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Abstract

The work of Michel Foucault has been recognized as among the most important,
original, and provocative contributions to the critical analysis of Western thought,
society, and culture produced in the second half of the twentieth century. All the same,
for all its acknowledged brilliance and chastening insight, Foucault’s work has also been
the subject of repeated charges that his radical form of criticism ultimately collapses into
irrationalism, self-contradiction, and ethico-political relativism. This dissertation aims to
neutralize a number of these criticisms by demonstrating that Foucault’s work is
substantively and methodology more coherent, and ethically and politically more benign
and less pessimistic, than his critics recognize. I offer a reading of his major works
which, by placing the question of human nature and humanism in the forefront, throws
into relief an overarching preoccupation on his part with what one might call the politics
of human self-knowledge. I argue that more than simply revealing the conditions of
possibility and costs of various historical forms of knowledge and practice - psychology,
medicine, criminology, and sociology - related to the question of what we as human
beings are deep down, his works question the conditions of possibility and costs
associated with the assertion of the very question of human nature as the most
compelling one for human thought and practice. Foucault questions both the fruitfulness
and benevolence of this question as it relates to modern thought and practice,
demonstrates ways in which a host of scientific discourses revolving around ‘Man’ during
the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries have been imbricated with strategies
of social control, and condemns as humanistic all streams of thought, including
progressive and critical ones, for which the primacy of ‘Man’ remains unexamined. By
systematically reading each of Foucault’s major works as an anti-humanist response to
one form of humanism or another (classical, juridical, critical), I show that, together, they
reveal an underlying unity of purpose: the decentring of ‘Man’. Foucault pursues this
objective not by providing a systematic post-humanist philosophy but, rather, by
continually posing archaeological and genealogical questions about the various faces of
humanism. In the course of doing so, his work also articulates a new post-humanist
approach to criticism itself - which he calls the ‘critical ontology of ourselves’ - as well as
ethics and politics, which I show harbour more fruitful and humane possibilities for
critical theory and practice than his critics are able or willing to recognize. In short, the
dissertation argues that Foucault's work can be seen as opening up new possibilities for
providing a rational critique of reason ard a humane critique of humanism.
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Introduction

In the fifteen years which have passed since his untimely death in 1984, a broad
consensus has emerged that French philosopher and historian of thought, Michel
Foucault, was one of the most important, original, and provocative thinkers of the second
half of the twentieth century. The continuing influence of his work across a surprising
range of intellectual disciplines, from philosophy and literary criticism, to sociology,
ethical and political theory, and anthropology, bears witness to the fecundity of his
contributions to intellectual life. Over the course of his career, Foucault's work touched
upon questions at a number of levels including the theoretical, methodological,
empirical, ethico-political, and strategic. At the theoretical level his work has helped
spark renewed debate regarding the conditions of possibility for our knowledge, and his
methodological contributions have compelled many to reconsider the very meaning and
function of concepts like “truth,” “subjectivity,” “"knowledge,” and “critique”
fundamental to modern thought. Foucault's archaeological and genealogical analyses of

the history and development of knowledge, in works like Madness and Civilization, The

Order of Things, and The History of Sexuality, have pointed to the ways in which the

development of knowledge is determined by deep, unconscious grids of cultural
perception and implicated in the defense of powerful strategic interests. His work has
given many Western thinkers and social scientists pause to consider the ways in which
our current systems of knowledge, as well as the practices inevitably tied to them, are
based on unexamined concepts, categories, and mental habits which remain “unthought,”

and the maintenance of hegemonic identities and conventional practices which impose



gratuitous and unwarranted forms of suffering. At the practical level, his research and

writing on the nature and functioning of modern power in works like Discipline and

Punish has helped to reveal the capillary, corporeal, and quotidian functioning of modern
power, drawing attention to the operation of power in previously unsuspected ways and
areas of life, and forcing a re-examination of the adequacy of liberal and Marxist
accounts of modern society alike. Foucault's political analysis has also had a
considerable impact on the organizational and oppositional strategies and tactics of new
social movements as well, helping to expand the very boundaries of “the political” itself.
Finally, while regrettably truncated by his premature death, Foucault also began late in
his life to take up questions of a more explicitly ethical nature, producing works on the
relevance of ancient Greek ethics to contemporary ethical practice which, while
embryonic, have inspired new ethical discourse and debate which has yet to run its
course. Altogether, Foucault has left behind a body of work on the nature of knowledge,
power, and the subject, as well as on a variety of discourses and practices revolving
around madness, punishment, and sexuality, which challenges conventional and even
some critical understandings of cultural and political modemity. His work challenges the
very self-understanding of modernity and probes the limits and costs it imposes on us.
All the same, Foucault's work has also been a repeated target of claims that, for
all its chastening insights, a radical critique of modern rationality, culture, subjectivity,
and social practice such as his inevitably collapses into irrationalism, self-contradiction,
and ethical-political relativism and nihilism. While, for example, Foucault’s innovative
archaeological and genealogical methods for the analysis and critique of modern
knowledge and social practices produced original insights and sometimes dazzling new

interpretations of the history of knowledge and the nature of modern culture and society,



critics argue that they must ultimately be set aside as fatally flawed and incoherent. Both
methodologies, it is'said, flounder on the basis of their own self-devouring logic!. At the
level of ethics and politics, meanwhile, Foucault’s tendency to emphasize the constraints
and costs of modern social practices and forms of life, his simultaneous aversion to
endorsing any alternative political programme of emancipation to alleviate them, and his
alleged valorization of subaltern experiences like madness, criminality, and unrestricted
sexual gratification, as well as his late interest in ancient Greek ethics, suggest to many
of his critics that Foucault's ethical and political stance is dangerously anti-modern,
pessimistic, irrational, and relativistic2. Overall, such interpretations of his work have
contributed to another consensus, even among those who can hardly be described as

dogmatic or uncritical champions of Enlightenment modernity, that, while Foucault’s

I Among the more influential exponents of this view are Jurgen Habermas and Charles Taylor. See, for
example: Habermas, Jurgen, “The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Re-reading Dialectic of
Enlightenment,” New German Critique, Number 26, Spring-Summer, pp.13-30; Habermas, Jurgen, "Some
Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” in Habermas, Jurgen, The Philosophical
Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. Frederick Lawrence, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1987,
Pp.266-293; and Taylor, Charles, “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” in Taylor, Charles, Philosophy and
the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, pp.152-184.
2 For samples of various kinds of ethical and political reservations and criticisms of Foucault’s work see:
Alcoff, Linda, “Feminism and Foucault: The Limits to a Collaboration,” in Crises in Continental
Philosohy, Arlene Dallery and Charles Scott, eds., New York: SUNY Press, 1990, pp.69-86; Best, Steven
and Douglas Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations, New York: The Guilford Press, 1991;
Dews, Peter, Logics of Disintegration: Poststructuralism and the Claims of Critical Theory, London:
Verso, 1987; Drury, Shadia, Alexandre Kojeve: The Roots of Postmodern Politics, New York: St. Martin's

Press, 1994; Ferry, Luc and Alain Renaut, French Philosophy of the Sixties: An Essay on Antihumanism,
trans. Mary Cattani, Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1990; Fraser, Nancy, Unruly Practices:

Power, Discourse and Gender in Contemporary Social Theory, New York: Routledge, 1989, pp.17-66;
Habermas, "Some Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” pp.266-293; Hartsock,
Nancy, “Rethinking Modernism: Minority vs. Majority Theories,” Cultural Critique, Vol. 6, (Fall 1987),
pp-187-206; Megill, Allan, Prophets of Extremity: Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida, Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1985; Merquior, J.G., Foucault, Berkeley, University of California Press,
1985; Taylor, “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” pp.152-184; Wolin, Richard, “Foucault's Aesthetic
Decisionism,” Telos, No.67, 1985, pp.71-86; and Wolin, Richard, “Michel Foucault and the Search for the
Other of Reason,” in Wolin, Richard, The Terms of Cultural Criticism: The Frankfurt School,
Existentialism, Poststructuralism, New York: Columbia University Press, 1992, pp.170-193.




erudite and original work offers some significant insights, it is on the whole ethically and
politically suspect. Whatever its insights, these do not justify overlooking the potential
harm his corrosive views might inflict on the legitimacy, cognitive achievements, and
ethico-political legacy of modernity. Jurgen Habermas and Charles Taylor have been
among the more influential exponents of this view. These and other thinkers have
responded to Foucault’s work with numerous compelling criticisms deserving of serious
consideration. However, by consigning Foucault’s work to unintelligible self-
contradiction and methodological “dead end,” and emphasizing its ethico-political
ambiguities and putative anti-modern archaism and irrationalism, such responses
threaten to expel Foucault's work from the canon of serious, critical work in the analysis
of modern rationality, culture, and practice in the name of what one particularly hostile
scholar described as “intellectual hygiene”3.

This dissertation aims to neutralize the delegitimizing effects of these
interpretations of Foucault's corpus by offering a reading of it which casts it in a more
theoretically coherent and ethically and politically less nefarious light. In so doing,
however, I wish neither to deny the seriousness or complexity of the methodological
difficulties his work poses and addresses, sometimes inadequately, nor to downplay the
ambiguities and risks which accompany his approach to the subject of ethics and
politics. Having said that, however, I do wish to rescue a certain sense or consistency in
his work, with all the interpretive presumptions and dangers that entails, and to preserve

what I believe to be of theoretical and ethical-political significance in it.

3 Richard Rorty reports this comment in his book, Consequences of Pragmatism, Minneapolis: University

of Minnesota Press, 1982, p.222. C.G. Prado alleges “on good authority” that the scholar in question is the

analytic philosopher, D.M. Armstrong. Prado, C.G., Starting With Foucault: An Introduction to Genealogy,
Boulder: Westview Press, 1995, p.1.



My reading of Foucault”s work throws into relief the consistency with which it
was preoccupied with the nature and effects of humanism and its accompanying figure of
thought, “Man,” which, in its various forms, has dominated Western thought and
practice since the seventeenth century. Inspired by the work of anti-humanists like
Nietzsche and Heidegger, inzer- alia, Foucault devoted most of his intellectual career to
analyzing the conditions of possibility and emergence for, calculating and dramatizing
the costs of, and experimentings with going beyond, our modern humanistic form of
cultural experience and practice. While Foucault’'s work underwent several major
substantive and methodological changes, it never departed from offering a radical
critique of humanism, understood in a number of senses elaborated below. Thus, the
sense, logic, or unity I discern iin Foucault's work is supplied not so much by its
conceptual clarity or methodological consistency, although his work can be defended on
these grounds as well as we shall see4, as by the object of criticism - ie. humanism -
around which it orbits and fromn which it takes its measure. This reading blunts criticisms
that Foucault's work is ultimately unintelligible and incoherent. Such criticisms fail or
refuse to recognize that the very unflinching nature of Foucault's anti-humanism lends to
his work a self-consistent unity” and coherence in its own right. Furthermore, I argue that
while his ethical-political critiqque of the costs of various relations and practices of power
in modern society eschews much of the conventional humanist discourse of repression

and emancipation, and rejects the figure of Man as the privileged criterion on the basis of

4 See, for example, works by: Bernawer, James, Michel Foucault's Force of Flight: Toward an Ethics for
Thought, Atlantic Highlands: The Huumanities Press, 1990; Dreyfus, Hubert and James Rabinow, Michel

Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and IHermeneutics, Second Edition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1983; Gutting, Gary, Michel Foucaullt’s Archaeology of Scientific Reason, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989; and Mahon, Michael, Foucault’s Nietzschean Genealogy: Truth, Power and the
Subject, Albany: SUNY Press, 1992.



which political critique is launched, his anti-humanist ethical-political critique of
modernity by no means represents an invitation to nihilism, relativism, or inhumanity.
The humanism against and beyond which Foucault attempts constantly to work
takes a number of forms, which we shall éxamine in the following chapter. I identify
these as: the classical, epistemologically naive humanism associated with the more
extravagant claims of the scientific Enlightenment on behalf of the autonomous subject
of reason; the juridical form of humanism embodied in celebrations of the achievements
of the political Enlightenment in terms of legal restraints on the exercise of state power in
relation to individuals as bearers of inviolable legal rights and freedoms, and of the
expanding possibilities for individual autonomy and expressive possibility conferred by
them; and, finally, a more reflexive, at times romantic, and crizical form of humanism
embodied in the nineteenth-century tradition of philosophical anthropology and its
twentieth-century descendents in Hegelian-Marxism, phenomenology, and
existentialism, in which the two previous forms of humanism are subject to historically
sensitive and dialectically nuanced forms of immanent criticism. What all these forms of
humanistic thought share is an abiding confidence in human beings as subjects of their
own thought and agents of their actions and practices. Whether this takes the form of
classical humanism'’s faith in Man as the ultimate arbiter of truth and designator of
meaning in the universe, juridical humanism’s confidence that the current framework of
liberal legality and morality provides the necessary and universal conditions of human
freedom, or critical humanism's faith that by discovering and analysing all the forms of
determination and alienation bearing down upon Man that humanity might yet achieve a
genuine state of emancipation, all these forms of humanistic thought and practice have at

their centre, as both critical criterion and object of interest, the figure of Man. What



provides Foucault's anti-humanist work with its unity and consistency is its unwavering
preoccupation with and commitment to illuminating the constraints and costs of this
anthropological obsession, and his effort to point the way beyond it. In place of the
humanist effort both to discover and restore humanity to its essential identity, Foucault
proposes a “critical ontology of ourselves” devoted to revealing how it is we have
become what we are and what has been sacrificed in the process, as well as to exploring
the desirability and possibility of going beyond what we are in the present.

