS 

liberation to work against liberty: 

The ideal asylum .. . is intended to reconstitute around the i~sane .person a 
quasi-family in which he is supposed to fee~ at home; in fact .he IS sU~Ject to .an 
uninterrupted social and moral control; cunng him m~ans remculcatmg m him 
the feelings of dependence, humility, guilt and recogmtlon whl~h are the moral 
armoury of family life . ... In the new world of the asylum, m thiS world of 
punishing morality, madness has become s~methmg wh~ch essentially wnc~rns 
the human soul, its blameworthiness and ItS liberty; It IS henceforth mscn?ed 
within a dimension of interiority; and as such for the first time mad~ess recel~es 
psychological status, structure and meaning .... All one discovers m the d~sl~­
nation of madness as psychological is the result of the processes throug~ which It 
came to be seen as such. This whole psychology would not eXist Without the 
moralising sadism in which the 'philanthropy' of the nineteenth century enclosed 
it, in the hypocritical guise of 'liberation'. (MMP, pp. 84- 7) 
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The genealogy of modern social morality therefore proceeds to bring to light 
this production of the modern 'soul' inasmuch as this becomes the nature of 
man and the 'prison of the body' (SP, p. 34) - such that the doctor is no longer 
charged 'with therapeutic intervention so much as ethical control' (MMP, 
p. 85). It identifies the mechanisms of this production (through the human 
sciences, the order of discourse, transformations in the penal system); it plots 
the route of this naturalisation as it takes on institutional form (the birth of the 
asylum, the clinic and the prison); and as it does so (as is shown by the 
progression in the above text) it makes itself a critic of what guarantees this 
adulteration of morality and freedom - that is, of the nineteenth-century 
humanism and philanthropy which are guarantors of the institutionalisation 
of exclusion. 

This being the case, it can be seen that Foucault's critical aspirations now 
intersect with Nietzsche's only to a very limited extent; while the shifts which 
Foucault brings about (the movement from a total critique of reason to a 
criticism of modern reason and the appeal to liberty rather than to the will 
to power) save him from Nietzsche's extremism, they also deprive him of 
Nietzsche's breadth and radicality of criticism.4 Nietzsche's practice of the 
genealogy of morality criticises the philosophical institution since Plato (indeed 
since Socrates) by situating moral prejudices in the reason-thought alliance; by 
fixing this historically he tends to rediscover an originating potential which in 
fact serves the myth on which our civilisation depends and is as such situated 
outside history. This is why the Nietzschean model is both credible and 
acceptable. For Foucault to have respected this model it would at least have 
been necessary for him to show - this being what is at stake in genealogy - that 
there was a full and effective freedom exactly where, as a result of liberation, 
there is nothing left but perverted freedom: Histoire de fa folie incessantly 
suggests this (see Chapter III, third part 'Du bon usage des libertes'), yet it by 
no means establishes it. There is good reason for this: the periodisation on 
which Foucault's genealogy rests does not permit him to step outside history, 
so he has to found the reality of an effective liberty anterior to modernity 
historically . Now F ouca ult was well a ware that such an attem pt would have been 
scientifically unacceptable and, even if it had succeeded and been accepted, it 
would have been of only secondary philosophical interest since this 
liberty would not have been very effective as far as its mythical potential was 
concerned. Aware of this, Foucault entered this domain only implicitly, but 
because of this his criticism, real as it might have been, also remained on the 
stylistic and lexical level, basically relying on an appeal to the ethical sense of 
the reader (cf. above the [italicised] 'moral sadism' of the philanthropists). 
To my mind, the weakness of the normative base and the will to compensate 
for it explain many aspects of Foucault's evolution. 

This should probably all be set out in terms of more detailed analyses, but it 
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can still be noted that following on from its clearly stated presence in Maladie 
mentale et Psychologie, this normative base becomes more diffuse in Histoire de 
la folie and in Naissance de la clinique, then disappears in succeeding works 
(although it leads to involvement in political and civic struggles) and finally 
resurfaces again in his theoretical production, this time setting out his pro­
duction as a publicist in a way which transforms it. This being the case, I 
should like to move directly to this re-emergence in the latter period of his 
work. But before I can get to this period, I still need to make an observation 

essential to my purpose. 
In fact, if we consider the period which Foucault studies and his intention in 

carrying out his study - to bring to light the effects of alienation, reification, 
double-talk and pathologisation which have generated and continue to gener­
ate the dominant social morality in modern Western society - one cannot help 
but be struck by the proximity of Foucault's project to that of Marxism, which 
also sees bourgeois society as a source of alienation and reification. 

I should say that this proximity is in fact only a relic. The role played by 
Marxism in Foucault's early studies is well known, and traces of it can clearly 
be found in Maladie mentale et Psychologie, as Pierre Macherey shows so well.

5 

From this point of view it is not by chance that Foucault's normative base is 
infinitely less implicit in this work than in those that follow. In a minimal way 
which he does not talk about, Foucault retained a normative base from French 
Marxism of the 1950s, which is necessarily close to his own (to the extent that 
it explicitly formulated the aspiration to a non-alienated society which would 
thus be a priori free) which he was nevertheless already tempering with 
a genealogical perspective, this being both a mark of his originality and a 
promise of renewal of the Marxist perspective. But obviously between 1954 and 
1961 came 1956; and it was then that the real problem was posed to Foucault's 
normative base. The entry of Soviet tanks into Budapest in fact appeared to 
the most consistent of French Marxists (who were at the same time often 
positivists) as a falsification of the historical determinism which was to lead 
to a free society, and as the bankruptcy of the normative basis of historical 
materialism. This - although not without analogy to Nietzsche's - differed 
essentially in its teleological dimension, by nature of its stake in the future in 
the form of the society to come which acted as a regulating end and authorised 
the criticism of present society; although it was never something he adhered to 
_ at least there is no thematisation of this nature in Maladie menta Ie et 
Psychologie - Foucault is none the less very careful from Histoire de la folie 
onwards to flush out any teleological structure which could induce any form of 
regulatory utopia - and it is well known that this process continued in the 

subsequent works. 
Up to fA Volonte de sat/oir, Foucault therefore preserves from Marxism a 

periodisation (the modern period), an object of study (Western bourgeois 
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society) and to a large extent a discipline (history)6 which he is led to over­
determine for theoretical and epistemological reasons. But parallel to this he 
attempts to cut himself off radically from it on the normative level- hence not 
only his retreat to a weak form of genealogy but also the increased pre­
cariousness of his normative base which is caught, as it were, between two 
irreconcilables. 

As I said above, Foucault's solution was to suggest his normative base by 
style and insinuation and to make implicit appeal to the ethical sensibility of 
his reader. Would it in fact be possible to read Histoire de la folie or Surveiller et 
punir without seeing in them criticisms of the world of the asylum or the world 
of the prison? The procedure was obviously precarious to the extent that there 
was always the risk that the implied criticism, being based on nothing more 
than Foucault's love of liberty, would be anaemic on the theoretical level 
because of the logic of the description. Moreover, one might wonder whether 
in fA Volonte de sa voir Foucault did not finally give way to this logic, delegating 
- as I suggested above - all responsibility to the publicist in himself. But I 
should like to leave that to one side and return to the point. It all looks very 
much as though Foucault had been constrained to saw away at the branch he 
was sitting on and at the same time, as the normative base was wasting away, 
the philosopher in him came to the fore. He thought that factual modernity 
had turned down the option of a 'tribunal of modern reason' - which then 
ceased to be a tribunal and became instead an instrument - yet at the same time 
he was unable to draw on the only two critical philosophical possibilities 
open to him; it was at this point that it seemed impossible to Foucault that 
philosophy could be assumed to be what it purported to be. This is the reason 
why I think that, for a time at least, he attempted to thematise and consolidate 
two poles which had collapsed - the origin and the end of history - and came 
to think of the role of 'philosopher' today as having a dual modality: historian 
and journalist, the first replying to the questions of the second. But this solution 
was not viable. For though the historian was able to invest the past with 
meaning, the a-teleological journalist was drowned in the meaning of a present 
without a future.7 The objectivism of the first, his happy positivism, was 
undermined by the subjectivism of the second, this leading to a 'morality of 
discomfort'.8 

It is to these problems and to the lack of an underlying normative base that 
the last two volumes of Histoire de la sexualite attempt to reply, by means of 
what appears to be a spectacular 'return of morality'.9 I shall not go into detail 
on these texts,1O but I shall stress several points. These texts appeared as yet 
another considerable discontinuity in Foucault's work. There is no doubt that 
there is discontinuity here. For all that, this discontinuity results from the 
accumulation of problems and does not perhaps correspond to the sum total of 
Foucauldian ambitions. 
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These two books seem to me to make significant advances in two areas. On 
the one hand they present a by no means negligible thematisation of liberty, 
which is something really new in Foucault since for the first time the norma­
tive base is finally put forward as such in a way which makes possible a 
subtle analysis of the dialectic of liberty - which Foucault would call onto­
logical - and that of 'liberation'. I I On the other hand - and also for the 
first time - Foucault breaks with his periodisation: in other words, with the 
vicious circle which placed him between two irreconcilable poles, Marxism 
and Nietzscheanism; and resolutely takes the side of genealogy, thus opening 

an important door. 
However, through so doing he is then confronted with the problem he had 

thus far avoided. As with Nietzsche, the point was to rediscover the origin of 
moral prejudices, in this case with regard to sexual ethics, showing that 
Christianity was the basic cause of these prejudices. As I said, for Nietzsche, 
genealogy provided the possibility of joining forces with Dionysus and the 
myth of the original power of creation. In a post-Holderlin context this had 
both meaning and credibility in a way which remains the case today, although 
we do not often think in these terms. But what has become of the liberty of the 
Ancients? With what mythical value is it charged? What is its potential for our 
present? These are questions which Foucault can answer only by making 
reference to the present, though at the cost of a large hermeneutic gap. 
'Genealogy means that I carry out the analysis on the basis of a present 
question', he says.12 This may well be so. But in what way is the liberty of the 
Greeks ours? For Foucault's genealogy to have any meaning here it would be 
necessary for us to have lost this liberty, for Christianity to have deprived us of 
it in the same way that, according to Nietzsche, creation was effectively 
annihilated. Now this is not Foucault's opinion, of course. He deals with the 
practices of liberty in our context. This is how he replies to Fran<;ois Ewald's 

question (,What then is the present question here?'): 

For a lo~g time there have been those who have imagined that the rigour of 
sexual codes in the form in which we recognised them were indispensable for 
so-called 'capitalist' societies. Now the lifting of these codes and the dislocation 
of the prohibitions came about much more easily than had been believed (whIch 
seems to me to indicate that their raison d'etre was not what had been thought); 
and the problem of an ethics as a form to give to one's cond~ct and one's. life 
arises again. All in all it was a mistake to believe tha~ all morality was cont~tned 
in interdictions and that the lifting of these would in Itself resolve the questIOn of 
ethics. 

This seems to me to be an excellent self-criticism as far as the work he had so 
far produced was concerned, but I do not see anywhere in this a need for a 
genealogy. On the contrary. What is being stated here is that modernity has a 
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potentiality which is ignored and an aptitude for liberty which is poorly under­
stood. This is what should have been studied and analysed - especially since it 
is because this potentiality exists that these two books of Foucault none the less 
speak to us and are not simply history books. Now it is clear that from 1954 
until 1975 Foucault had already been making use of the ethical sensibilities 
of his readers - their sense of freedom - in order to construct his negative 
criticism through his style, his choice of words and his implication. In other 
words, he was playing on a normative potential which was at a point where he 
could not see it, and it is on this same potential that he played again in 1984-
but this time in order to carry out a positive criticism. Using Habermas's terms, 
I would say that Foucault glimpsed a post-conventional ethics in the present 
but that his actual work, with its lack of a normative base and the problems this 
caused him, made it impossible for him to formulate it. In this respect L'Usage 
des plaisirs and Le Souci d-: soi are a coherent and effective response to the 
problems posed by the internal economy of his work, but they leave the ques­
tion of the relationship to the present untouched. 

It would have been possible for Foucault - and the passage quoted affirms 
this retrospectively - when he found himself deprived of any recourse to what 
was to come and to that which came before, to seek and to find in modernity 
itself a normative basis which would make it possible for him, at the same time, 
to carryon the criticism of subjective reason and to respect his own philo­
sophical requirements. But in order to do this he would probably have had to 
question the genealogical method. 

I should like to conclude by making two observations. The first bears on the 
well-known polemic aimed at Foucault regarding the theory of the subject. 
When Foucault began to reuse the concept of the subject, those who upheld the 
cause of reason centred on the modern subject immediately saw the mark of a 
contradiction, as if the very philosopher who had been the detractor of the 
modern subject were suddenly contradicting himself. Foucault obviously in­
tended to theorise a much broader notion of the subject which, moreover, 
would have had to comprise the criticism of the modern subject. Yet it is still 
symptomatic of Foucault that he did not let go of this particular conceptualisa­
tion. This might have been in order to provoke, but still. .. . To my mind it is 
an indicator of Foucault's lucidity and at the same time of the limits which he 
was constantly running up against because of his theoretical approach. 

My second observation is to do with the actual exercise of philosophy. 
Foucault knew more acutely than anyone else in France what the limits of 
contemporary philosophical discourse are, and in my opinion he was an 
authentic philosopher, as I have constantly tried to demonstrate in this paper; 
the doggedness with which he 'stuck with' problems - which I believe that I 
have revealed in his work- is the proof of this. It was Foucault's style each time 
to give a completely new twist to each new work, even at the expense of having 
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to re-cover ground which had already been gone over in the previous one; 
hence the impression of ubiquity that I mentioned at the beginning. Though 
the general thrust of his work was in the direction of 'otherwise', it.still se~ms 
to have demonstrated an attachment to the requirements of philosophical 
discourse in a way which makes it impossible to place him amongst the 
ranks of those who nowadays want to use him as inspiration to escape from 

philosophy rather than redefining it. 

NOTES 

I. Interview in Magazine litthaire, 1975, pp. 27-33; here p. 33. 
2. Interview on 20 January 1984, Concordia, no. 6. 
3. us Nouvelles litteraim, 28 June-5 July 1984. 
4. It must be understood that the French context favoured a successful transference of 

Nietzschean criticism, to the extent that the post-Revolutionary society was in fact 
instituted through a hypostasised reason which provided support for the values of 
Catholicism in a way which was simultaneously political and social and which arose 
out of the (Counter-) Reformation. In this respect, all Foucault's work, including 
his theory of power, could be analysed as a total critique of this reason and its 

institutional manifestations. 
5. Pierre Macherey, 'Aux sources de I'Histoire de la folie', in O'itique, 'Michel Foucault: 

du monde entier', no. 471-2, pp. 761 ff. 
6. Thus in the 1975 interview, a little before referring to his production of a 'genealogy 

of morals', he declared: 'One could go so far as to ask what difference there could 
be between being a historian and being a Marxist' (Magazine litteraire, p. 33). 

7. Cf. the articles on Iran in which Foucault really lost his way. 
8. The title of an article on Jean Daniel's book L'Ere des ruptures. This article, which 

appeared inLe Nouvel Observateur on 23 April 1979, could be taken as a prefiguration 
of the remarkable lecture on Kant's Was istAufkliirung?, where Foucault seemsatthe 
same time to be stumbling on the present, as if confronted with the opacity of 
modernity, yet none the less affirming the ontological thought of the present day. 
(Cf. Magazine litthail·e, 'L'art du dire vrai', no. 207, May 1984, pp. 35 ff.) 