According to my reading, Foucault’s work represents a constant attempt to think
both against and beyond these forms of humanism. Foucault was clearly preoccupied by
the different forms in which humanism manifested itself in Western science, thought,
and practice. His writings reflect a particular preoccupation with both the theoretical
deficits as well as practical and ethico-political costs of humanism and our unexamined
adherence to its cognitive and normative categories. At the level of thought and
discourse, he argues in works like The Birth of the Clinic and The Order of Things that
humanistic analyses of knowledge operate on the basis of flawed and unwarranted
assumptions regarding the autonomy of the subject and the fidelity of knowledge and
discourse to the reality putatively captured within them. In terms of his critique of the
theoretical deficits of humanist epistemology Foucault's was a provocative voice whose
addition to contemporary thought enlivened debate and spurred new work. His various
attempts, both archaeological and genealogical, to reveal the epistemic and strategic
grounds which precede and condition what it is possible for a given culture to think and
to say only confirms, as Charles Taylor admits, a view of the simultaneously enabling

and constraining nature of knowledge and discourse which has become the “generally



accepted thesis” among all but a few “hard-nosed reductivist” hold-outs’. One of
Foucault’s most important contributions was his keen sense of the costs, exclusions, and
.impositions on the basis of which the self-assurance of our current hegemonic forms of
knowledge have been achieved. Whatever the methodological problems with the
peculiarities of archaeology and genealogy, I maintain that Foucault’s contribution to the
critical understanding and analysis of modem knowledge has been a fruitful one in so far
as it has provided a perspective from which to examine some of the deep-seated habits of
thought and practice by which we are currently constrained, thereby initiating reflection
on the possibility and desirability of altering them.
Meanwhile, works with a more practical focus such as Discipline and Punish and
The History of Sexuality throw into relief how humanistic discourse and practice exact
certain social costs by prescribing certain forms of conduct, experience, and life, while
proscribing and suppressing others. Such practices not only impose unwarranted and
gratuitous suffering upon those subject to them, but give the lie to the normative and
emancipatory pretensions of humanistic discourses and practices on behalf of freedom
and individuality. Empirically speaking, Foucault's work pushed into and inspired a
growing area of research into previously overlooked and undetected fields of study on the
relationship between power, knowledge production, and the governance of modern
societies. As even Foucault's critics have conceded, his work offers intriguing and
significant new insight into the productive, corporeal, and quotidian nature of power not
addressed in more traditional juridical and repressive models of power. While we clearly

do not live in a giant panoptic machine, Foucault's pioneering notions of “biopolitics,”

5 Taylor, Charles, “Connolly, Foucault, and Truth,” Political Theory, Vol.13, No.3, August 1985, pp.378,
385.



“normalization,” and “governmentality,” which emphasize the extent to which modern
forms of knowledge production designed to reveal the truth of Man are implicated in
strategies of power and social control, remind us of the dangers of taking the

emancipatory pretensions of humanistic knowledge and practice at face value.

My reading of Foucault needs to be situated in relation to a number of major
interpretive tendencies in the secondary literature. Critical interpretations tend to fall into
two distinct, at times overlapping, categories: the cognitive and the evaluative. The
former focus on the theoretical, conceptual, and methodological shortcomings of
Foucault's work, with a strong emphasis placed on the self-referential, paradoxical, and
putatively self-defeating nature of his critical methodology. Figures such as Taylor,
Fraser, and Habermas characterize Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical critiques
of modern knowledge and practice as, respectively, “nonsensical,” “ambiguous” and
“confused,” or guilty of “performative contradiction” and, therefore, “unintelligible”®.
According to this interpretation, archaeological and genealogical claims regarding the
nature of knowledge are undermined by their own self-referential logic, according to
which all knowledge is reduced to an epiphenomenon of unconscious epistemic grids of
cultural perception and strategic bids for power. Without doubt, some aspects of

Foucault's methodologies for the analysis and critique of culture posed some serious

6 The most representative and influential proponents of this particular interpretation have been Nancy
Fraser, Charles Taylor, and Jurgen Habermas. See: Fraser, Nancy, “Foucault on Modern Power: Empirical
Insights and Normative Confusions,” in Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse and Gender in Contemporary
Social Theory, pp.17-33; Taylor, Charles, “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” in Philosophy and the Human
Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2, pp.152-184; and Habermas, Jurgen, “The Entwinement of Myth and
Enlightenment: Re-Reading Dialectic of Enlightenment,” pp.13-30 and “Some Questions Concerning the

Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures,
pp-266-293.




difficulties. In my view, however, such interpretations misconstrue the nature of
Foucault's anti-humanist form of critique as one launched on behalf of some deeper
archaeological and genealogical truth or some normatively privileged but hidden other of
modern Man whose authentic being is falsified by modern knowledge and repressed by
modern forms of social and political practice. According to Foucault’s detractors,
criticistn makes sense only when launched on behalf of some conception of a context-
independent truth or criterion of normative justification. By eschewing both, they claim,
Foucault’s anti-humanism is nonsensical. However, if, as Foucault proposes, we see such
foundations of criticism as the definitive features of Aumanist criticism, rather than as
exhaustive of all possible forms of critique, then it becomes possible to see that Foucault
was operating on the basis of a different conception of criticism, as well as why he had
to avoid these conventions of humanist critique in order to remain consistent with his
own anti-humanist form of critique. Moreover, a certain unity and coherence to
Foucault’s work is supplied by its more or less continuous, if at times elliptical, orbit
around the problem of Man and humanism. The following chapters lay out in detail the
extent to which humanism was an object of continuous, if not always direct, concern for
Foucault. When not engaged directly in analyses designed to displace, dissolve, or
debunk the Man of classical scientific, juridical, or critical humanism, his work explored
various experiences and practices, such as avant garde literature and S/M sex, through
which the dominant humanistic mode of criticism, categories of thought, and codes of
practice might be refused, resisted, or left behind. None of this is to deny the
heterogeneous nature of his oeuvre, or the existence of substantive ruptures and

methodological blind alleys within it. A good deal of this heterogeneity can be accounted

10



for, however, if we see it as reflective of the multiple axes along which he worked on this
problem of Man.

Reading a certain consistency and coherence into Foucault’s work places my
interpretation in the company of those offered more recently by William Connolly, James
Bernauer, Michael Mahon, and Gary Gutting, among others. In the readings offered by
these writers, Foucault is presented as having worked through a series of developmental
or evolutionary stages in his thinking, each of which grew out his previous work and
made sense as a logical progression within it. On this view, the heterogeneity of
Foucault’'s work reflects an honest and candid attempt to follow new paths opened up by
the questions and problems which presented themselves to him as a result of his previous
work. Connolly, for example, argues that most of the seemingly heterogeneous
substantive interests and methodological prescriptions in Foucault's work are informed
by the basic ontological conviction that all discursive totalities and social practices
constitute impositions and, in some cases, instances of violence in relation to material
not suited to receive them?’. Bernauer contends that Foucault's work reflects his
evolutionary journey as a thinker who worked on himself and his own ideas, moving
from what Bernauer calls his “cathartic thinking” of his early years to the “ecstatic
thinking” of his final ones, with a view to fashioning a whole new “ethics for thought”8.
Mahon presents Foucault's work as a thoroughly Nietzschean genealogical project, one

oriented along three different but interrelated axes - truth, power, and the subject - each

7 See: Connolly, William, “Beyond Good and Evil: The Ethical Sensibility of Michel Foucauit,” Political
Theory, Vol.21, No.3, August, 1993, pp.365-389; and Connolly, William, The Ethos of Pluralization,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996, pp.1-40.

8 Bernauer, Michel Foucault's Force of Flight: Toward an Ethics for Thought, pp.1-23.
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of which was dominant at a particular stage in his career®. Finally, Gary Gutting ténds to
privilege archaeology over genealogy, pace Mahon, but his reading of Foucault’s work
presents it as a unified corpus supported by an unswerving commitment to an
archaeology of knowledge inspired by figures like Canguithem and Bachelard!®. On
these readings, Foucault’s work can be sesn as self-consistent and coherent, as opposed
to “confused,” contradictory, or self-refutingly sceptical. Connolly refers much of
Foucault's work back to a fundamental onto-political conviction from which all else
follows, heeding a certain onto-political logic. For Bernauer, Foucault’s thinking and
writing heeds the imperative of certain ethical demands placed on himself and his own
thinking while, for Mahon, it is a matter, for Foucault, of following the logic of
genealogy as far as it will go along the axes of truth, power, and subjectivity. Gutting,
finally, stresses the oft-ignored methodological bracketing of truth and validity claims in
Foucault's archaeologies and genealogies, as well as the fact that Foucault did not deny
certain scientific validity claims, in order to rescue them from the argument that they are
self-defeating. Furthermore, according to Gutting, the alleged discontinuity between
archaeology and genealogy has been vastly overstated, and Foucault's turn to genealogy
is understood as a non-discursive supplement to his otherwise archaeological
understanding of knowledge.

My interpretation of Foucault's work as locked in elliptical orbit around the
problem of Man can be loosely grouped in among these latter interpretations. Reading
Foucault through the lens of his animosity toward humanism, however, sheds a different

light on the nature of the unity and coherence that Foucault’s work constitutes. Without

9 Mahon, Foucault's Nietzschean Genealogy: Truth, Power and the Subject.
10 Gutting, Michel Foucault's Archaeology of Scientific Reason, pp.261-272.
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denying that it exhibits a notable 'substantive and methodological heterogeneity, or that
his work underwent a certain evolution as a result of revision and self-correction, my
reading tends to emphasize its sameness in terms of its preoccupation with the problem
of humanism. My reading inscribes or fixes as its focal point the problem of Man, at
which multiple substantive and methodological axes intersect. I argue that most of the -
main elements of Foucault's anti-humanism were present in his work from the start, and
that much of its apparent heterogeneity can be attributed to the different axes along
which he worked - metatheoretical, methodological, ethical-political - each receiving
varying degrees of emphasis at any given time. While my reading of Foucault does not
deny some of the serious and vexing difficulties associated with archaeological and
genealogical methodology, it does bring to the surface those elements of consistency and
unity neglected in more narrowly cognitive and methodological critiques!!.

A second important and influential tendency within the critical interpretation of
Foucault’s anti-humanism concerns its ethico-political or normative implications. Judged
by numerous critics in terms of its normative underpinnings and effects, Foucault’s work
has been described as confused, nihilistic, irresponsible, conservative, and politically
dangerous. The list of commentators who associate some degree of danger with the
putative ethical-political implications and effects of Foucault's work is long indeed. J.G
Merquior set the tone for much of this criticism when he accused Foucault of espousing

a politically poisonous irrationalism and nihilism!2. Many influential commentators have

11 There are, of course, certain interpretive presumptions and dangers entailed in this effort to read a
certain unity and consistency onto Foucault's work, not the least of which is his own hostility to critics who
demanded of him a singular, self-consistent authorial voice. I discuss some of these difficulties with
respect to my own interpretation in the conclusion of the dissertation.

12 Merquior, J. G., Foucault, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985, pp. 141-160.
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reproduced this basic position in more sophisticated and less polemical fashion. One line
of criticism holds that Foucault’s normative critique of modernity is based on an
inaccurate image of the nature of modern power and an underestimation of the gains
made in terms of individual autonomy and expressive possibility as a direct result of 4
societal modernization. Habermas, for example, worries about the dangers of “filtering
out” or “suppressing” the progressive and redeeming aspects of political modernity, of
which he finds Foucault guilty in works like Discipline and Punish, in which discipline
and panopticism are generalized as “characteristic for the structure of societal
modernization as a whole”13. Moreover, Habermas wonders about the intelligibility of an
ethico-political critique of modernity like Foucault's which appears to eschew all
reference to normative standards of justification of its own. Ultimately, Habermas
attributes Foucault's critique of modernity to an “aesthetic modernist” gesture of total
rejection. According to this view, Foucault’s critique is not only empirically invalid and
methodologically incoherent but politically dangerous as well4. Charles Taylor, too,
worries about the implications of Foucault's Nietzsche-inspired radical scepticism, and
reprises Habermas’ argument that an ethico-political critique of humanist modernity
without reference to standards of truth and freedom is nonsensical!s.

Another line of critical interpretation focuses on Foucault's critique of the modern
subject as a product of disciplinary power. Nancy Fraser, for example, finds that
Foucault’s work is not only normatively confused, but politically dangerous in so far as

its putative utter rejection of political modernity, along with its reduction of the subject

13 Habermas, “Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” pp.273, 276, 288-293.
14 Tbid., pp.282-286.
15 Taylor, “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” pp.167-177.
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to an epiphenomenon of power, leaves a genuine political critique of our contemporary
modemnity both motiveless and subjectless, thus inducing a dangerous political paralysis
and passivity!¢. Similarly, in the name of a “nonmetaphysical humanism” and a revived
commitment to the concept of universal hhuman rights, Ferry and Renaut denounce the
“aporias and disastrous effects” of Foucault’s anti-humanism, with its dangerous
“liquidation” of the subject and nihilist scepticism with regard to the human sciences!”.

Neo-Marxists and other critical theeorists, including Terry Eagleton, Peter Dews,
Steven Best, and Douglas Kellner, have also expressed deep reservations about the
putatively enervating effects of Foucault's analysis of the subject and critique of political
programmes of emancipation for future broad-based and progressive social change!.
Many feminist theorists have embraced his work in part, but remain wary of its “risks”
for feminist political practice, including ixts putative androcentrism and elitism!®.
Meanwhile, Habermas, Wolin, and Drury- argue that a certain celebration of madness,
violence, criminality, and unrestrained sexual gratification, as well as a certain
“cryptonormative” privileging of “the other of reason,” can be discerned in Foucault's
work, and that this “plebian” trope supplises the unacknowledged normative

underpinnings of Foucault’s entire critiqu.e of reason and modernity, with disturbing

16 Fraser, Nancy, Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse and Gender in Contemporary Social Theory, pp.17-
66.

17 Ferry, Luc, and Alain Renaut, French Philosophy of the Sixties: An Essay on Antihumanism, trans.
Mary Cattani, Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, pp.xvii-xxix, 69-121, 208-229.

I8 See: Best and Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Crritical Interrogations, pp.68-73; Dews, Logics of
Disintegration: Post-Structuralist Thought and the Claims of Critical Theoty, pp.161-199; and Eagleton,
Terry, The Ideology of the Aesthetic, London: Basil Blackwell, 1990, pp.384-395.