9. Title of the interview in Nouvelles. 
to. See Rainer Rochlitz's text (pp. 24S-59) for a more precise analysis. 

11. Interview in Concordia. 
12. Interview of Michel Foucault by Franc;ois Ewald, 'Le souci de la verite', Magazine 

litthaire, p. 21. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Two questions dominated the debate: What is the specific nat~re of Fou~~ult:s 
procedure? What is it that motivates the absence of 'normative bases In hiS 
thought? 
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Frangois Ewald took up the Habermas-Foucault comparison. They have 
an analogous point of departure: the diagnostic of a crisis in reason. But there­
aftertheirways part. Habermas reconstructs a traditional, classical philosophy; 
Foucault thinks that it is not possible to do philosophy in a traditional way. 
This can be seen in his use of irony, which has been so much talked about, 
and also in his criticism of Socrates, another thinker in a divided world. Fou­
cault's outlook on history is that of Yalta: the division of a world. This poses a 
problem analogous with the end of the Wars of Religion in the sixteenth cen­
tury. How can order be thought of in a divided world? In his analysis of the 
Enlightenment he certainly sees a way of linking knowledge and power. In the 
same way one could ask how truth and freedom could be linked today. This, 
according to Foucault, is the task of the philosopher today. 

Michel Karkeits thought that there is a normative base in Foucault. 
He made reference to an interview which Michel Foucault gave to German 
students in 1984 - apparently little known about in France - which is to a large 
extent on the subject of books he was going to publish. In this interview 
Foucault gave the following definition of ethics: 'a considered practice of 
freedom'. 

Christian Bouchindhomme replied that he would have preferred to 
have a more pronounced theorisation than that, although in fact more could 
probably be found in recent interviews. Without the power of his style Fou­
cault's normative base would have been weaker, and the same is true in a way 
of his genealogical method which succeeds only imperfectly in showing what 
it is that is going wrong, and which is unable to rediscover an original form of 
freedom. 
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Moral identity and private 
autonomy 

Richard Rorty 

Vincent Descombes has pointed out that attempts to appropriate Foucault's 
work have given us an American Foucault and a French Foucault. He con­
trasts the two as follows. The American Foucault 'sought to define autonomy 
in purely human terms', without the notion of a universal law. This Foucault 
can be read, with only a little strain, as an up-to-date version of John Dewey.! 
Dewey was the. philosopher who said that liberal democracies would work 
better if they stopped trying to give universalistic self-justifications, stopped 
appealing to notions like 'rationality' and 'human nature', and instead viewed 

themselves simply as promising social experiments. 
But, as Descombes says, the American Foucault is Foucault with most ofthe 

Nietzscheanism drained away. The French Foucault is thefully Nietzschean 
one. For this Foucault, Descombes says, the project of autonomy requires us to 
have 'inhuman thoughts', to have no 'worries about sharing our beliefs with 
our fellow citizens'.2 In so far as the French Foucault has any politics, they are 

anarchist rather than liberal. 
I think that the contrast Descombes draws catches a real tension among 

Foucault's mixed and complicated motives. This tension is one characteristic 
of the Romantic intellectual who is also a citizen of a democratic society. Such 
an intellectual finds his moral identity - his sense of his relations to most other 
human beings - in the democratic institutions he inhabits. But he does not think 
that his moral identity exhausts his self-description, for he does not think his 
conduct towards other human beings is the most important thing about him. 
What is more important is his rapport a soi (relationship to himself), his private 
search for autonomy, his refusal to be exhaustively describable in words which 
apply to anyone other than himself. This is the search summed up in Blake's 
exclamation: 'I must create my own system, or be enslaved by another man's.' 
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Blake and Baudelaire share with Nietzsche and Heidegger the need to have 
a self which is autonomous, in the sense of being self-invented. To invent one's 
own self one must indeed think, in Descombes's words, 'inhuman thoughts' -
in the sense that one must have thoughts which no human being has yet had, 
write books unlike any books yet written. So one must cut the links which bind 
one's vocabulary to the vocabularies so far used by mankind. 

But cutting those links does not necessarily mean cutting the social bonds 
which, for purposes of public action, unite one with one's fellow citizens. Nor 
does it necessarily mean ceasing to use in good faith, for public purposes, the 
political vocabulary used by the mass of one's fellow citizens. Just as Kierke­
gaard's knight of faith looks like a bank clerk, and in public acts like one, so 
the Romantic intellectual can be, for public purposes, your ordinary bourgeois 
liberal. It is only when a Romantic intellectual begins to want his private self to 
serve as a model for other human beings that his politics tends to become anti­
liberal. When he begins to think that other human beings have a moral duty to 
achieve the same inner autonomy as he himself has achieved, then he begins to 
think about political and social changes which will help them to do so. Then he 
may begin to think that he has a moral duty to bring about these changes, 
whether his fellow citizens want them or not. 

Foucault was, for much of the time, a 'knight of autonomy'. He wanted to 
invent his own self as much as Nietzsche did. But, unlike Nietzsche, he did not 
urge anybody else to engage in this effort. He did not think that human beings 
in general have a moral duty to be Baudelairean or Nietzschean self-inventors. 
He did not envisage a politics which would help - or force - them to become 
more autonomous. Like a good liberal, he was willing to leave them alone to 
be as self-inventive, or as banal, as they liked. In an interview, he said: 'The 
search for a form of morality acceptable by everyone in the sense that everyone 
would have to submit to it, seems catastrophic to me.'3 Much of the time, 
his only politics was the standard liberal's attempt to alleviate unnecessary 
suffering. 

Only much of the time, however. At other times, Foucault ran together his 
moral and his ethical identity - his sense of his responsibility to others and his 
rapport a soi. At these times, like Nietzsche, he projected his own search for 
autonomy out into public space. In both his and Nietzsche's case, the results 
were bad. Those were the times when Foucault wrote the passages which 
upset his American admirers; for example: 'I think to imagine another system 
is to extend our participation in the present system.'4 That is the sort of passage 
about which Michael Walzer says: 'The powerful evocation of the disciplinary 
system gives way to an antidisciplinarian politics that is mostly rhetoric and 
posturing.'5 Yet these are the 'anarchist' passages which many of his French 
admirers seem to like best. 

We liberals in the USA wish that Foucault could have managed, just once, 
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what Walzer rightly says he always resisted: 'some positive evaluation of the 
liberal state'. So do our Canadian and German counterparts. Habermas echoes 
Charles Taylor's complaint about Foucault's 'amazing one-sidedness'6 when 
he says that Foucault's history of the power formations which shaped mod~rn 
subJ"ectivity 'filters out all the aspects under which the eroticization and m-

f d d ",7 
ternalization of subjective nature also meant a gain in ree om an expressIOn. 
You would never guess, from Foucault's account of the changes in European 
social institutions during the last three hundred years, that during that period 
suffering had decreased considerably; nor that people's chances of choosing 

their own lifestyles had increased considerably. 
So Walzer, Taylor, Habermas and I have the same mixed reaction to 

Foucault. On the one hand there is admiration and gratitiude, for Foucault 
highlighted a new set of dangers to democratic societies. He served such societies 
well by telling them about tendencies and patterns they needed to watch out 
for. As Taylor rightly says - and as Habermas might agree - Foucault 'off~red 
the Frankfurt School an account of the inner connection between the domma­
tion of nature and the domination of man which is rather more detailed and 
more convincing than what they [the Frankfurt School] came up with them­
selves.'8 On the other hand, we liberal reformists think that Foucault's work is 
pervaded by a crippling ambiguity between 'power' as a pejorative" te~~ and a~ 
a neutral, descriptive term. In the first sense, to quote Taylor agam, power 
belongs in a semantic field from which "truth" and "freedom" cannot ~ 
excluded.' In the second sense, the term has the vacuity which Nietzsche, at hiS 
worst termed Wille zur Macht. In this broad and vacuous sense, any study of 
anything (of chemical or mathematical relationships, of chess-playing, of social 
institutions) will be a study of 'strategies of power', just as it will be a study of 
'the exploitation of structural possibilities'. Both phrases are resounding only 

because they are empty. . " 
When a first-rate thinker gets hung up on the ambiguity between a peJorative 

and an empty sense of a crucial term, we have reason to suspect that he is trying 
to do two things at once. Foucault was trying to serve human liberty, but he was 
also in the interest of his personal autonomy, trying to be a faceless, rootless, 
ho~eless stranger to humanity and to history. As a citizen, he was trying to 
achieve the same political consequences which a good humanitarian bourgeois 
liberal would wish to achieve. As a philosopher trying to invent himself, he was, 
to quote Taylor yet again, 'tossing aside the whole tradition of Augustin~an 
inwardness'.9 This tradition says that one's deepest identity is the one which 
binds one to one's fellow humans, that there is something common to all men, 
and that getting in touch with this common element is getting in to~ch with 
one's real self. Foucault, as I understand him, wanted to do good to hiS fellow 
humans while at the same time having an identity which had nothing what­
soever to do with them. He wanted to help people without taking their 
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vocabulary as the one in which he spoke to himself. He wanted to help them 
while inventing a self which had nothing much (indeed, as little as possible) to 
do with theirs. 

My own view is that this is a feasible, if difficult, project: that one can do both 
the things Foucault was trying to do; one can be 'a knight of autonomy'. But I 
wish that Foucault had been more willing to separate his two roles - more 
willing to separate his moral identity as a citizen from his search for autonomy. 
Then he might have resisted the temptation to which Nietzsche and Heidegger 
succumbed - the temptation to try to find a public, political counterpart to this 
latter, private search. This, I think, was the temptation which led to his quasi­
anarchism, to his refusal to be 'complicit' with 'power', even when that term 
'power' is stretched so far that it loses any contrastive force and becomes 
vacuous. That anarchism seems to me the result of a misguided attempt to 
envisage a society as free of its historical past as the Romantic intellectual hopes 
to be free of his private past. 

The Romantic intellectual's goal of self-overcoming and self-invention seems 
to me a good model (one amongst many other good models) for an individual 
human being, but a very bad model for a society. We should not try to find a 
societal counterpart to the desire for autonomy. Trying to do so leads to Hitler­
like and Mao-like fantasies about 'creating a new kind of human being'. 
Societies are not quasi-persons, they are (at their liberal, social-democratic best) 
compromises between persons. The point of a liberal society is not to invent or 
create anything, but simply to make it as easy as possible for people to achieve 
their widely different private ends without hurting each other. To work out 
the details of the continually shifting compromises which make up the political 
discourse of such a society requires a common, banal, moral vocabulary - a 
vocabulary which is no more relevant to one individual's private self-image 
than to another's. In a liberal society, our public dealings with our fellow 
citizens are notsupposed to be Romantic or inventive; they are supposed to have 
the routine intelligibility of the marketplace or the courtroom. 

Publicly discussable compromises require discourse in a common vocabul­
ary, and such a vocabulary is required to describe the moral identities a liberal 
society asks its citizens to have. They are asked to have this moral identity 
for public purposes, and to have it irrespective of whatever other, private 
identities they may also have. Only if one refuses to divide the public from the 
private realm will one dream of a society which has 'gone beyond mere social 
democracy', or of 'total revolution'. Only then will anarchism begin to seem 
attractive. Only then will one be tempted to use a pejorative term like 'power' 
to describe the results of any social compromise, any political balancing act. 

The attempt to break down the distinction between the private and the 
public sphere is characteristic of a long-standing tradition in social philosophy. 
This is the tradition which, with Plato, sees society as man writ large. Most 
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philosophers in this tradition try to isolate some central, ahistorical, non­
contingent core (e.g. 'reason', or 'a specifically moral motivation') within us, 
and to use the presence of this element within us as a justification for certain 
political arrangements, certain social institutions. Foucault inverts this attempt. 
Since he sees human subjectivity as a contingent product of contingently existing 
forces, he does not believe that there is any such ahistorical non-contingent 
core. So he concludes - at least in his anarchist moments - that every social 
institution is equally unjustifiable, that all of them are on a par. All of them 
exert 'normalising power'. From the failure of the Platonic attempt to find 
something deep within us which will let us answer Thrasymachus, he comes 
close to concluding that there is no interesting difference between Pericles and 

Critias. 
It seems to me that we should drop the assumption which Plato and 

Foucault share. This is the assumption that unless there is some interesting 
connection between what matters most to an individual and his purported 
moral obligations to our fellow human beings, then he has no such obligations. 
If we drop this assumption, we can say that Romantic intellectuals, religious 
mystics, sexual fetishists, and others whose private self has nothing much to do 
with their public self are under the same moral obligations as all the rest of us. 
No deep philosophical reason can be given to explain the fact that they are 
under such obligations, so Thrasymachus can never be answered to Plato's 
satisfaction. But an inability to answer Thrasymachus has no political conse­
quences of the sort which Nietzsche and Foucault are sometimes inclined to 
draw. A sense of human subjectivity as a centreless bundle of contingencies, of 
the sort which both Foucault and Dewey shared with Nietzsche, is compatible 
with any sort of politics, including liberal politics. 

Foucault's projection of the desire for private autonomy out on to politics 
seems to me the inverse of the insistence by my fellow liberal, Habermas, on 
notions like ·'rationality' and 'the true self'. Habermas would like to ground 
moral obligation, and thus social institutions, on something universally human. 
Conversely, Foucault's radical Nietzschean anti-Platonism leads him to infer, 
from the absence of anything which might serve as such a ground, the 
absence of the need for social institutions, to anarchism. I should prefer to split 
the difference between Foucault and his liberal critics by saying that Nietzsche 
and Foucault are right against Plato, but that this anti-Platonism does nothing 
to show that there is something wrong with liberal societies. More generally, it 
does nothing to show that there is something wrong with whatever networks 
of power are required to shape people into individuals with a sense of moral 

responsibility. 
Unlike Habermas, I do not think that Foucault needs to answer charges of 

'relativism'. He does not have to answer Socratic questions like 'Why should 
domination be resisted?,10 If one is willing, as Dewey and Foucault were, to 
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give up the hope of universalism, then one can give up the fear of relativism as 
well. I agree with Ian Hacking that 'it won't be long before the solemn clamor 
of the intellectuals about Foucault [asking "where do you stand?"] sounds as 
quaint as the baying of the Edinburgh mob [around Hume, asking "have you 
recanted your atheism?],.1J I think Foucault should have answered the 
questions 'Where do you stand? What are your values?': 'I stand with you as a 
fellow citizen, but as a philosopher, I stand off by myself, pursuing projects of 
self-invention which are none of your concern. I am not about to offer philo­
sophical grounds for being on your side in public affairs, for my philosophical 
project is a private one which provides neither motive nor justification for my 
political actions.' 

Such a reply would sound less shocking if one replaced 'philosopher' with 
'poet'. For philosophers, as opposed to poets, are traditionally supposed to offer 
a 'basis' for our moral obligations to others. They are supposed to have what 
Fraser calls 'an adequate normative perspective'}2 Unlike poets, philosophers 
are supposed to be 'rational', and rationality is supposed to consist in being able 
to exhibit the 'universal validity' of one's position. Foucault, like Nietzsche, 
was a philosopher who claimed a poet's privileges. One of these privileges is to 
rejoin 'What has universal validity to do with me?' I think that philosophers 
are as entitled to this privilege as poets, so I think this rejoinder sufficient. 