19 These criticisms have been summarized in: Sa-wicki, Jana, Disciplining Foucault: Feminism, Power, and
the Body, New York: Routledge, 1991, pp.95-109.
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implications for human solidarity and mutuality?°. Allan Megill, Richard Wolin and
Martin Jay have warned that Foucault's putative aestheticization of the world and the
self, typified by his interest in an “aesthetics of existence,” harbours the potential to
philosophically underwrite acts of violence and cruelty in the name of aesthetic self-
perfection?!. Finally, on a practical level, many have criticized Foucault for his
“irresponsibility” in regards to a range of political and social issues - ranging from his
calls for the abolition of rape as a sex crime, and his initial enthusiasm for the Iranian
revolution, to his alleged disregard for the safety of others during sexual encounters - on
the suspicion, as well, that such irresponsibility followed directly from his theoretical
anti-humanism?2.

In my reading of Foucault, however, I show how his anti-humanism can be seen
as ethically and politically more fruitful than these criticisms suggest, and as certainly far
less nefarious and sinister. Following Heidegger, among others, I argue that neither a
critique of humanism nor a defense of anti-humanism necessarily entail an endorsement
of the inhumane. To the extent that Foucault encouraged us to face up to the costs

imposed by the stubborn pursuit of knowledge of ourselves, as well as by the practices

20 See: Habermas, “Some Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” p.282-283;
Wolin, “Michel Foucault and the Search for the Other of Reason,” pp.170-193; and Drury, Alexandre
Kojeve: The Roots of Postmodern Politics, pp.132-133.

2l See: Jay, Martin, “The Morals of Genealogy: Or is There a Post-Structuralist Ethics?,” in Jay, Martin,
Force Fields: Between Intellectual History and Cultural Criticism, New York: Routledge, 1993, pp.38-48;
Megill, Allan, Prophets of Extremity: Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida, pp.183-256: Wolin,
“Foucault’s Aesthetic Decisionism,” pp.71-86; and Wolin, “Michel Foucault and the Search for the Other
of Reason,” in The Terms of Cultural Criticism: The Frankfurt School, Existentialism, Poststructuralism,
p-192.

22 guch criticism was most recently, and notoriously, levelled at Foucault by James Miller, who alleges
that Foucault knowingly and recklessly exposed his sexual partners to the HIV virus in the last few years
of his life, a practice which derived a certain theoretical support from his putative fascination with “limit-
experiences” and images of sex and death in the works of Bataille, Roussel, and others. See: Miller, James,
The Passion of Michel Foucauit, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1993, pp.13-36.
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and strategic interests attached to it, and to set aside the question of Man in favour of
experimentation with ways in which to think, act, and become ozher than Man, I argue
that he was attempting to clear a space in which we might become, to paraphrase
Lyotard, “inhuman” in ways not at all inhumane?3. In this sense, Foucault’s work might
be seen as belonging among those “merciless doctrines” of figures like Nietzsche and
Sade which, according to Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, by proclaiming “the
identity of domination and reason, [...] are more merciful than the moralistic lackeys of
the bourgeoisie. 24

Contrary to many of his critics, I argue that Foucault's anti-humanism neither
endorses a wholesale rejection of modernity nor extinguishes subjective agency, in spite
of the excessive hyperbole of some of his formulations. Foucault’s ethico-political anti-
humanism does not constitute a wholesale rejection of modernity. Without careful
reading, however, it is easy to be misled. Foucault himself conceded that his portrayals of
disciplinary and biopolitical modernity were given to a certain overemphasis on the
domination of the subject by various scientific, administrative, and strategic practices,
and to a definite rhetorical excess?5. Furthermore, in remarks that have received
considerably less attention than those he made about discipline and biopower, Foucault

regularly conceded that modernity had succeeded in making certain “gains” in terms of

23 Lyotard, Jean-Francois, The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel
Bowlby, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991, pp.17-7.

24 Horkheimer, Max, and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, New York: Continuum, 1987,
p.119.

25 See his comments in, for example: Foucault, Michel, “Technologies of the Self,” in Martin, Luther, et
al, eds., Technologies of the Self: A Seminar With Michel Foucault, Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 1988, p.19; and Foucault, Michel, “The End of the Monarchy of Sex,” interview in Foucault,
Michel, Foucault Live: Interviews 1966-1984, trans. John Johnston, Sylvere Lotringer, ed., New York:
Semiotext(e), 1989, p.149.
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freedom. Nonetheless, this should not lead us to trivialize or downplay the importance or
effects of the mechanisms of power which he identifies, in the way that some critics do.
Foucault's critique of modern power has drawn our attention to a certain kind of
governance which other social theorists and critical social scientists, such as Jacques
Donzelot and Francois Ewald, also began documenting a generation ago. The work of
Donzelot, Ewald, and Foucault has given birth to a burgeoning body of empirical
research in the field of “governmentality”2¢. While no one seriously suggests that we live
in a perfectly panoptic machine, mechanisms for the normalization of individuals and
forms of life in modern society appear to be more prevalent than Foucault’s critics are
prepared to admit.

Criticism that Foucault's analysis of modern power and subjectivity liquidates
subjective agency and renders resistance to power motiveless and impossible are based
on a misconstrual of the nature of his anti-subjectivism. Foucault’s anti-humanist anti-
subjectivism, we shall see, is aimed primarily at the humanist subject of philosophy, and
not agency per se. Surely this is the same subject that has been the object of Habermas’
own critique of the “philosophy of consciousness” and Ferry and Renaut's refusal of
"naive traditional humanism“?’. By admitting that his works on the genealogy of modem
power tended to stress the forces of domination and constraint lined up against the

subject, Foucault in effect concedes to charges that his characterizations of modernity

26 See, for example: Burchell, Graham, et al, eds., The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991.

27 See, in particular, Habermas's essays, “Modernity’s Consciousness of Time and Its Need for Self-
Reassurance,” “Hegel's Concept of Modernity,” “Three Perpsectives: Left Hegelians, Right Hegelians, and
Nietzsche,” and “An Alternative Way Out of the Philosophy of the Subject: Communicative versus
Subject-Centred Reason,” in Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures,
pp.1-74, 294-326. See Ferry and Renaut, French Philosophy of the Sixties: An Essay on Antihumanism,

pp.-Xi-xxix.
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tended to “filter out” certain promising tendencies and paths where the subject was
concerned. We shall also see, however, that careful reading of this same work, as well as
his late turn to the question of modes of subjectivization and the ancient Greek “care of
the self” represented candid efforts at self-correction and redress where the subject is
concerned. In insisting that Foucault liquidates the subject and subjective agency
altogether, his critics engage in a certain rhetorical excess and substantive “filtering out”
of their own, in relation to Foucault’s writings and interviews28, Secondly, once it has
been granted that Foucault did take the subject seriously, especially in his late writings
on Greco-Roman practices of the self and the “aesthetics of existence,” it is necessary to
defend these ethical ruminations against charges by Wolin, for example, that they
authorize self-aggrandizing, instrumental, and potentially viclent behaviour in relation to
others. It can be shown that these practices, both intellectual as well as ethical-political,
need not necessarily lead to the sinister consequences that have been suggested by
Foucault's critics.

Finally, as to the cognitive status of Foucault’s anti-humanist ethical-political
critique of modernity, Habermas and Taylor claim, as we know, that it is unintelligible
and meaningless in the absence of explicit standards of normative justification. As we
shall see, however, Foucault's work is susceptible to a number of interpretations which
blunt the force of this critique. Firstly, as I have already argued above, Foucault's work
can be read as offering a form of critique which challenges Habermas’ and Taylor's

assumption that critique must be carried out on behalf of some “promise” and that

28 1 am indebted to Alan Schrift for this critical turning of the table on Habermas, Ferry, and Renaut. See:

Schrift, Alan, Nietzsche’s French Legacy: A Genealogy of Poststructuralism, New York, Routledge, 1995,
pp-39-58, 111-120.
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standards are built into the very grammar of critique. The alleged incoherence of
Foucaultian critique is produced by translating it into the very kind of Aumanist critique
it seeks to replace. Foucault endorses the permanent work of detachment and self-escape
undertaken through a “critical ontology of ourselves” over the humanist effort to identify,
transcendentalize, and universalize what we are. If conventional humanist criticism
functions on the basis of strong truth claims and standards of normative justification
then, in so far as Foucault seeks to articulate an anti-humanist approach to critique, his
own approach is logically driven to forego reference to them.

One possible form of meta-ethical but non-normative justification for Foucaultian
critique has been offered by William Connolly, whose interpretation of Foucault's work
will be examined in Chapter Six. Drawing on Connolly’s interpretation of Foucault, I
argue that the latter’s ethico-political critique of humanism rests not so much on any
explicit normative framework as it does on a certain ontological conviction with political
implications?®. According to Connolly, Foucault treats every form of knowledge and
practice as a kind of imposition or violence on an ineffably complex protean reality, that
is, as emanating from an urge to “impose form over that which was not designed to
receive it.”3¢ Such an anti-foundationalist ontalogy, as Connolly dubs it, brings with it
ethical and political implications which cannot be enclosed within a humanist
framework. Given such a conviction, Foucault was loath to provide any explicit, positive
normative standards for us. Rather, his stance is best understood as a metaethical one in

which radical genealogical critique provides a kind of insurance policy against the

22 Connolly, “Beyond Good and Evil: The Ethical Sensibility of Michel Foucault,” pp.374-384; and
Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization, pp.19-40.

30 Connolly, William, "Taylor, Foucault, and Otherness,” Political Theory, Vol. 13, No. 3, August 1985,
p-366.
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ossification of discursive totalities and relations of power which inevitably come with
every system of thought and practice. According to Foucault,.the best insurance against
the danger that a given-system of thought and practice will freeze into one-way
domination is supplied by maintaining an anti-foundationalist, anti-essentialist, and anti-
universalist scepticism in relation to all systems of thought and practice, which is not to
say that we can or must utterly reject, abandon, or condemn everything that we currently
think, say, and do. Thus, I defend the ethical and political significance of Foucault’s
“critical ontology of ourselves,” as opposed to seeing it as a retreat from or absence of
ethics and politics.

Having said that, Foucault’s prematurely arrested corpus furnishes us with few
instructions as to how to respond to the question, “What do we owe to others,” once the
normative framework of humanism has been jettisoned. Yet, it is far from clear that his
critics have pegged it right when they accuse him of underwriting nihilism, relativism, or
callous aestheticism. I argue that Foucault's post-humanist critical ontology entails a
certain ethical orientation toward identities, practices, and ourselves - which he dubbed
“an aesthetics of existence” or the “care of the self” - which not only does not constitute
an endorsement of the inhumane but may well engender relations of care and curiosity in
relation to others. As such, my defense of Foucaultian ethics and politics joins that of a
number of others. Within the domains of ethics and political theory, Foucault’s work
remains important, indeed vital in some cases, to ongoing work and discussion on the
notion of agonistic and radical pluralist democracy, of which the works of Connolly,

Emesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, and Iris Marion Young are exemplary3!. Furthermore,

31 See: Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization; Laclau, Ernesto, and Mouffe, Chantal, Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, trans. Winston Moore and Paul Cammack,
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one can certainly point to the many strategic applications of Foucault's work, informed
by obvious emancipatory and progressive intentions. For example, Foucault's influence
upon and utility to feminist theorizing remains unquestioned, if not undisputed?2.
Meanwhile, one would be hard pressed to identify very many thinkers who have been
more influential upon the burgeoning fields of gender studies and Queer theory. To the
work of Judith Butler, Leo Bersani, Gayle Rubin, and David Halperin, among others,
Foucault’s work remains foundational?3. Similarly, the contribution of his work toward
the emergence of post-colonial theory and literary analysis should not be
underestimated34. Finally, in more empirical work on topics ranging from criminal
justice, unemployment, and high technology, to international relations, gerontology,

genetics, and biotechnology, the presence of Foucault continues to be felt35. None of this

London: Verso, 1985; and Young, Iris Marion, “Impartiality and the Civic Republic,” in Benhabib, Seyla,
and Cornell, Drucilla, Feminism as Critique: On the Politics of Gender, Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1987, pp.57-76.

32 See, for example: Diamond, Irene, and Lee Quinby, Feminism and Foucault: Reflections on Resistance
Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988; and Sawickd, Disciplining Foucauit.

33 Examples of such work include: Butler, Judith, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity, New York: Routledge, 1990; Bersani, Leo, “Is the Rectum a Grave,” October, No. 43, Winter
1987, pp.197-222; Sedgewick, Eve, Tendencies, Durham: Duke University Press, 1995; Rubin, Gayle,
“The Valley of the Kings: Leathermen in San Francisco, 1960-1990,” Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan,
1994; and Halperin, David, Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995.

34 See: Said, Edward, Orientalism, New York: Random House, 1979; and Stoler, Ann Laura, Race and the
Education of Desire: Foucault's History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things, Durham: Duke
University Press, 1995. :

35 For a recent example of Foucauldian scholarship on criminal justice and penal practice see: Snider,
Laureen, “Understanding the Second Great Confinement,” Queen's Quarterly, Vol. 105, No. 1, Spring
1998, pp.29-46; and Connolly, William, “The Desire to Punish,” in The Ethos of Pluralization, pp.41-74.
William Walters has used Foucault’s concept of “governmentality” to analyse state unemployment policies
in Great Britain: Walters, William, “The discovery of ‘unemployment’: new forms for the government of
poverty,” Economy and Society, Vol. 23, Number 3, August 1994, pp.265-289. David Lyon incorporates
insights from Foucault in his book on modern practices and techniques of surveillance, The Electronic
Eye: The Rise of Surveillance Society, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1994, Stephen Gill
incorporates Foucauldian insights into the analysis of the contemporary international financial system in
his “The Global Panopticon? The Neoliberal State, Economic Life, and Democratic Surveillance,”
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is to deny, of course, the intensity of the controversies which continue to rage as to the

fruitfulness or destructiveness of his lingering influence.