Nevertheless, I think it is important to notice that one can ask that rhetorical 
question without going on to ask, as Nietzsche did, 'What has the suffering of 
my fellow humans to do with me?' For one can be humanitarian without being 
universalist, without believing either that it is 'rational' to be concerned with 
the sufferings of others or that there is a 'common humanity' which binds you 
to those others. One can want to relieve suffering without having an interest­
ing answer when Socrates asks you why you desire this, and also without 
believing that this desire is the deepest and most important thing in your life. 
Foucault, I think, found himself in this position - the position which I have 
described as that of 'the knight of autonomy'. This meant that, whether he 
wanted to be or not, he was a useful citizen of a democratic country, one who 
did his best to make its institutions fairer and more decent. I wish he had been 
able to be more comfortable with that self-description than he in fact was. 

NOTES 

I. I have sketched such a reading of Foucault in my Consequences of Pragmatism, 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982, pp. 203-8. 

2. Descombes, review of David Hoy, ed.,Foucault: A Critical Reader, London Review 
of Books, 5 March, 1987, p. 3. 

3. Les Nouvelles, 28 June 1984, p. 37. Quoted by Dreyfus and Rabinow in their 'What 
is Maturity?', in Hoy. 
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Selected Essays and Interviews, ed. Bouchard, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1977. 
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8. Hoy, p. 77. 
9. Ibid., p. 99. 

10. See Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 284, where he cites 
Nancy Fraser as posing this question. 

11. Hoy, p. 238. 
12. Nancy Fraser, 'Foucault on modern power: Empirical insights and normative 

confusions',Praxis International, no. 1,1981, p. 91. For a thoughtful reply to Fraser, 
Habermas and Taylor on Foucault's behalf, see Chapter 4 of David R. Hiley, 
Philosophy in Question: Essays on a Pyn'honian theme, Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1988. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

At the heart of the discussions on Rorty's contribution was the question of 
Foucault's 'anarchism'. 

Michel Karkelts asked what the distinction between 'public' and 'private' 
means in modern times. Is it anything other than historical invention? Rorty 
replied that if so, it is a very good historical invention. 

On the notion of 'it is me speaking', Franc;ols Ewald insisted on the 
interdependency in Foucault's work of the relationship to the self and the 
relationship with others: if there is such a thing as concern for the self, it 
is precisely because there is such a thing as concern for others. Foucault 
demonstrates this in his reading of the Alcibiades and develops it in the 
last part of L'Usage des plaisirs, showing how the governing of the other­
governance - is dependent on concern for the self. 

Ewald went on to say that Rorty's notion of an 'anarchistic Foucault' does 
not in any case correspond to the French reading. This latter reading would 
rather reproach Foucault for his representation of a power which it is not 
possible to go beyond or free oneself from. This pessimism with regard to an 
absolute power would not, however, have anything to do with Foucault. 
Indeed, we are not always linked to power, we are in the element of power; but 
we do have a responsibility with regard to the way we exercise power: we must 
not lose the idea that we could exercise it differently. 

Foucault is also reproached for a perceived failure to pronounce obligations, 
as if the foundation of morality resided in the notion of our being 'obliged ... ' 
but there is no lack of obligations. They are always there. What Foucault is 
suggesting is not that we should create them but that we should ask: given that 
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we are in a state of obligation, how can we think of obligations and how can we 
carry them out? 

In a way, what Richard Rorty reproaches Foucault for is the fact that he is 
not the philosophical civil servant of the democratic State. That is certainly 
one thing Foucault would not have wanted to be. 

Manfred Frank thought that there was an ethics in Foucault's work; but 
he claims the right to dispute this, and on a number of points he sides with 
Rorty. He shares his pessimism regarding the catastrophe of modernity and · 
the importance of the norm. The norm should not be confused with obligation. 
Obligation is the province of the State and the police (things like traffic lights, 
for example); the norm obliges people because they oblige themselves in 
accordance with their convictions. In the face of power, Foucault evokes the 
possibility of revolt; though this is something one might well have to remain 
hungry for. 

For John Rajchman, there was a certain nationalism underlying Rorty's 
ideas; he seemed to be putting forward the notion of a 'good' Foucault close to 
the American liberals and a 'bad' Foucault in the French tradition. Rajchman 
sees this categorisation as more appropriate to the nineteenth century. On the 
one hand, a lot of American liberals were not nationalists and American 
liberalism owed a lot to immigrant Jews who were very internationalist; on the 
other hand, Michel Foucault never intended to write as a Frenchman; he 
wanted to be a 'faceless man'. 
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Michel Foucault's nihilism 

Andre Glucksmann 

The term nihilism can be understood in three ways. (1) Relativism of values: 
there is no supreme good. Was Foucault a nihilist in this sense? Certainly. 
(2) Refusal to create supreme values. God, being dead, cannot be replaced. Was 
Foucault a nihilist in this sense? Certainly. (3) The reign of absolute sub­
jectivity, loss of the world and a-cosmic existence. Was Foucault a nihilist in 
this third sense? Yes and no. Foucault is an a-cosmic thinker, yet he upholds 
no form of absolute subjectivity. Foucault invites us to question this last way of 
seeing nihilism. 

The question of nihilism is put to Foucault as if he were before a tribunal. 
Foucault is condemned as a result of an ethic, because of the way nihilism is 
present in his work. Foucault, however, teaches us to turn that which appears 
to be negative into something positive. He would say that not only is nihilism 
in the first two senses neither immoral nor amoral, but rather that it is the 
condition of any ethic for the present day. 

At the centre of the moral problem is the intolerable. The intolerable is the 
privilege of no person, no country and no nation. It is a first condition which 
precedes the existence of all European countries. The possibility of Auschwitz 
and of genocide is affirmed and described in the Iliad: the fall of Troy is the 
first genocide in Western thought. 

The first definition of nihilism, the relativism of values, is not characteristic 
of Foucault. The anti-humanist climate of the 1960s should be borne in mind. 
This anti-humanism goes back to Gide or Sartre. It does not designate an 
eternal opposition to an eternal humanism but a very precise form of humanism, 
that which belonged to the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of 
the twentieth. This was a positive humanism which attributed knowledge 
concerning supreme values to European man. For people like Gide, Sartre 
or Foucault this alleged knowledge produced a blinding effect regarding 
colonialism, fascism, Siberian camps and Stalinism. This led to the idea which 
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was quite simple, though difficult enough to put into practice- that it might per­
haps be possible to develop commitments and moralities not on the basis of a 
positive idea of the good which would be universally and eternally valid but on 
the basis of a perception, of an obviousness index sui of the intolerable. This 
obviousness was at the heart of events like the Calas affair or the Dreyfus affair. 
On this point Foucault is not original, but he is rigorous. Using Foucault's work 
as a starting point, it would be possible to replace the Weberian opposition 
between the two ethics of responsibility and conviction with an opposition be­
tween, on the one hand, a morality of extreme urgency which analyses the cases 
of what is intolerable and, on the other, a kind of edifying, fine-thinking thought 
or morality aiming to resolve all problems at once and for the eternity of ages. 