Chapter 1 provides a discussion of the meaning and place of the term humanism
in modern thought in general, and in Foucault’s work in particular, as well as an
overview of the various ways in which his anti-humanism manifested itself consistently
throughout the course of his career. Humanism is defined in relation to the history of
Western thought as well as situated within a specific Continental and post-war French
context. Each of the major substantive and methodological changes in Foucault's work, it
will be shown, can be explained in terms of formulating an appropriate response to a
specific form or manifestation of humanism.

Chapters 2 and 3 are devoted to a discussion of Foucault's metatheoretical
critique of humanism. His critique of the essentialist myth of Man as a stable object of
scientific knowledge captured in the human sciences such as psychiatry, medicine, and
sociology is presented in Chapter 2, with specific reference to the ways in which his
work succeeds in historicizing such scientific unities as “mental illness,” “life,”
“criminality,” “sexuality,” or the “normal” and the “abnormal” in general. Foucault's
work dramatizes the degree of discontinuity and change which has characterized

substantive developments in the knowledge of humanity, and relates the substance of

Alternatives, vol.20, no.1, 1995, pp.1-49. Stephen Katz uses Foucault to analyze and critique the
formation and practices of the contemporary discipline of gerontology in his book, Disciplining Oid Age:
The Formation of Gerontological Knowledge, Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1996. Evelyn
Fox Keller, Ian Hacking, Donna Haraway, and James Rabinow have all used his work in their own writings
on science, genetics, and biotechnology. See, for example: Fox-Keller, Evelyn, Reflections on Gender and
Science, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995; Hacking, [an, The Taming of Chance, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989; Haraway, Donna, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs,” Socialist Review, 15,
no. 2, March-April, 198S; and Rabinow, James, Essays on the Anthropology of Reason, Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1996.
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humanistic knowledge to a host of material, moral, cultural, and epistemic
determinations which, when excavated and proliferated, have the effect of dispersing the
- very unity of the objects of humanist knowledge. Chapter 3 is devoted to Foucault's
critique of Man as the rational, autonomous, and self-transparent subject of knowledge.
Here, the main targets of his work are the humanistic subject of philosophy and science,
and the traditional history of ideas in which developments in knowledge are portrayed as
progressive advances in the demystification of the world at the hands of the patient,
disinterested, and rational gaze of the scientific subject which makes discoveries and
unveils the truth of things hidden by superstition, power, and error. Here, Foucault
attributes such discoveries in the human sciences as “mental illness,” “delinquency,” and
“sexuality” to the conditioning effects of epochal epistemic limits and the influence of
powerful strategic interests and forces, thereby displacing the putatively autonomous,
disinterested, and rational scientific subject from the analysis of knowledge and its
history. The chapter concludes with a discussion of Foucault’s anti-humanist
methodology for the analysis and critique of knowledge, and reflects on its relative
strengths and weaknesses.

Chapters 4 and 5 take up the ethical-political dimensions of Foucault’s anti-
humanism. Chapter 4 is devoted to Foucault’s debunking of the humanistic “myth of
humanization,” according to which the sciences of Man have been portrayed as
responsible for humanizing perceptions and treatments of the insane, the diseased, the
criminal, and the sexually non-conforming. The target of criticism here is the humanistic
myth of the disinterestedness of the subject of scientific knowledge and its heroic

portrayal as having pursued knowledge in spite of the protestations of power. In terms of
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humanism, Foucault reveals the inhumanity to which the scientific and practical
humanism embodied in the human sciences are prone.

Chapter 5 takes up the question of the nature and operation of modern powwer in
relation to both the liberal juridical and Marxist humanist portrayals of modernity - In
relation to the former, the clear object of criticism is the juridical myth of the polistical
Enlightenment as having led to the discovery and emancipation of the individual
endowed with unimpeachable rights and freedoms. This “myth of emancipation” s
belied by the pervasive presence of myriad techniques, mechanisms, and institutions of
surveillance, discipline, police, and biopower which constrain and shape individuzals at
the microscopic level of their bodies and daily conduct. Foucault's critique of juriedical
humanism also attempts to reveal the ignoble origins of cherished normative categiories,
such as the individual, personhood, interiority, and autonomy, in the techniques,
practices, and interests of the modemn biopolitical state. According to Foucault, jumridical
humanism’s failure to acknowledge the workings of power through such mechanisms “on
the underside of the law” renders its account of political modernity empirically inwalid
and analytically deficient. Meanwhile, Marxist humanism suffers from similar emepirical
blindspots and analytical deficits insofar as its analysis and critique of the structusres of
power in modern capitalist societies focuses almost exclusively on economic relations
and the structures of power in the State. The chapter concludes with a discussion oof
Foucault's critique of the Freudian-Marxist “repressive hypothesis” and an assessrment of
numerous standard criticisms of Foucault's ethical and political critique of moderra
society.

Chapter 6 deals with both the general question of the meaning and functiom of

critique in Foucault’s work, and with what form theoretical, political, and ethical critique
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might take once the tropes and touchstones of humanist criticism have been discarded.
According to Foucault, whereas humanist criticism always entailed the search for truth,
the analysis of repression, and the restoration of Man to some more authentic state or
condition, a post-humanist form of critique would eschew such truth claims and
standards of normative justification in favour of what Foucault calls a “critical ontology
of ourselves”. This approach to critique is not devoted to revealing some hidden truth of
humankind or accumulating knowledge but, rather, to carrying out a ceaseless and
restless “permanent critique of ourselves” in order to reveal to us the limits imposed upon
us by our current ways of thinking, saying, and doing things, as well as the possibilities
for going beyond them. Viewed from this standpoint, I will argue, his approach to
critique is not inconsistent or self-contradictory. Secondly, as we shall see, the critical
ontology of ourselves implies a certain form of ethical practice in relation to the self, as
well as theoretical work on the limits imposed by our knowledge of ourselves. Such an
ethics of the self, I argue, not only makes sense within an overall anti-humanist critique
of humanist ethics and morality, but has the potential to neutralize some of the
resentment, hostility, and cruelty often attached to hegemonic identities and to help

foster and cultivate relations of care, concern, and mutuality.
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Chapter One

The Deaths of Man!:
Foucault's Anti-Humanism

“One thing in any case is certain: man is neither the oldest nor the most constant problem
that has been posed for human knowledge. Taking a relatively short chronological sample
within a restricted geographical area - European culture since the sixteenth century - one
can be certain that man is a recent invention within it.”

Michel Foucault, The Order of Things

At first glance, Foucault's above claim that, as a problem for human knowledge,
“man is a recent invention” appears provocative and debatable in the extreme. The
suggestion that the nature or essence of humanity was taken up as an object of thought
only relatively recently is belied by millennial philosophic and scientific concern since

Antiquity?. The idea that the question “What is man?” has been posed only since the

! The use of the term “Man”, which appears throughout the remainder of the essay, warrants some
explanation. I have capitalized it in order to distinguish my use of the term from its deployment as a
putative generic. I have chosen to retain this otherwise sexist term on technical grounds, as it is centralto a
number of philosophical traditions at issue in this essay. Since the late-eighteenth century, Man has been a
central object of philosophical reflection, at least in the Continental context. Beginning with Kant, and
proceeding through such figures as Hegel, Feuerbach, Marx, Lukacs, and Sartre, “man”, the subject, and
human history, have been at the centre of philosophy. Furthermore, in the structuralist and post-
structuralist critiques and polemics of this tradition, the term Man has been retained as a central object of
criticism and displacement; witness Levi-Strauss'’s influential call for the dissolution of Man, or Derrida's
interrogation of the “Ends of Man". The plural reference to the deaths of Man indicates that this figure is
actually an amalgam of different forms of humanism and different formulations of the problem of Man,
which are discussed below in this chapter.

2 Herbert Schnadelbach, for example, provides numerous examples of anthropocentric concern, dating
from the time of Protagoras, which predate the epistemic “Age of Man"” in which, according to Foucault,
the question of “Man” first emerged. See: Schnadelbach, Herbert, “The Face in the Sand: Foucault and the
Anthropological Slumber,” in Honneth, Axel, et al, eds., Philosophical Interventions in the Unfinished
Project of Enlightenment, trans. William Rehg, Cambridge Mass: MIT Press, 1992, pp.318-319.



sixteenth century is clearly preposterous. But its very preposterousness compels us to
considet what more specific or limited use Foucault might have been making of the term
at the time of writing. Clearly, his claim is not that to philosophy, science, and the arts
prior to the sixteenth century the question of humanity did not exist. Rather, in wishing
to erase Man from Western thought and culture, what Foucault seeks is the abandonment
of humanist Man as a certain kind of subject and object of knowledge, and the setting
aside of the very question “What is man?” which it takes as the central and most
compelling one for human reflection. The Man whose recent invention he wished to
demonstrate, and whose disappearance he wished to effect, I shall argue, is the Man of
humanism, understood according to several of the senses in which the term had come to
be used, affirmatively and negatively, in France in the 1950s and 60s.

To begin with, Foucault did not employ the term humanism with great regularity,
but he did so in quite precise terms and with different connotations over the course of his
career. It should also be noted that Foucault's use of the term “humanism” is inseparable
from his understanding of and use of "anthropology”, and related terms such as “the
Enlightenment” and “modernity”. These terms ought not be conflated, however, since,
along with the meaning of humanism, the sense in which Foucault uses the other terms

varies as well®. Broadly speaking, the humanism which is Foucault's focus and main

3 While the modern philosophical Enlightenment is often rather loosely characterized as “humanist”
within a great deal of postmodernist and poststructuralist literature, Foucault does not always use these
terms interchangeably. For example, the distinctively anthropological “Age of Man" identified in The
Order of Things has its chronological origins in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
beginning with Kant, whereas the philosophical and scientific Enlightenment proper dates from the works
of Bacon and Descartes in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Later, in the essay “What is
Enlightenment?,” Foucault comes to view particular conceptions of enlightenment and modernity, inspired
by Kant and Baudelaire, respectively, as promisingly counter-humanist. See: Foucault, Michel, “What is
Enlightenment?” in Foucault, Michel, Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth, The Essential Works of Michel
Foucault 1954 - 1984, Volume 1, James Rabinow, ed., New York: The New Press, 1997, pp.309-315.
Hereinafter cited as EST.
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object of criticism is that chronologically modern, anthropocentric, and subject-centred
approach in philosophy and the social sciences which has its origins in the seventeenth
and eighteenth-century Enlightenment, and which has since been transformed into
increasingly reflexive and historically sensitive permutations in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries®.

Within Continental philosophy, the term humanism has been deployed in a
number of relatively technical senses, both affirmatively and pejoratively, to designate a
wide range of thinkers who share a profound confidence in the rational powers of
humanity, that is, in its ability to know and exert control over both the natural world and
its own internal and social nature. Now, this confidence has manifested itself in a
number of basic forms since the Enlightenment. Following the conventions of
Continental usage in general, and the deployment of the term in post-war France in
particular, one can identify three major forms of humanism in modern Western thought
with which Foucault's work takes issue: the epistemologically naive and extravagant
form of classical humanism embodied in the outlook of the scientific Enlightenment; a
juridical form which celebrates the putatively emancipatory achievements of the liberal
political Enlightenment in terms of individual civil and political rights and autonomy on
behalf of abstract, universal Man; and, finally, a critical form of humanism embodied in
the Continental tradition of “philosophical anthropology,” extending from Kant through
Marx to various twentieth-century syntheses of Marxism, psychoanalysis, existentialism,
and phenomenology, which responds to both the classical and liberal juridical forms of

humanism with an epistemologically more reflexive understanding of knowledge and

4 The following discussion of the philosophical and technical use of the term “humanism” is partially
indebted to Kate Soper's Humanism and Anti-Humanism, London: Hutchinson, 1986, pp. 9-95.
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consciousness and an immanent critique of the political ideals of the bourgeois
Enlightenment. Foucault responds to each of these forms of humanism, as well as to

what they have in common-.

i) Classical Humanism

In its epistemologically crudest and most extravagant form, humanism manifests
itself in the classical scientific outlook, endorsed by figures like Bacon and Descartes,
which juxtaposes an external world of objects to an autonomous, subjective human
consciousness. On this view, human consciousness is endowed with the capacity to
generate representations of the external world, in the form of concepts and language,
which are perfectly isomorphic to it. Classical humanism posits the human mind as, in
effect, what Richard Rorty has described as “the mirror of nature”®. Thus, the essence of
humanity comes to be equated with its putative role as the discoverer of the essence of all
things, of the very nature of nature and all the laws of its operation’. From this
perspective, the history of Western thought and science has been portrayed in terms of

progress, disenchantment, and enlightenment, in which reason and knowledge have been

5 There is, admittedly, a certain heuristic quality to the three forms of humanism I have constructed here
as the central objects of analysis and criticism in Foucault's work. Foucault himself identified numerous
other candidates for inclusion under the rubric of humanism, but concluded, given the diversity of
trajectories represented, that humanism itself was “too supple, too diverse, [and] too inconsistent to serve
as an axis of reflection.” Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?,” p.314. In my view, however, the three forms
of humanism I have identified conform to a fairly standard typology of humanism, and Foucault’s work can
easily be shown to be preoccupied with them, if only as forms of thought and practice from which he
sought to escape.

6 Rorty details a whole host of ocular metaphors at the heart of Western thought since Plato, but reserves
the concept of the mind as “mirror” to refer to modern ocularcentrism since Decartes, for whom
philosophy constituted the practice of inspecting, repairing, and polishing the mirror of the mind in which
the worid is represented. See: Rorty, Richard, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1979, pp.3-13, 131-164.