Foucault's practice bears witness in favour of this possibility, the back­
ground to which, however, remains to be considered. Negative humanism, 
commitment on the basis of negative evidence, is written into the Declaration 
of the Rights of Man of 1793. It is said here that the notion of the rights of man 
can be understood only in terms of the recent memory of despotism. It is the 
consideration of despotism which founds the necessity to affirm the rights of 
man. It is inhumanity which founds the rights of man as a defence against this 
inhumanity and not as a definitive, universal and eternal idea of man. The 
rights of man can be founded without any need of an idea of man; all that is 
necessary is to face up to recent despotism. One could go back further. 
Montaigne used to say: 'I do not know what I am [in the sense that I have no 
ideal] but I do know what I am fleeing [that is to say, I know what I reject, what 
I refuse to accept].' Aeschylus in Orestes says that the pathein, the painful 
experience of the injustice of sickness and evil, is the condition of the mathein 
of knowledge and perception [sa voir and connaissance]. 

The apprehension of the intolerable yields to several interpretations. It 
could be said that consideration of the intolerable is the ratio cognoscendi of an 
intuition of the good which comes after us, but which also founds this intuition 
and is as such the ratio essendi. One could also go along with Deleuze in saying 
that the intolerable is grasped within the context of social apparatus and that if 
such apparatus becomes universal, so too does the intolerable: when the barbed 
wire of ideologies spreads, evil moves in everywhere along with it. One could 
also go along with Levi-Strauss in saying that the prohibition of incest means 
the pronouncement of something which must not be done anywhere and that 
this becomes, as it were, the act by means of which societies are constituted. 
Finally, it could be said that the question of philosophy is not that of being but 
that of non-being. Thus Plato warns us that the consideration of mud and dirt 
founds the work of the philosopher and the education of citizens at least as 
much as the idea of the good. 

The second definition of nihilism can again be turned round. It is because 
man puts nothing in the place of God that moral action becomes possible, just 
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as it is because man grasps the intolerable before he knows what a good society 
is that moral action becomes possible and has an object: resistance to the 
intolerable. The counter-example to this is Heidegger. Heidegger analyses 
technology as the creation of a counter-world, as demiurge, this technology 
making moral action impossible. In his interview with Der Spiegel Heidegger 
says: 'Only a God could save us from our situation, only a God could get us out 
of the soup'. This is obviously not the way Foucault would have formulated it. 
In fact Foucault did not have the same conception oftechnology. For Foucault, 
technology could not be reduced to the domination of nature - that is, to the 
application of modern mathematisation to the sciences of nature. It has its own 
truth status. The strategies are not pure domination, pure application or pure 
devastation. For Foucault technology is a strategy and a duel, whilst for 
Heidegger it is a struggle for the domination of nature. It would be wrong to 
ignore Foucault's struggle against Heidegger, or to think that their views are 
identical because of their common rejection of anthropocentrism. Foucault's 
and Heidegger's conceptions of technology are not the same. And this is why 
Foucault conceives of the possibility of moral action, whilst Heidegger cannot 
do so. 

I wish now to deal with the third view of nihilism: the reign of absolute 
subjectivity and the disappearance of the being into the world; the a-cosmic 
situation of modern man. What do Foucault's last two books offer us on this 
point? 

There are three ways of understanding nihilism. That of the Thomists, or 
that of Leo Strauss, consists in seeing modernity as cut off from the Middle 
Ages or Antiquity: the subjective right is opposed to the objective or natural 
right. Nihilism can thus be understood as a discontinuity between the Chris­
tian world (Nietzsche) or the devastated Latin world (Heidegger), and the 
Greek world. Using Foucault's analysis, it would be necessary rather to reverse 
the schema: the opposition is no longer between the Greek and the Latin world 
but between two forms of the erotic: the dualist erotic defined in L'Usage des 

plaisirs and the monist erotic the expression of which is found in the texts of 
Plutarch. From the point of view of nihilism this opposition causes problems: the 
absolute subject, having denied the world, finds himself on the side of the second 
form of eroticism, although he has not lost the world since he finds himself in 
harmony with this monist, balanced, reciprocal and symmetrical relationship, 
the harmony of a conjugal relationship within the context of the cosmos. With 
this distinction between the two forms of eroticism Foucault does not refute 
Heidegger or Nietzsche; he completely reformulates the question. 

Foucault's last two books lead back to a global reinterpretation of Western 
thought, and to a reinterpretation of nihilist thought. The following have 
to be brought together: (1) that the relativism of values is the condition of 
the perception of the intolerable and hence of moral action; (2) that the 
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non-creation of absolute values is also the condition of moral action· and 
(3) that the non-existence of a world which surrounds us, wraps round u~ and 
pro.te~ts us is also a condition of the possibility of an ethic. The possibility of an 
ethiC IS to be found less in the second erotic, the monist erotic, than in the 
s~c??~ erotic, which allows dissymmetries, imbalances, aporias and impos­
Sibilities to appear, these being precisely the object of all commitment. 
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Foucault and going beyond 
(or the fulfilment of) nihilism 

PaulVeyne 

You find me in complete agreement with what Andre Gliicksmann has just 
said, and flattered at this convergence of our views. Still, lacking Gliicksmann's 
talent, I propose to edify you by means of a homily, on a different subject: 
Foucault and going beyond (or the fulfilment of) nihilism. A large number of 
the ideas you are about to hear come from Gianni Vattimo - I shall say this 
loud and clear, once and for all; but this expose, though I do not make this 
explicit, also traces Michel Foucault's evolution from the bitter rage of his years 
of dark youth at the Ecole norma Ie (following a childhood which was perhaps 
too full of guilt and too humble) through the courageous serenity, to the happy 

laughter and equanimity of his mature years. 
A spectre haunts the Western world, or at least the nights of its thinkers­

that of nihilism. Yet our grandchildren will probably laugh at us, saying: 'They 
spent their lives in a state of fear, yet it was not the wolf, only its shadow'. 

Nihilism is a name we can give to periods of history where thinkers feel that 
truths are without truth and without foundation; this state is so much the one 
in which we find ourselves that we talk about it in terms of proverbs: Malraux 
said that our societies were the first to find out that myths were myths; it is also 
well known that one of our intellectual difficulties is our awareness of the 
relativity of civilisations. This certainly does not disturb the vast majority of 
people for an instant, and governments even less, so that it is ridiculous to talk 
in terms of decadence, but this none the less does constitute a problem for 
philosophers. There exists, then, an uneasiness in thought which is referred to 
as historicism or relativism. Now this uneasiness is a false uneasiness since 
philosophers, as men, have very clear opinions on racism, the rights of man and 
even the choice between Mitterrand and Barre. All that remains is for them to 
accept that this is the case and to learn that one can get along very nicely 

without foundations and even without truth. 
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How, then, can one escape from nihilism? By discovering ways of making 
us believe in ourselves? No, by ridding ourselves of a prejudice which has 
caused us a lot of trouble - that is, a prejudice about time. To suffer from 
historicism is still to believe in an opposition between time and eternity; now 
something which is opposed both to time and to eternity is our validating 
present; the past is not the present in the past, it has experienced neither 
our interpretations nor our values. The present is no longer opposed to the 
erroneous but to the obsolete. As such the historicist confusion fades away: 
relativism turns out to be only a moment of decay. 

What I am undertaking to preach to you - for one can preach only what 
everyone knows already - is that one emerges from nihilism when one has 
thought it through serenely to the very end (a lot of you will think of Nietz­
schean serenity, this Heiterkeit which one senses in Foucault's last two books, 
which are so full of equanimity). The same is true for nihilism as for the north­
facing slopes of the Alps: one can get down from them only by going further 
up. 

One can get beyond nihilism if one learns to defend oneself from passive 
nihilism and from reactional nihilism or the nihilism of resentment. It is 
reactional if what one draws from nihilism is self-irony; or again when one 
reacts to the loss of values through the cultivation of second-order values, like 
minimal art or underground culture. It becomes passive if the absence of 
foundation and truth without finitude stops us from daring to want anything 
and, for example, paralyses us when we are faced with thoughts which are 
alien to us yet which we do not dare to condemn (whoever 'understands' his 
er.emy too well is lost, and perhaps I might be permitted to doubt the purity of 
motive of professional 'understanders'). Serenity with no bad conscience, which 
remains fearless in the face of the collapse of infinitude, is what Nietzsche called 
'the health of the man of good character', who 'conserves nothing in himself of 
the sort of resentment of those who have grown old in fetters'; he who is no 
longer afraid. And yet at the time of Nietzsche a lot of people thought that 
because they had lost God, they were themselves lost and cried out in fear, like 
little children who had lost their nanny. 

The same goes nowadays for the loss of truth which provokes the same wild 
reaction as 'idealism' in the last century. If philosophers believed that the 
'outside world does not exist', why would they take an umbrella with them 
on rainy days? How could a historian who is dedicated to the truth claim 
that there is any form of truth other than saying what is true? Apparently 
Nietzsche hesitated to approach this problem for fear of the 'rigid seriousness, 
which leads one to stumble and fall because of one word': it is well known also 
that he largely skirted round the issue. Foucault's pronouncements on the 
subject were also elliptical, though clear. We are all aware, for example, of how 
frequently the words 'this is neither true nor false' appear in his journalistic 
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writing. The transcendental historic, as he used to say in earlier days - or 
rather, positive finitude - means that questions escape our understanding, or 
rather our episteme, which makes it impossible to know what true democracy 
is from an eternal point of view. Since the question has no present perspective, 
a reply to it cannot be either true or false (the only good reply being to find out 
what we want in this domain). 

Serenity also supposes (and here I am sketching a portrait of Foucault 
himself) a benign, curious, even-minded attitude towards the obsolete truths 
of the past. We remember Foucault's decisiveness, the unhesitating way he 
would take sides and intervene in events going on around him; yet we remem­
ber also the sort of kind, excited joy with which he considered not only dreams 
or madness but the most strange and frightening doctrines of past or present. 
Before the formidable otherness of these different truths he was happy to 
appreciate, not to censure; happy that the boldness of passing time should have 
gone so far. He felt neither melancholy nor disdain in the face of dead truths, 
nor was he afraid of the fragility of our own truths; on the contrary, he was 
stoically happy to see the past confirm to him that the extent of the possible is 
indefinite and that all this is the Fable, neither true nor false, which Nietzsche 
did not see as being in opposition to reality. 

If there is such a Fable, then metaphysics is no more than an old fable and 
there is no more to know than that the Fable is fabulous; could Foucault still 
be called a philosopher if metaphysics is dead? What is more, he preferred to 
preach by example, to exemplify his method in history books rather than 
setting it out. This was done for strategic reasons (to avoid words which might 
shock, since the thing is not shocking, because people are already living out the 
death of truth without knowing it); but it was done also for reasons of hygiene: 
he preferred the obsolete to concepts and he preferred not to subject the idea of 
finitude to too much scrutiny, for it is made rather to be lived out. 

When we are forced to accept that nothing can be founded, one thing 
remains: us. It is true, as has been said here, that Foucault cannot found norms; 
he cannot appeal to a nature, or to a reason, or to a functionalism, or to an 
essence, or to intersubjectivity. But nor could anyone else. In this inability to 
find foundations, should we see a gap in Foucault's thought, since it does not 
respond to our hunger to know? What a criticism of this nature unknowingly 
implies is something enormous: that hunger is sufficient to prove the existence 
of food. For the non-existence of norms to be seen as an absence, it would be 
necessary in advance to know that norms were found able in some way or 
another. But why should they necessarily be foundable? Would this be because 
we wish it to be so? But nothing has been promised to us. Again, for this 
to be a philosophical gap it would have to be the case that the only conceivable 
role of philosophy would be to provide norms and tell us what we have to 
do. For Foucault the worry about finding foundations was specific to the 
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'anthropological age': it was from Kant to Husserl that attempts were made to 
found, to get back to the unquestionablearche; to get beyond the anthropological 
age is to abandon the project of foundation in favour of something else. 

If philosophy cannot found, what remains is to live and to want what one 
wants without justifying oneself and saying that one is right. The only thing 
that would lose out from the disappearance of big words would be polemics; 
yet precisely, as Nietzsche would say, the very healthy man is never emphatic. 
The anthropological philosopher asked: 'How can one lay foundations?'; 
Foucault's position would be rather: 'Let us draw the consequences from the 
impossibility of finding foundations and in doing so take note that finding 
foundations would be as useless as it is impossible.' 

As a non-philosopher I had the perhaps naive impression during this con­
ference that there was a confrontation between two attitudes: one consisted in 
'finding oneself good reasons, so that one could be right'; the other in 'knowing 
what one wants, and that is enough, especially since there is nothing more one 
can do'. 

Around 1900 Jules de Gaultier, an unjustly forgotten if somewhat verbose 
author, gave the name Bovaryism to the tendency to believe that knowledge 
and action are founded on a world ideally made for the sake of their 'happy 
end'. 

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Jacques Ranclere returned to the question, which had so often been refer­
red to, of the so-called need for foundations. He said that freedom cannot 
be founded and democracy cannot be founded. All that can be founded is 
domination. Democracy is precisely the regime which functions through an 
absence of foundation. Democracy is an aberrant object in relation to philo­
sophical attempts at founding it. Following the Greeks, it could be said that for 
Plato, as for Aristotle, democracy is what happens when politics does not 
work. Liberty and the rights of man are declared and redeclared but not 
founded. Richard Rorty was saying that the French are Nietzscheans .... 
They are probably more like Greeks; they think either that democracy is the 
worst of the good forms of government, or that it is the best of the worst. On the 
other hand they agree to a pact, which is also what made Foucault possible­
this being the revolutionary pact, which provides a card which can always be 
replayed. The rights of man are practised, played out over again, like liberty. 
There is nothing in this which makes a catastrophe bound to happen, nor is 
there anything which makes a common language [/angage] impossible. 
There probably is a need for a common language and for the universal, but 
there is no lack of such things; it is always possible to found a language 
[/angage] of this nature, but this has nothing to do with the idea that there is a 
need to found a democracy or a common reason. In one sense democracy 
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can always be founded; the French did it: Alain made a very fine speech about 
the foundation of democracy. But this does not always work, as was shown 
between the wars, when democracy met its other. 

Rorty spoke of the philosopher and of the privilege of the poet. In fact the 
philosopher assumes this position. But people like Foucault give a different 
sense to what is meant by this. It is not for nothing that Rene Char's sentences 
punctuate Foucault's texts, notably in the titles of his books. This is a question 
of synonymy. The point is to contradict synonyms of a single word. The 
possibility of struggling against the intolerable is conceived of on the basis of 
work done on limits, of work on synonyms. Rene Char spoke - in 1940, to be 
precise - about a return of the void of the Father. Now it seems to me that the 
void of the Father is the void of foundation. In times of war, poetry makes it 
possible to give the same words to the same things and yet to make some­
thing different of them. 

Pasquale Pasqulno whilst agreeing with this, wanted to mention a 
small difference. The non-foundation of juridical thought cannot be over­
stressed. A judge has to give arguments, to found what he has to say 
on values which have a universal status. He put forward the case of the 
Supreme Court in the United States, to which Richard Rorty made refer­
ence. Since the war the Supreme Court has been the principal agent of 
social reform. Dewey was its principal inspiration, moving not towards wor­
ries about foundation but towards action. Dewey was the poet of American 
democracy; but also in some ways the 'philosopher of the civil service of 
democracy' . 