7 1bid., p.357.
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gradually liberated from the constraints of superstition, customary tradition, arbitrary
authority, and vested interest®. This epistemologically naive form of humanism
articulated by figures of the Enlightenment like Condorcet, Gibbon, and Montesquieu,
and propagated in the history of ideas ever since, is the chief antagonist of Foucault's
early archaeological works on the human sciences, which analyse and critique the notion
of the autonomy of scientific consciousness embodied in the sciences of medicine and
psychiatry, and traditional history of science, which portrays the development of

- scientific knowledge in terms of discursive continuity, logical development, and
progressive disenchantment. Foucault analyses the main characteristics of classical

epistemology in The Order of Things, reducing it to the epistemic theme of

“representation,” in which the subject of thought is portrayed as that mirrored surface in
which the world is unproblematically reflected. By assuming its own complete self-
presence, the subject of classical thought offers itself as “representation in its pure
form"®. However, in so far as the subject of classical thought fails to turn that same
mirror upon itself, just as the artist Velazquez fails to represent his own perspective in
the painting, “Las Meninas,” memorably analyzed in the opening pages of Foucault's
book, it remains blind to its own role in the constitution of knowledge. This is the source
of the naivete of classical thought. The kinds of factors impinging upon the subject’s

- autonomy and self-transparency, such as reification or the unconscious, analyzed by later

figures like Marx and Freud, remain “unthought”.

8 W.T. Jones summarizes this optimistic “mood of the Enlightenment” in his, Kant and the 19th Century:
A History of Western Philosophy Vol IV, 2nd Edition, revised, San Diego: Harcourt Brace, Jovanovich,
1975, pp.1-9.

9 Foucault, Michel, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, New York: Vintage,
1973, p.16. Hereinafter cited as OT.
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Negatively speaking, from the perspective of Nietzsche, Heidegger, Horkheimer
and Adorno, as well as Foucault, this naive epistemological humanism conceals the
extravagance and hubris of the “hard atheists,” “the metaphysics of subjectivity,” the
“dialectic of Enlightenment,” or the imperious scientific “gaze,” in which zealous pursuit
of scientific reason and technical domination of nature reflect a substitution of religious
faith in God by worship of the new God - subjective reason - endowed with the ability to
unlock the secrets of the universe as well as the power to control it. Nietzsche laments
the rise of humanism as the triumph of the Socratic, Appollonian, or “theoretic,”
worldview; with its “faith in the explicability of nature and in knowledge as a panacea,”
over the Dionysian, world-disclosing, “tragic” experience embodied in art and poetry!°.
Heidegger diagnosed the essentialist and metaphysical anthropomorphism at the root of
the scientific Enlightenment as symptomatic of humanity’s desire to master the
unbearable indeterminacy of Being. This project of mastery results only in a tragic
“forgetting” of Being and its technological and instrumental “enframing” as no more than
a "standing reserve” for the narrowest instrumental purposes!!. For Horkheimer and
Adorno, Bacon'’s view represents one in which Enlightenment disenchantment of the
world has already begun to slide into a mythologization of the subject of instrumental

rationality and humanity’s technological mastery of nature!2. On this view, humanism

10 Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Birth of Tragedy, trans. Walter Kaufman, New York: Random House, 1967,
p.93-98, 105-121. See also: Nietzsche, Friedrich, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Walter Kaufman, New
York: Random House, 1966, pp.9-32.

Il See the essays: “Letter on Humanism,” and "The Question Concerning Technology,” in Heidegger,
Martin, Basic Writings, ed. David Farrell Krell, New York: Harper and Row, 1977, pp.193-242, and 284-
317, respectively.

12 Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment opens with a discussion of Bacon as the
paradigmatic philosophical spokesperson for this brand of scientific humanism. Horkheimer, Max, and
Adorno, Theodor, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming, New York: Continuum, 1972, pp.3-
80.
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constitutes the new religion of Man, the autonomous subject, and instrumental reason,
which is no less obfuscatory or mythological than those pre-Enlightenment systems of
thought which were replaced.

Foucault was heavily influenced by the kind of radical critique of scientific
reason elaborated in the preceding works, and reproduced the theme of the entwinement
of reason, knowledge, and power in a number of forms throughout his work in opposition
to the classical humanist position. "It has been a tradition for humanism,” Foucault
argues:

“to assume that once someone gains power he ceases to know. Power makes men
mad, and those who govern are blind; only those who keep their distance from
power, who are in no way implicated in tyranny, shut up in their Cartesian poele,
their room, their meditations, only they can discover the truth. The exercise of
power perpetually creates knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly
induces effects of power. [...] Modern humanism is therefore mistaken in drawing

this line between knowledge and power. Knowledge and power are integrated with
one another, and there is no point in dreaming of a time when knowledge will cease

to depend on power; this is just a way of reviving humanism in a utopian guise.”!3
Foucault's early works evince unmistakable suspicions as to the violence and -
imperiousness of the “gaze” of scientific reason in relation to such objects as madness

and disease. Madness and Civilization, for example, describes the relation between

reason and madness in terms of an historic and arbitrary “seizure,” as a result of which
the experience and voice of madness was forcibly silenced by the “monologue of reason,”
which eventually assumed the form of psychiatric dominance of the experience of
madness in the nineteenth century. The forcible confinement of the insane in psychiatric

institutions, along with the non-reciprocal and, at times, cruel techniques for the

13 Foucault, Michel, “Prison Talk,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews
and Other Writings, 1972-1977, Colin Gordon, ed., New York: Pantheon, 1980, pp. 51-52. Hereinafter
cited as PK.
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accumulation of knowledge adopted by the psychiatric profession belied the validity of
humanist claims that reason and knowledge flourished only where power had ceased to
function. Aside from the question of power, Foucault's strictly archaeological works raise
the possibility that knowledge is determined by and develops according to anonymous
rules for the formation of discourse - deep epistemic structures - constituting the
discursive conditions of possibility for knowledge which “dominate and even
overwhelm” the subjects responsible for scientific discourse. In works such as The Birth
of the Clinic and The Order of Things, the putatively autonomous subject of knowledge
is displaced by unconscious but simultaneously enabling cultural grids of perception
which make up a “positive unconscious” of knowledge which is prior to the subject.
Such archaeological analyses deprive the subject of its foundational role in the history of
the development of knowledge. In his later genealogical works, including Discipline and
Punish, Foucault examines the ways in which the production of knowledge and discourse
within the human sciences was bound up with dominant political rationalities of social
control. Once again, his work returns to the humanist view which sees knowledge and
power in a relation of externality to one another. “From the sixteenth century on,”
Foucault remarks,

“jt has always been considered that the development of the forms and contents

of knowledge was one of the greatest guarantees of the liberation of humanity.

It is a postulate of our Western civilization that has acquired a universal character,

accepted more or less by everyone. It is a fact, however - I was not the first to
ascertain this - that the formation of the great systems of knowledge has also had

effects and functions of subjection and rule.”!4

14 Foucault, Michel, “The Discourse on Power,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Remarks on Marx:
Conversations With Duccio Trombadori, trans. R. James Goldstein and James Cascaito, New York:
Semiotext(e), 1991, p.165. Hereinafter cited as RM.
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Indeed, Foucault's whole approach to the question of the relationship between knowledge
and power focuses not only on the ways in which the traditional intellectual is situated in
relations of power but, more importantly, on the role played by experts of all kinds -
psychiatrists, criminologists, social workers, parole officers, physicians, and teachers -
pervasive within society and responsible for both registering and correcting a host of

abnormalities and disorders in the social body.

ii) Juridical Humanism

The second form of humanism with which Foucault's work is concerned is what I
have called the juridical form, which informs and celebrates the political and civil rights
and freedoms of the individual achieved as a result of the bourgeois revolution and
liberal political Enlightenment!s. According to the humanistic interpretation of political
and cultural modernity, the Enlightenment inaugurated a period of expanding civil and
political freedom, autonomy, and self-determination on the basis of the gradual
disintegration and at times violent rejection of traditional and arbitrary forms of
authority, custom, and belief in favour of the rights and freedoms of an atomized,
decontextualized, and putatively universal “Abstract Man”. Culturally, the modern period
has witnessed the decline of religious dogma and prejudice, and the increasing influence
of the values of tolerance, pluralism, and rationality in human cultural, spiritual, and
intellectual affairs. Politically, the modem period has witnessed the emergence and

flourishing of the autonomous individual on the basis of constitutional constraints on the

15 This exceedingly brief description of the juridical form of humanism is informed, in part, by Ernst
Cassirer’s discussion of the period. See: Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophby of the Enlightenment, Boston:
Beacon Press, 1955, pp.197-274.
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sovereign powers of the state and inviolable civil, political, and democratic rights and
freedoms of Man. This interpretation of the nature and achievements of cultural and
political modernity, memorably articulated in the writings of Voltaire, Diderot, and J.S.
Mill, among others, was supported by a set of universalist ideals and assumptions which
together make up the juridical form of humanism. The philosophical and juridical
grounds supporting this interpretation of cultural and political modernity deploy an
evaluative and conceptual framework privileging such notions as autonomy, subjective
agency, natural right, contract, and sovereignty originally articulated in the liberal natural
law tradition of Grotius, Hobbes, Locke, and Montesquieu; e;. framework in which these
values and concepts were believed to have universal validity. On the juridical humanist
view, the meaning and significance of modermnity is derived from the respect, civil and
political protections, and opportunities for expression and self-actualization afforded to
the individual, conceived as the autonomous subject of a unique set of interests, inner
desires, and personal aspirations. The most important achievement of Enlightenment
modernity, according to this liberal humanist ethico-political framework, has been the
removal of obstacles, such as religious belief, traditional authority, and arbitrary,
absolutist state power, to individual autonomy and fulfillment and the rational ordering
and benign administration of society.

Within the tradition of Western thought, however, the achievements of cultural
and political modernity have not been greeted with unanimous approval. No sooner was
the bourgeois Enlightenment and political revolution under way when it became the
object of suspicion and concern, and not only on the part of conservative reactionaries.
Beginning with laments regarding the “barbarism of reason” issued by figures like Vico

and Rousseau, the juridical humanists have been opposed and criticized on various
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grounds by a non-reactionary counter-Enlightenment. Hegel, for example, lamented the
experience of diremption at the heart of cultural modernity and recoiled at the vacuity of
bourgeois negative liberty in the famous chapter of The Phenomenology of Spirit,

# Absolute Freedom and Terror,” while Marx revealed the alienation and exploitation on
which the bourgeois revolution depended, thus dismissing the ideological nature of the
terms of juridical humanism. At the end of the nineteenth century, the achievements of
the bourgeois revolution were diagnosed by Nietzsche as a stultifying and suffocating
form of modern “nihilism,” while Weber’s account of modern rationalization and the
"iron cage” of bureaucracy belied the empirical portrayal of political modernity offered
in juridical humanism. Meanwhile, Freud's discovery of the structure of the human
psyche and the role played by the unconscious in determining human personality and
behaviour struck a blow to juridical humanism’s celebration of the autonomous subject.
In the twentieth-century, the critique of bourgeois modernity has been carried on by the
members of the Frankfurt School, among others, who lament the obstacles to genuine
autonomy thrown up not only by the capitalist mode of production but by “total
administration,” the “culture industry,” and the “one-dimensionality” and
“repressiveness” of modern society and culture. In France, the critique of juridical
humanism in the twentieth century was inspired by figures like Nietzsche, Heidegger,
Kojeve, and Bataille, the influence of which is evident, in part, in the Marxist-humanism
of the postwar period, as well as in the work of Foucault and his contemporaries. For his
part, Foucault increasingly develops an analysis and critique of modern society which
challenges not only its portrayal by humanists as an epoch of expanding liberty and the

curtailment of power, but also the very adequacy of its terms, such as “sovereignty,”
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“contract,” “subject,” and the “self,” for dealing with the nature and functioning of
modern power.

The account of cultural and political modernity offered up by the juridical
humanists was one of the primary objects of the genealogical critique of modern power
and subjectivity which preoccupied Foucault in the 1970's. His writings on “discipline,”
“biopower,” “governmentality” and the political rationality underlying the liberal state's
concern with order, security, population, and the general welfare challenge both the
empirical account of the achievements of modernity as well as the universalist ideals and
concepts offered by the juridical perspective. Foucault's work on punishment, penal
practice, and the rationality of “policing” in a host of social institutions in the late-
eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries introduces the concept of discipline to denote
the increasingly pervasive and insidious form of modern power which takes hold of
individuals at the level of the corporeal and the quotidian, subjecting them to routinized
practices of dressage as productive workers, obedient children, model soldiers, and
responsible parents. Foucault's work in this period was instrumental in drawing renewed
attention to the use of such disciplinary techniques in the nineteenth century, in
particular Jeremy Bentham's schemes for institutions of welfare, moral improvement, and
punishment, including his famous Panopticon. This work offers a counterhistory of the
political Enlightenment in which the modern individual is portrayed as the subject of a
host of disciplinary and biopolitical practices and techniques operating “on the underside
of the law” and constituting a “dark side” to the Enlightenment. The modern juridical
subject of rights and the law has, as a kind of administrative and strategic analogue, a
subjectified and normalized flipside as the guarantee of order and obedience.

Accompanying seventeenth and eighteenth-century discourses of emancipation, Foucault
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argues, one finds the discourse and practice of the Polizeiwissenschaften, the sciences of
statecraft oriented toward the maintenance of order and the optimization of the state and
all its forces, including the productivity, health, and welfare of its population. “The
‘Enlightenment’,” he notés, “which discovered the liberties, also invented the
disciplines.”1¢ The “policing” of society in this expansive way called for multiple, widely
diffused points for the surveillance and control of the population - police, magistrates,
inspectors, schoolmasters, physicians - which belied boosterish portrayals of political
modernity as an era in which power was finally curtailed. What was occurring, according
to Foucault, was a change in the very nature and economy of power. “Historically,” he

writes in Discipline and Punish:

“the process by which the bourgeoisie became the dominant class was masked by

the establishment of an explicit, coded and formally egalitarian juridical framework,

[-..] But the development and generalization of disciplinary mechanisms constituted

the other, dark side of these processes. The general juridical form that guaranteed a

system of rights that were egalitarian in principle was supported by these tiny,

everyday, physical mechanisms, by all those systems of micro-power that are

essentially non-egalitarian and asymmetrical that we call the disciplines.”!?
The modemn state, he argues, could afford to extend juridical and formal equality and
liberty because the new disciplinary form of power provided “a guarantee of the
submission of forces and bodies”!8. Thus, while according to the humanist champions of
the political Enlightenment, the concepts of sovereignty, natural right, and contract
provided the ideal foundation for law and political authority, the disciplinary power of
"policing,” the effective mechanism of power which seized hold of individuals and

bodies, ensured social order and docility by functioning in opposition to its formal

16 Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Trans. Alan Sheridan, New York:
Pantheon, 1977, p.222. Hereinafter cited as DP.