Rainer Rochlitz wondered if the debate about Foucault was not situated 
in the shade of a question which is no longer asked: the end of meta­
physics. Is not all the pathos surrounding nihilism an anachronism? In our 
modest attempts to explain why we do not accept the intolerable, we can 
none the less wonder what the guiding values are. Foucault can be read 
either generously or in a way which is niggardly. It can also be said that 
there are things in his work which are hard to accept; thus, what he has 
to say about the aesthetics of existence is perhaps inadequate in relation 
to his own diagnostics. Yet in the last analysis, interventions and reflections 
on the validity of these interventions and their possible foundations are not 
antithetical. 

Manfred Frank contradicted the thesis that God is dead. God is not dead, 
because He was never alive. The heavens are still just as dark; we have 
always been in a state of dereliction. 

He wondered if we could agree on the idea that the maximum degree 
of intolerability would be the idea that anyone could do anything in any 
situation. 

Walter Seitter asked Paul Veyne what distinction he would establish 
between the 'present' and the 'obsolete' . How, he said, could one spend 
one's life dealing with things which were obsolete? 'I thought that was 
what everyone did!' retorted Paul Veyne. Maybe the obsolete is not totally 
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obsolete? One would have to ask the poets, he said. 
On this eulogy of obsoleteness, of non-obsoleteness, and poets, the debate 

closed in a way which Foucault would probably have enjoyed. 
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Note on the Michel Foucault Centre 

It was necessary to make some sort of provision so that Michel Foucault's 
premature death should not interrupt work which could be done on his work 
and on the basis of it. At the same time, though, it was necessary to avoid any 
proselytism. So there was a need to maintain the present identity of Michel 
Foucault's work without constructing any form of orthodoxy. The solution 
was to create an association with the goal of bringing into being a Michel 
Foucault Centre. The purpose of this was - borrowing one of Michel Foucault's 
own expressions - to be a kind of 'tool-box' for researchers who wanted to use 
it. 

Thus it happened that on 31 May 1986 thirty or {>o university teachers and 
researchers who had worked alongside Michel Foucault created an association 
(under the law of 1901) in order to bring the Micl1el Foucault Centre into 
being. The second article of its statutes defines its object as follows: The 
purpose of this association is to create, manage and represent the Michel 
Foucault Centre. The objectives of the Centre are to assemble documents, 
archives and writings which constitute Michel Foucault's work, using for this 
purpose all means necessary: conferences, particularly international meetings, 
broadcasting, publication and teaching.' 

The essential objective on which the others depended was to assemble the 
'Fonds Michel Foucault' (Michel Foucault's work together with work relating 
to it) in order to ensure dialogue about it and make it available to researchers. 
This is a longer and more difficult task than it seemed at first, because of the 
'geography' of Michel Foucault's work, which is very diverse in its forms and 
very widely dispersed as far as its location is concerned. 

The Association for the Michel Foucault Centre is therefore neither a 
friendly society nor a school. The Association makes it possible for the Centre 
to exist, though it should not be confused with it. No one can say that they are 
a member of the Michel Foucault Centre, only of the Association. The Michel 
Foucault Centre cannot take up a position in a public, philosophical or political 
debate. This was requested by the founders of the As. ociation, so that the 
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Michel Foucault Centre could not become the object of any personal or par­
tisan act of appropriation. The Michel Foucault Centre is an instrument which 
is at the disposal of researchers and a means of communication for those 
working on or on the basis of Michel Foucault's work. 

The Association for the Michel Foucault Centre is governed by a council of 
which Maurice B1anchot, Pierre Boulez, Georges Canguilhem, Gilles Deleuze, 
Paul Veyne and Georges Dumezil are members. 

The Fonds Michel Foucault is located at the Bibliotheque du Saulchoir (43 his, 
rue de la Glaciere, 75013 Paris), where it can be consulted. It consists of the 
whole of Michel Foucault's work in whatever form it exists - books, articles, 
tape-recordings or videos, in all the languages in which it is published. It will 
progressively be completed by the totality of texts, theses and articles written 
on Michel Foucault's work or in areas relating to it. A detailed catalogue of the 
Fonds Michel Foucault is in preparation. 

To consult the Fonds Michel Foucault located at the Bibliotheque du 
Saulchoir, one should make a request to the Association. Consultation takes 
place according to the general conditions of access to the Bibliotheque du 
Saulchoir and respecting the conditions of Michel Foucault's will. 

All correspondence should be addressed to the Bibliotheque du Saulchoir, 
Association pour Ie Centre Michel Foucault, 43 his, rue de la Glaciere, 75013 
Paris. 

.H7 



Notes on contributors 

Etienne Balibar is Maitre de Conferences (philosophie), Universite de Paris-I 

Blandine Barret-Kriegel is Professeur de Philosophie politique at the 
Universite Jean Moulin de Lyon 

Raymond Bellour is Directeur de Recherche at the Centre National de la 
Recherche Scientifique 

James W. Bernauer is Associate Professor in the Department of Philosophy , 
Boston College 

Christian Bouchindhomme is Translator and Head of Seminars at the 
Universite Europeanne de la Recherche 

Georges Canguilhem is Professor honoraire Universite Pantheon Sor­
bonne a Paris 

Gilles Deleuze is a philosopher and critic 

Michael Donnelly is Member, School of Social Science, The Institute for 
Advanced Study, Princeton 

Hubert L. Dreyfus is Professor of Philosophy at the University of California 
at Berkeley . 

Franc;ois Ewald is Directeur de Recherche, Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique 

Manfred Frank is Ordentlicher Professor fur Philosophie at the Philo­
sophischen Seminar of the U niversitat Tubing-en 

348 

Notes on contributors 

Andre Glucksmann is a philosopher and critic 

Pierre Hadot is Professeur at the College de France, Chair d'Histoire de la 
Pensee hellenistique et romaine 

Denis Hollier is Professor in the Department of French, Yale University 

Christian Jambet is Professor of Philosophy, Lycee Jules-Ferocy (Khagne), 
Paris 

Dominique Janicaud is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Nice, 
France 

Gerard Lebrun is a philosopher and critic 

Robert Machado is Professor Titular at the The Institute de Filosofia & 

Ciencias Sociais da Universidade Federal do Rio de Janerio 

Pierre Macherey is Maitre de Conferences, Vniversite de Paris I 

Jacques-Alain Miller is a philosopher and critic 

Miguel Morey is a philosopher and critic 

Alessandro Pizzorno is a philosopher and critic 

Mark Poster is Professor of History in the University of California at Irvine 

John Rajchman is Professor, College International de Philosophie 

Rainer Rochlitz is Charge de Recherche au Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique 

Richard Rorty is University Professor of Humanities at the University of 
Virginia 

Walter Seitter is a politologist and philosopher 

Paul Veyne is Professor au College de France 

franc;ols Wahl is a philosopher and critic 

349 



Note on Foucault's texts 
A selected bibliography 

The following list comprises English translations of books by Michel Foucault 
that are cited by the contributors in this collection of essays. 

Maladie mentale et personaliti (1954) [retitled (1955) Maladie mentale et 

psychologie]. Mental Illness and Psychology, trans. A. Sheridan (Vintagd 
Random House, 1979) . 
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Folie et diraison. Histoire de Ia folie a rage classique (1961) [second edition 
with new material, 1972]. Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in 

the Age of Reason , trans. R. Howard (Vintage/Random House, 1973). 

Raymond Roussel (1963). Death and the Labyrinth: World of Raymond Roussel, 
trans. C. Raus (At hi one Press, 1987). 

Naissance de Ia clinique. Une archiologie du regard medical (1963). Birth of the 
Clinic, trans. A. M. S. Smith (Tavistock, 1976). 
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Ceci n'est pas une pipe (1973). This is Nota Pipe, trans. J. Harkness (California 
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Surveiller et punir. Naissance de Ia prison (1975). Discipline and Punish: Birth 

of the Prison, trans. A. Sheridan (Penguin, 1979). 
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