17 Ibid., p.222.
18 Ibid., p.222.
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framework. “[A]lthough the universal juridicism of modern society seems to fix limits on
the exercise of power,” Foucault claims,
“its universally widespread panopticism enables it to operate, on the underside

of the law, a machinery that is both immense and minute, which supports,
reinforces, multiplies the asymmetry of power and undermines the limits that are

traced around the law.”19
Foucault’s critique and unmasking of the disciplinary nature of modern power and
individuality poses a direct challenge to both the empirical validity of the humanist
account of modemity as well as the practical relevance and efficacy of its juridical ideals
and concepts such as liberty, right, sovereignty, and contract in the face of such
“capillary,” corporeal, and mundane forms of power. In opposition to the rhetoric of
emancipation accompanying juridical humanism, and the subjectifying effects of
disciplinary and biopolitical power in modern society, Foucault advocated not only
genealogical unmasking of the ways in which modern subjects have been produced, but
also the adoption of various “technologies of the self,” in fields such as writing and
sexual pleasure, oriented to dislodging and detaching the self from the current
disciplinary form of subjectivity. In the final two published volumes of his history of

sexuality, The Use of Pleasure and The Care of the Self, along with numerous interviews

and other writings on the subject of sexuality, Foucault began to make tentative steps in
the latter direction. By showing how things, like the self, have been made, as well as
experimenting with how they might be unmade, Foucault hopes to create a space for

freedom, for things, including the experience of the self, to be otherwise.

19 Ibid., p.222.

40



iii) Critical Humanism

Finally, against both the classical and juridical forms of humanism, there
developed in Western thought a more critical, reflexive, and, at times, romantic one
which we shall call critical humanism. The critical humanists offered a dialectical
critique of the naive epistemology of the former, and advanced an immanent critique of
the bourgeois ideals of the latter. Since the late-eighteenth century, the Continental
tradition of “philosophical anthropology” has problematized the Enlightenment’s
celebration of subjective reason, bourgeois freedom, and technological progress without
abandoning a commitment to reason and human freedom?°. Critical humanism offered a
more thoroughgoing interrogation of Man as the subject and condition of the constitution
of knowledge and, against the diremption and alienation at the heart of the modemn
experience, radicalized the bourgeois project of the emancipation of Man. Ever since
Kant and Hegel, scores of thinkers have emphasized the historicity and situatedness of
human reason, subjectivity, and knowledge, thus challenging the naive, metaphysical
pretensions of the early classical Enlightenment. At the same time, these and other
thinkers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, including Rousseau, Herder, and
Marx, appealed to some core humanity or potential, such as “perfectibility” or “species-
being,” which had been blocked, perverted, or suppressed under the dominant form of
instrumental reason and alienating bourgeois social relations, thus belying the overly-

sanguine ethico-political evaluation of political modernity found in the liberal juridical

20 Soper, Humanism and Anti-Humanism, pp.24-78. Schnadelbach identifies Left Hegelian Marxist
humanism as the “anthropology” targeted by Foucault's archaeological work in The Order of Things. See:
Schnadelbach, “The Face in the Sand,” pp.318-327. While certain of Foucault's works certainly seem
particularly preoccupied with this manifestation of humanism, however, it does not exhaust the range of
humanisms with which his work tries to come to terms. I make this argument further below.
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model of humanism. Critical humanism avoided the crude essentialism of appeals to
human nature as a fixed, pre-given datum, but continued to rely on such concepts as
alienation and reification to denote the extent to which, in its historical development,
humanity’s efforts to achieve a more rational, authentic, and emancipated existence equal
to its true potential have been truncated or stifled. While the tendency, here, is for the
autonomy and efficacy of the subject to be diminished in the face of the objective,
historical determination with which it enters into relations of interpenetration,
philosophical anthropology attempts to preserve reason, subjectivity, and human agency
in some recognizable form. In the critical tradition of humanism, beginning with Kant,
Hegel, and Marx and continuing in the work of such thinkers as Lukacs, Husserl, and
Merleau-Ponty, emphasis is placed on analyzing the nature of the relationships between
mind and body, consciousness and world, and self and other, and on examhﬁrig the
repressiveness of modern instrumental rationality and/or bourgeois society in relation to
capacities, interests, and potentialities deeply embedded in humankind. Critical
humanism does not give up on but, rather, seeks to modify and render in more complex
and dialectically or historically nuanced form the humanist touchstones of reason,
subjectivity, autonomy, history, and truth. As such, critical humanism attempts a
reflexive and dialectical reconstruction of the grounds for humanistic knowledge and
advances an immanent critique of the claims of juridical humanism on the basis of the
claim that the “bourgeois ideals” of autonomy and individuality constitute a worthy but
as yet unrealized project.

Now, among those thinkers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries whom
Foucault identified as belonging to this critical tradition of humanism are, for example,

Kant, Hegel, Feuerbach, Marx and various Wéstern Marxists, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and
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members of the Frankfurt School such as Horkheimer and Marcuse?!. His misgivings
about critical humanism are simultaneously metatheoretical, methodological, and ethico-
political. Foucault finds in Kant's work on the subjective origins of the a priori
conditions of knowledge constitution the emergence of the epistemic “analytic of
finitude,” setting in motion the aporetic form of inquiry into Man as both, “an object of
knowledge and a subject that knows: enslaved sovereign, observed spectator,”?2 which he
claims is still with us today. Kant’s decentring of the metaphysical subject of classical
representation stimulates more reflexive and historically sensitive forms of the analysis
of knowledge and culture, in which consciousness is treated as to some extent “cut off”
from itself and the world by its own biological, historical, and cultural being. Thus, the
Man contemplated by classical humanism is transformed from that unproblematic, self-
transparent subject of representation to a “difficult object and sovereign subject” with a
density and opacity of its own?3.

The insight into human finitude produced a multitude of new investigations into
the forms of Man'’s finitude - biology, political economy, philology - in the hope,

Foucault argues, that the subject would, “by a sort of internal torsion and overlapping, 24

21 There are inherent difficulties in attributing such labels to Foucault's understanding of these thinkers,
due in part to the fact that Foucault himself seldom engaged in sustained philosophical commentary on
their work. My construction of a critical tradition in humanistic thought to which his work reponds is
somewhat heuristic. However, the grounds for such a construction are not entirely absent or arbitrary. The
Order of Things contains a lengthy discussion and critique of philosophical anthropology and those
thinkers caught up in what Foucault calls the “analytic of finitude,” which include most of those mentioned
(pp-340-343). Furthermore, Foucault’s relationship to the thinkers I have identified was the subject of
numerous interviews. These comments have informed the above discussion a great deal. Now, the degree
to which each of these thinkers is susceptibie to the humnanist interpretation Foucault pins on them has, of
course, been the subject of debate. I do not wish to enter these debates at this point, however, but accept
these humanist characterizations for heuristic purposes.

22 Foucault, OT, p.312.

23 Ibid., p.310.

24 1bid., p310.

43



be reinstalled in its central place. The analysis of finitude promised to arrive at a kind of
grounding finitude where the foundations of knowledge and consciousness are secured
by a thoroughgoing analysis and clarification of all that limits and impinges upon Man's
being and knowledge, including history, culture, and the unconscious?®. With the

invention of the human sciences, Foucault argues:

“one hoped, one dreamed the great eschatological myth of the 19th century, which
was somehow to make this knowledge (connaissance) of man exist so that man
could be liberated by it from his alienations, liberated from the determinations of
which he was not master, so that he could, thanks to this knowledge of himself,
become again, or for the first time master of himself, self-possessed. In other words,
one made of man an object of knowledge so that man could become subject of his

own liberty and of his own existence.”26
Foucault's criticisms of this humanistic "analytic of finitude” were aimed at
phenomenology in particular. In the case of Husserlian phenomenology, the analysis of
finitude appears aimed at restoring the privileges of the classical subject of philosophy in
the form of a “transcendental Ego” or “absolute subject,” in which case critical
humanism constitutes only a superficially more complex and nuanced approach which
seeks, ultimately, to prepare the ground for the return of the cogizo of classical
humanism. On the other hand, taking Merleau-Ponty’s acknowledgement of human
historicity and finitude seriously, Foucault argues that the former's phenomenological
quest for a “grounding finitude” runs aground on the shoals of its own antinomies. The
analytic of finitude rests upon an extremely unstable figure of Man as simultaneously the
empirical object whose finite nature as a being determined by its own history and culture

must be unveiled, and the subject of that analysis, which is itself impinged upon by the

25 Ibid., p.310.

26 Foucault, Michel, "Foucault Responds to Sartre,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Foucault Live:
Interviews 1966 - 1984, trans. Sylvere Lotringer, New York: Semiotext(e), 1989, p.3€. Hereinafter cited as
FL.




forces of finitude. Thus, the analytic of finitude ensnares thought in an interminable and
aporetic exercise of simultaneously unveiling and grounding; mnveiling the unthought
behind the products of consciousness, and grounding these sarne products which are the
result of an openly acknowledged finite consciousness. Thus, for all its historical
sensitivity and dialectical nuance, philosophical anthropology”s quest for a “grounding
finitude” winds up the victim of its own interminable unmaskiing of consciousness and
its unthought, and of the philosophical antinomies of the analytic of finitude. The
aporetic and fruitless efforts within the analytic of finitude to establish the sovereignty of
an “enslaved subject” and the validity of its knowledge against all displacements end up
inducing what Foucault calls an “anthropological sleep” from -which thought has yet to
be roused?’. Rather than risk being entrapped in what he saw as a philosophical dead
end, but still taking it as his “point of departure,”?® Foucault agternopts by way of an
archaeology and genealogy of the human sciences, self-immersion in avant garde
literature, and, above all, adherence to Nietzsche, to divorce hiimself from the
phenomenological problem of the subject. Rather than participating in the analytic of
finitude, Foucault proposes to explore a different question: “[F]ow is it that the human
subject took itself as the object of possible knowledge? Through what forms of
rationality and. historical conditions? And finally at what prices?"2°

With regard to the critical humanist challenge to the bourgeois ideals of the

liberal political Enlightenment, Foucault often singled out Maxx for special attention.

27 Foucault, OT, pp.340-342.

28 Foucault, Michel, “Critical Theory/Intellectual History,” interview in Fioucault, Michel, Michel
Foucault: Politics, Philosophy, Culture, Lawrence Kritzman, ed., New Yorrk: Routledge, 1988, p.28.
Hereinafter cited as MF.

29 1bid., p.30.
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While fully aware of Althusser’s radically anti-humanist and anti-subjectivist
interpretation of Marx, Foucault refers critically to Marx’s and various Marxists'’
preoccupation with the themes of alienation/repression and the historical task of
producing Man3°. And while some of his remarks suggest an appreciation for a certain
decentring of the subject achieved in Marx’s works3!, Foucault argues in The Order of
Things that political economy participates in the depth hermeneutics of the analytic of
finitude which keeps thought tethered to the figure of Man, even as it rejects all reference
to human nature as a stable object or identity32. Marx and, in particular, postwar Marxist
humanism in France, preserved some conception of a more genuine or authentic
existence within the critical framework of repression, alienation, and reification in spite
of the disavowal of human nature as fixed or given. Furthermore, according to Foucault,
insofar as Marxist historiography claims to find in class struggle and the inevitable
triumph of the proletariat a narrative of emancipation that is universal for all humanity, a
“total history,” it displays a flagrant and politically retrograde Cartesianism. Insofar as
the Marxist historiographer claims insight and perspective on the meaning of history that
is “total” and universal, he or she arrogates to him or herself all the rights and privileges
of the metaphysical subject of classical humanism. Thus, as things appeared to Foucault,
for all its advances over the naivete of classical humanism, Marxist thought remained

tethered to the terrain of humanism. While the metaphysical subject of reason is

30 See, for example: Foucault, Michel, “Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse: Who is a ‘Negator’ of
History?,” interview in RM, pp.121-123.

31 See: Foucault, Michel, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith, London: Tavistock,
1972, p.13; and Foucault, Michel, “Nietzsche, Freud, Marx,” in Foucault, Michel, Aesthetics, Method, and
Epistemology, The Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954 - 1984, Volume 2, James D. Faubion, ed.,
New York: The New Press, 1998, pp.269-278. Hereinafter cited as AME.

32 Foucault, Michel, “But Structuralism was not a French Invention,” interview in RM, p.104-105.
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problematized in Continental thought, man as subject of his own consciousness and of
his own liberty remains entrenched.

Finally, while Foucault never disputed the importance of analyzing the economic
and class character of power relations in a given society, he wondered whether Marxist
conceptions of the nature of power were enough to fully grasp the specificity of its
“disciplinary” and “biopolitical” forms in modern societies. In particular, Foucault
wished to explore the growing connection he observed between the production of
knowledge at multiple sites of social surveillance - police records, school reports, public
health reports, social welfare “cases,” etc. - and the regulation and control of the social
order as a whole, a form of modern power which the dominant Marxist critique of
modern society had largely overlooked. “If the accumulation of capital has been an
essential feature of our society,” he remarks, “the accumulation of knowledge has not
been less so.”33 Foucault dedicated much of his genealogical work in the 1970s to
exploring the relationship between the accumulation of knowledge and the exercise and
maintenance of power, culminating in the claim that his whole problem was that of “how
men govern (themselves and others) by the production of truth”34. Juridical and critical
humanists alike committed what Foucault regarded as an important empirical and
theoretical oversight in this respect. Having said that, Foucault always acknowledged a
certain debt to Marx's work, as a result of the work it did to begin decentring the subject
of classical humanism. And commenting on his own critical historiography Foucault

confessed, for example, that “[i]t is impossible at the present time to write history

33 Foucault, Michel, “The Discourse on Power,” interview in RM, p.165.

34 Foucault, Michel, “Questions of Method,” in Baynes, Kenneth, et al, eds., After Philosophy: End or
Transformation?, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1987, p.108.
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without using a whole range of concepts directly or indirectly linked to Marx’s thought
and situating oneself within a horizon of thought which has been defined and described
by Marx."35

Existentialism and phenomenology were the principal heirs to the tradition of
philosophical anthropology in twentieth-century France. The void left behind in the wake
of Bergsonianism and Brunschvicg’s neo-Kantianism was soon filled in the 1930s by
Kojeve's distinctively anthropological Left-Hegelianism. The latter proved a significant
influence upon the development of a uniquely French cross-fertilization between
Hegelian-Marxism, on the one hand, and existentialism and phenomenology on the
other, represented in the works of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty3S. In addition to articulating
a conception of the subject as thoroughly historicized and situated “in-the-world,” in
opposition to the idea of human nature as a fixed, pre-given datum, the Marxist
existentialism and phenomenology of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty advanced a critique of
modern industrial society which placed them in opposition to both the technological and
liberal humanism of the modern Enlightenment. If the French Marxist humanists rejected
crude essentialist faith in some transcendant human essence, however, they remained
committed to certain quintessentially humanist minimum propositions. French
humanism is defined as such by its unswerving adherence to the centrality of human
consciousness and agency in the creation and interpretation of the historical, social, and
institutional conditions to which individuals find themselves subject, and to the primacy

of the question of human freedom?3’. While consciousness is certainly confronted and

35 Foucault, “Prison Talk,” p.53.

36 This period of intense development by philosophical anthropology in France is discussed in:
Descombes, Vincent, Modern French Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980, pp.9-74.
37 Soper, Humanism and Anti-Humanism, p.18.
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shaped by objective structures, economic and social relations and the like, it is ultimately
human beings themselves who create and constitute their own social life. While rejecting
the notion that this historical process is a working out of some immanent human
purpose, Sartre, for example, “still refuses to allow that exhaustive analysis of what is
historically specific [...] can be given in terms of the determination of 'subjectless’
structures and relations.”® The content of human activity is meaning-giving, moral, and
reason-based, even if the effects achieved are unforeseeable or not those intended. In
other words, for the French humanists, “the distinctive role of human activity in the
creation of historical conditions of existence remains [...] irreducible.”3® Thus, behind the
very structures and relations which determine and shape social life and subjective
experience lies the constitutive subject of human agency?°.

In addition, the historical process by which humanity constitutes the very social
life to which it is subjected is susceptible to being rationally interpreted, understood, and
ameliorated. Following Vico's famous verum factum rule, according to which humanity
understands best that which it has itself created, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty insisted upon
the presence of meaning and intelligibility in the world. “[I]n the use of our body and our
senses,” Merleau-Ponty writes, “in so far as they involve us in the world, we have the
means of understanding our cultural gesticulations, in so far as it involves us in
history.”#! Sartre, even more so than Merleau-Ponty, was extremely reluctant to
relinquish the privileges of the meaning-giving and historically efficacious subject.

Sartre’s Marxist-existentialism is well-known for its refusal to give up the notion of the

38 Ibid., pp.18-19.

39 Ibid., p.19.

40 Ibid., pp.54-78.

4l Quoted in Descombes, Modern French Philosophy, p.74.
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subject as an autonomous designator of meaning and efficacious agent of action and
history*?, as well as its insistence that the Hegelian-Marxist narrative of class
contradiction and the emancipation of the proletariat constituted the “one human history,
with one truth and one intelligibility.”43 The implicit Cartesianism of Sartre's position on
the subject is breathtakingly clear in his postwar writings on the role of the “universal
intellectual,” the committed intellectual whom he endows with the autonomy and insight
which enable them to gain a universal perspective on the course of human history and
the genuine interests of the proletariat*. “Our job,” as intellectuals, Sartre claims, “is to
reveal to the public its own needs.”45 Elsewhere he writes: “Our historical task, [...], is to
bring closer the moment when history will have only one meaning.”45

Foucault reserved his most stinging rebukes of critical humanism for Sartre,
precisely for the latter's tendency to revive the mythology of the classical subject of
philosophy in his extravagant claims on behalf of writers and intellectuals endowed with

privileged insight into the meaning of “History”4?. The Archaeology of Knowledge

constituted, aside from a retrospective methodological reconstruction of his own

previous archaeological studies of the human sciences, a direct challenge to the

42 sartre's dualist ontology and resulting unwillingness to part with the autonomous subject, often
attributed to a lingering Cartesianism on his part, is discussed in the following works: Descombes,
Modern French Philosophy, pp.48-54; Jay, Martin, Marxism and Totality: The Adventures of a Concept
From Lukacs to Habermas, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984, p.338; Poster, Mark, Critical
Theory and Poststructuralism: In Search of a Context, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1989, pp.34-52;
and Soper, Humanism and Anti-Humanism, pp.60-85.

43 Quoted in Jay, Marxism and Totality, p.352.

44 Sartre’s concept of the "universal inteliectual” is discussed in Poster, Critical Theory and
Poststructuralism, pp.34-52.

45 Quoted in Ibid., p.46.
46 Quoted in Jay, Marxism and Totality, p.353.

47 Foucault's criticisms of Sartre are summarized in Poster, Critical Theory and Poststructuralism, pp.34-
48.
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grandiose claims of Sartre’s Marxist historiography. Against claims made by Sartre, de

Beauvoir, and various members of the PCF that The Order of Things entailed the

outright denial and “rejection of history”48 Foucault responded in The Archaeology of

Knowledge:

“The cry goes up that one is murdering history [...] But one must not be
deceived: what is being bewailed with such vehemence is not the disappearance
of history, but the eclipse of that form of history that was secretly, but entirely
related to the synthetic activity of the subject: what is being bewailed is the
‘development’ (devenir) that was to provide the sovereignty of the consciousness
with a safer, less exposed shelter [...] that ideological use of history by which one
tries to restore to man everything that has unceasingly eluded him for over a
hundred years. All the treasure of bygone days was crammed into the old citadel

of this history [...] it was made the last resting-place of anthropological thought..."#?
Thus, Sartre’s views on the role of the intellectual in history, and his attacks on
Foucault’s efforts to displace it, constitute a pathetic attempt “to preserve privilege; [...]
to affirm once and for all [...] that history, at least, is living and continuous, that it is, for
the subject in question, a place of rest, certainty, reconciliation, a place of tranquilized
sleep.”5® When it was suggested to Foucault that he failed to appreciate the contribution
made by Sartre to the critique of traditional philosophy he argued nonetheless that, “in a
philosophy like Sartre’s [...] it was essentially the subject which restored meaning in the
world. This point was not questioned. It was the subject which attributed meanings."5!
Against this view Foucault proposed an archaeological understanding of the development

of knowledge in which the subject is determined and overwhelmed by unconscious but

enabling epistemic grids of perception and expression and, later, a genealogical

48 The reception of Foucault's The Order of Things among Sartreans and the PCF is discussed in: Macey,
David, The Lives of Michel Foucault, London: Verso, 1993, pp.175-179; and Eribon, Didier, Michel
Foucault, trans. Betsy Wing, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991, pp.160-165.

49 Foucault, AK, p.14.

50 Ibid., p.14.

5! Foucault, Michel, “The Subject, Knowledge, and "The History of Truth',” interview in RM, p.49.
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understanding of history devoid of all reference to anthropocentric meaning or progress.
In place of Marxist historiography Foucault encouraged:

“a recourse to analyses in terms of the genealogy of relations of force, strategic
developments, and tactics. [...] The history which bears and determines us has
the form of a war rather than that of a language: relations of power, not relations
of meaning. History has no ‘meaning/, though this is not to say that it is absurd
or incoherent. On the contrary, it is intelligible and should be susceptible of
analysis down to the smallest detail - but this in accordance with the intelligibility
of struggles, of strategies and tactics. Neither the dialectic, as logic of
contradictions, nor semiotics, as the structure of communication, can account for

the intrinsic intelligibility of conflicts.”>2

On the heels of The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault produced the methodologically

significant essay, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in which he opposed to traditional
history, in which events “are reduced to accentuate their essential traits, their final
meaning, or their initial and final value,”53 what he called “effective history,” in which
emphasis is placed on discontinuity, lines of force, and strategic overcoming. Against
Sartre, among others, Foucault proposes a genealogical or “effective” version of
historiography which destroys the grounds for the “consoling play of recognitions,” of
history as “the successive forms of a primordial intention” and “pretended continuity,”
and of the historian as guarantor that “the present rests upon profound intentions and
immutable necessities,” in favour of a “true historical sense,” one which “confirms our
existence among countless lost events, without a landmark or point of reference.”>
Sartre’s humanism also manifested itself in the traditional assumption he made
about the relationship between knowledge and power, where power is seen as that which

“makes blind”. The committed intellectual, Sartre claims, is at the height of his or her

52 Foucault, Michel, “Truth and Power,” interview in PK, p.114.

53 Foucault, Michel, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Foucault, Michel, Language, Counter-Memory,
Practice, Donald Bouchard, ed., Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977, p.155. Hereinafter cited as LCMP.

54 Ibid., pp.153-155.
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powers of autonomous insight when withdrawn in contemplation: “The man who reads
[---] puts himself at the peak of his freedom.”>5 Thus, Sartre’s view of the intellectual
seems to retreat to the terrain of classical humanism in Descartes’ Meditations. In a
conversation with Gilles Deleuze entitled, “Intellectuals and Power,” Foucault's veiled
reference to Sartre is obvious when, in the context of discussing the role of the
intellectuals in postwar France, he describes the traditional committed intellectual as the
one who “spoke the truth to those who had yet to see it, in the name of those who were
forbidden to speak the truth: he was conscience, consciousness, and eloquence.”5¢ He
then proceeds to connect the paternalistic functioning of the universal intellectual to the
system of power against which it is deployed. Against a host of subjugated, local
knowledges and experience harboured within the masses themselves, he argues:

“there exists a system of power which blocks, prohibits, and invalidates this

discourse and this knowledge, a power not only found in the manifest authority

of censorship, but one that profoundly and subtly penetrates an entire societal
network. Intellectuals are themselves agents of this system of power - the idea of

their responsibility for ‘consciousness’ and discourse forms part of the system.”>7
Elsewhere he writes: "we know from experience that the claim to escape from the system
of contemporary reality so as to produce the overall programs of another society, of
another way of thinking, another culture, another vision of the world, has led only to the
return of the most dangerous traditions.”>8 Against the extravagant claims of Sartre's
“universal intellectual” Foucault proposes his own model of the specific intellectual who

offers theory as a weapon “for those who fight,”>? and to whom theorizing is always

55 Quoted in Poster, Critical Theory and Poststructuralism, p.44.
56 Foucault, Michel, “Intellectuals and Power,” interview in LCMP, p.207.

57 Ibid., p-207.
58 Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?,” p.316.
59 Foucault, “Questions of Method,” p.114.
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“local and regional [...] and not totalizing,” since the act of totalization itself instantiates
relations of power in one of their more insidious forms®. On the basis of his claims on
behalf of the "universal intellectual,” Foucault's harsh critique of Sartre is not misplaced.
Throughout his writings, Sartre maintains the subjective bias of his early existentialism,
and in his postwar work transforms the committed intellectual into the surrogate of
transcendental consciousness, as Merleau-Ponty himself pointed outSl. In the context of
postwar French philosophy and the near hegemony exercised by figures like Sartre over
it, the vehemence with which Foucault an;i others attacked the humanist touchstones of
Man, history, subjectivity, meaning, and truth is understandable. If, however, Foucault’é
quarrel is primarily with Sartre’s tendency to revive the metaphysical subject of classical
humanism, then his attacks on critical humanism tout court were perhaps less so, since
one can point to the work of others within the critical humanist tradition as identified by
Foucault, such as Theodor Adorno and, some would argue, Merleau-Ponty, who resist
the hypostatization of the subject.

Although seldom explicitly mentioned, another French figure with whom
Foucault associated the errors of humanism was the aforementioned Maurice Merleau-
Ponty. Foucault targeted his archaeological works at phenomenology as well as Sartre’s
existential Marxism, and also aimed his critiques of Marxist-humanism at Merleau-
Ponty’s postwar avowals of faith in the proletariat as the privileged agent of universal

human progress and emancipationS2. While allied with Merleau-Ponty against Sartre's

S0 Foucault, “Intellectuals and Power,”p.208.

6!l Jay, Marxism and Totality, p.374. Jay also notes, however, that readings of Sartre such as these tend to
ignore those very elements within his own thought which undermine the likelihood of such a single
intelligibility ever being achieved: pp.355-356.

62 Merleau-Ponty’s enthusiasm for this view was short-lived, as Jay notes, and went against his own better
judgement. See: Ibid., pp.371.
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Cartesian “universal intellectual”63, Foucault attacks the former's Husserlian
phenomenology for what he takes to be its own attempts at preserwing the privileges of
the subject. “The phenomenologist’s experience,” Foucault claims,,
“is basically a way of organizing the conscious perception (regard reflexif) of
any aspect of daily, lived experience in its transitory form, in order to» grasp its

meaning. [...] Moreover, phenomenology tries to grasp the significan<e of
daily experience in order to reaffirm the fundamental character of thes subject,

the self, of its transcendental function.”¢
Indeed, while more tolerant of competing explanations for the development of knowledge
than is often allowed by its critics, archaeology singles out, amongs those approaches
which it does reject, phenomenology, “which,” Foucault argues, “gives absolute priority
to the observing subject”65. Foucault's hostility toward phenomenology can be seen, in
part, as a reflection of the philosophical tenor of the times. Accordling to Foucault, with
the appearance of the problem of language in the work of Saussure and Levi-Strauss, “it
was clear that phenomenology was no match,” since the former proomised a “structural
analysis in accounting for the effects of meaning that could be prorduced by a structure of

the linguistic type, in which the subject (in the phenomenological sense) did not

63 In his Adventures of the Dialectic, which appeared in 1955, Merleau-Ponty ~was as critical of Sartre’s
Cartesianism as Foucault. See: Ibid., pp.373-374; and Poster, Critical Theory amd Poststructuralism, pp.45-
46.

64 Foucault, Michel, “"How an ‘Experience-Book is Born,” interview in RM, pp.30-31.

65 Foucault, OT, p.xiv. Foucaults interpretation of the subjective, epistemologiical bias of Husserlian
phenomenology is confirmed in a number of sources: Lebrun, Gerard, “Notes ©n phenomenology in Les
Mots et les Choses, " in Armstrong, Timothy, ed., Michel Foucault: Philosophe:t, London: Routledge,
1992, pp.20-37; Macann, Christopher, Four Phenomenological Philosophers: Hlusserl, Heidegger, Sartre,
Merleau-Ponty, London: Routledge, 1993, pp.1-55; and Descombes, who writess, for example, that "By
raising the relative to the absolute, it would seem that Merleau-Ponty is engage-d in an ambiguous
undertaking. Does the subject become relative, or does perception become absolute? Perception becomes
absolute; for ourselves, it becomes absolute knowledge. Merleau-Ponty is thus led to encumber the
unlucky percipiens with the last thing it wanted: the crushing attributes of the ‘absolute subject’.” Modern

French Philosophy, p.68.

55



intervene to confer meaning.”% Moreover, Foucault argues, in the wake of Lacan, “the
phenomenological subject was disqualified,” since “the unconscious could not feature in
any discussion of a phenomenological kind.”¢” However, Foucault also formulated his
own distinctive philosophical critique of phenomenology. Phenomenology is singled out
among the aporetic, anthropological philosophies played out within the epistemic
"analytic of finitude” identified in The Order of Things®. Merleau-Ponty does not escape
Foucault's charge of anthropology by rejecting Sartre's strict dichotomy of being-in-itself
and being-for-itself by insisting upon a dialectical conception of subjectivity as always
already shot through with "being-in-the-world,” since it installs Man as a figure of such
instability as to ensure that every enunciation of meaning by the subject would be
instantly called into question by the very finitude of the subject that speaks and gives
meaning. Thus, Foucault condemns or, rather, laments phenomenology as one more vain
attempt within the aporetic analytic of finitude to establish a “grounding finitude” for
consciousness and knowledge. In this instance, humanism simply constitutes a failed
philosophy, rather than the dangerous, imperious form of anthropocentrism embodied in
classical humanism.

Merleau-Ponty’s postwar Marxist-humanism was also targeted by Foucault.
Merleau-Ponty maintained, for a time, that the interests of the proletariat were identical
to the interests of Man per se, and that history contained one universal meaning which

was intelligible to the intellectual armed with the insights of Hegelian-Marxism. “To be a

66 Foucault, Michel, “Structuralism and Post-structuralism,” interview AME, p.436.
67 Ibid., p.437.

68 Foucault, OT, pp.318-328. One recent commentator suggested that much of The Order of Things be
seen as an aggressive attack upon Husserlian phenomenology. See: Lebrun, Gerard, "Notes on
phenomenology in Les Mots et les Choses,” in Armstrong, ed., Michel Foucault: Philosopher, pp.20-37.
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Marxist,” he wrote, “is to believe that economic problems and cultural problems are a
single problem and that the proletariat, as history has shaped it, holds the solution to that
problem”%°. Whether such claims reflected Merleau-Ponty’s view for long, and it appears
they did not, they go some way in explaining the vehemence with which Foucault’s work
attacks and denounces the postwar Marxist humanist goal of a “total history”. Now,
alternative readings of Merleau-Ponty suggest that his late work, in particular, was far
less subjectivist than Foucault's remarks appear to recognize, drawing attention to the
sympathy the former expressed for the structuralist approach just prior to his death in
1961, and to his shift toward a radical Heideggerian critique of “human chauvinism”
which challenged not only the “shameless humanism” of the intellectual and political
Enlightenment but the socialist humanism prevalent in France and to which he adhered
as well for a time’%. Martin Jay has gone so far as to characterize Merleau-Ponty’s work
as proto-deconstructionist’!. However, if Foucault glosses over some of these aspects of
Merleau-Ponty’s work, the very speed and means, including the insights of structuralism,
by which the latter distanced himself from Sartre and his own previous positions only
lend support to the validity, if not the ferocity, of Foucault's anti-subjectivist attack on
postwar Marxist-humanism in France.

Rather than attempting like Sartre to salvage the foundational subject, or fall into
the dialectical trap of the analytic of finitude as phenomenology and other forms of

philosophical anthropology had done, Foucault was drawn to the work of thinkers and

% Quoted in Jay, Marxism and Totality, p.370.

70 Ibid., pp.375-380. Foucault was aware of Merleau-Ponty’s interest in structuralism, having attended
many of his lectures, but he does not acknowledge or recognize any impact it have had on the Merleau-
Ponty’s work. See: Foucault, “Critical Theory/Intellectual History,” p.21.

7 Jay, Marism and Totality, p.383.
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writers like Nietzsche, Blanchot, and Bataille, for whom the problem was not so much to
give a better account of the subject as it was to displace it, to engender an experience of
thinking and writing in which the subject is decentred. In addition, under the influence of
philosophers of science like Bachelard and Canguilhem, who represented the only other
philosophical tradition that could remotely compete with the towering figure of Sartre
among professional philosophers at the time, Foucault took up the task of conceiving of
a method for analyzing the history of scientific discourse in which the role of the subject,
or scientific consciousness, is displaced. We find the fruits of this effort in his three

archaeological studies of the human sciences, Madness and Civilization, The Birth of the

Clinic, and The Order of Things, as well as in his later genealogies of punishment and

sexuality. Foucault's archaeological work was aimed not only at the Cartesian subject of
classical humanism and traditional history of ideas, but at what he perceived to be the
extravagance of Marxist-humanist claims on behalf of the “universal intellectual” and the
universalization of Marxist “total history”. Against these he juxtaposed the more modest
goals of “general” or “effective history,” which are the work of the archaeologist and the
genealogist.

In tandem with the development of his archaeological perspective, Foucauit
pursued an interest in avant garde literature as a practice of writing in which the
authorial subject is effaced”. In this respect, the writings of Raymond Roussel, Georges

Bataille, Maurice Blanchot, and others held a particular fascination?. At the same time

72 Examples of these writings include the essays, “A Preface to Transgression,” “Language to Infinity,”
and “What is an Author?,” in Foucault, LCMP, pp.29-67 and 113-138, respectively, and Foucault, Michel,
“Maurice Blanchot: The Thought From Outside,” in Foucault/Blanchot, trans. Jeffrey Mehlman and Brian
Massumi, New York: Urzone, 1987, pp.9-58.

73 Foucault discusses these and other literary figures in the interview, “On Literature,” in FL, pp.113-119.
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as he was beginning to sound the archaeological depths of medicine and the other human
sciences, he took up the question of the transgressive role of literature, in particular, in
the overcoming of the metaphysics of subjectivity and the “monologue of reason”. The
avant-garde styles and writings of Roussel and Blanchot held out the possibility for a
transgressive, literary self-overcoming in the practice of writing itself, a radical
alternative to the relation to and experience of the self as the subject of reason, as
epitomized by Sartre’s imperial “universal intellectual”. Meanwhile, in the sheer
transgressive ferocity of Bataille’s celebration of eroticism, violence, sacrifice, and
excess, Foucault discovered the world-disclosing, and world-shattering, power of the
“limit-experience” and the poetic languages of non-reason. His writings in this period
explored the critical potential of transgressive writing as a challenge to both the
metaphysics of subjectivity and the totalized “enframing” of the world by reason. “The
reason it is now so necessary,” Foucault writes in a 1966 essay on Blanchot:
“to think through fiction - while in the past it was a matter of thinking the truth

- is that T speak’ runs counter to ‘1 think. 1 think' led to the indubitable

certainty of the T’ and its existence; T speak,’ on the other hand, distances,

disperses, effaces that existence and lets only its empty emplacement appear.

Thought about thought, an entire tradition wider than philosophy, has taught

us that thought leads us to the deepest interiority. Speech about speech leads us,

by way of literature as well as perhaps other paths, to the outside in which the

speaking subject disappears. No doubt that is why Western thought took so long
to think the being of language: as if it had a premonition of the danger that the

naked experience of language poses for the self-evidence of 1 think’.”74
Foucault saw in the transgressive style of Roussel and the “thought from outside” in
Blanchot a language which questions the self-evidence of the “I think” of the

metaphysics of subjectivity, alluding to “an experience now being heralded at diverse

74 Foucault, “Maurice Blanchot: The Thought from Outside,” pp.12-13.
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points in culture,”?s including the rise of structuralism. Thus, Foucault's interest at the
time extended beyond his methodological quarrel with the history of ideas and Marxist
historiography to embrace desubjectivizing experiences or modes of writing. It is in this
sense that we can see the opposition between Sartre’s claims on behalf of the “universal

intellectual” in his, What is Literature?, and Foucault's analysis of the subject in his

essay, “What is an Author?,” as “a complex and variable function of discourse” which
has been “stripped of its creative role"7s.

One other contemporary manifestation of critical humanism identified by
Foucault was the work of the Frankfurt School, which he discussed in a number of his
later writings and interviews. While he often claimed a strong affinity for the work of
Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse’’, Foucault distinguishes his work from theirs on the
grounds that it was “noticeably impregnated with humanism of a Marxist type.”’® “I'm
convinced,” he once remarked, that given the importance to its work of concepts like
alienation, repression, and exploitation, “the Frankfurt School cannot by any means
admit that the problem is not to recover our ‘lost’ identity, to free our imprisoned nature,
our deepest truth...”7. Whatever one might say about the validity of his interpretations of
their work, it is with figures like Marcuse, as well as Reich, clearly in mind that Foucault
believed he had unmasked as armatures of the system of biopower the “repressive

hypothesis” and the "hermeneutics of the self” examined in The History of Sexuality.

“We are really going to have to rid ourselves,” he insists,

75 1bid., p.15.

76 Foucault, “What is an Author,” in LCMP, p.138.

77 Foucault, “Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse,” pp.117-118.
78 Tbid., pp.120-121.

7 Ibid., p.121.



“of the ‘Marcuseries’ and 'Reichianisms’ which encumber us and which would have
us believe that of all things sexuality is the most obstinately ‘repressed’ [...] Since
the Renaissance there is nothing that has been more studied, questioned, extorted,
brought to light and into discourse, forced into confession, required to express itself
and praised, finally, when it found the words. No civilization has chattered so much
about sexuality as ours. And many people still believe that they are subverting it

when they are only obeying this injunction to confess [...]"8%.
By the late seventies, Foucault had begun drawing connections between the critical
humanist emphasis on the repressiveness of modern sexuality, its attention to the self as a
place of deep interiority in which resided fundamental drives, needs, and interests
thwarted by a “one-dimensional society,” and various “technologies of the self,”
confession in particular, on the basis of which individuals appeared to participate in their
own subjection. In this light, the “repressive hypothesis” and the confessional
“hermeneutics of the self,” by which one excavated one's sexual desires as one's deepest
truth, no longer carry the emancipatory implications once thought. Here we see the
outlines of Foucault's critique of Critical Theory. For all its insight into the ways in
which the promise of the Enlightenment had been "overturned within the domain of
Reason itself,”8! much of its critical power ends up being negated by its own alleged
adherence to a traditional, philosophical conception of the subject and the strategic use
that is made of its “repressive hypothesis” in the service of social control. Thus, the
members of the Frankfurt School unwittingly aid and abet the very forces of domination
they oppose. Against what he took to be its emphasis on the putatively emancipatory
effects of returning to the deepest roots of the sexual self, Foucault proposed strategies of
resistance to the disciplinary and normalizing effects of sexuality, including

experimentation with the “desexualization of pleasure” by multiplying the sites of

80 Foucault, Michel, "Sorcery and Madness,” interview in FL, p.108.
81 Foucault, “Adomo, Horkheimer, and Marcuse,” p.118.
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pleasure on and within the body and with the “desubjectivizing” effects of ecstatic
experience and role-playing via the practice of S/M.

Now, the nature of Foucault's relationship to the Frankfurt School has not been
examined very thoroughly, but a number of preliminary comments are in order. Firstly,
for all his apparent appreciation for its work, Foucault appears to have assimilated a
relatively caricatured version of it which is not reflected in the writings of leading figures
like Adorno or Marcuse, particularly in their later writings82. When, for example,
Foucault argues that “what must be produced is not man identical to himself, exactly as
nature would have designed him [but] something that doesn't yet exist and about which
we cannot know how and what it will be,”83 similar comments could easily be attributed
to Adorno, Marcuse, Marx, and incidentally, Merleau-Ponty as well®¢. Comments by
Adormno in the well-known essay, “Subject and Object,” including the claim that “Man is
a result, not an eidos”%’ are suggestive of potential affinities between Foucault's approach

and his own, although these require more thorough study®¢. Since, however, Foucault

82 For a critique of Foucault's interpretation of Marcuse which suggests, moreover, the possibility for an
accommodation between the two, see: Horowitz, Gad, “The Foucaultian Impasse: No Sex, No Self, No
Revolution,” Political Theory, Vol.15, No.1, February 1987, pp.61-80.

83 Foucault, “Adormno, Horkheimer, Marcuse,” p.121.

84 In the case of Merleau-Ponty, for example, Martin Jay cites passages such as the following, in which
the former appears to contradict some of his own more extravagant claims regarding history and Man: “It
[philosophy] cannot assign history a particular end in advance; it cannot even affirm the dogma of ‘total
man’ before he actually comes into being,” and, “Human history is not from this moment on so constructed
as to one day point, on all its dials at once, to the high noon of identity.” Jay, Marxism and Totality, p.370
and 375, respectively.

85 Adorno, Theodor, “Subject and Object,” in Arato, Andrew, and Eike, Gebhardt eds., The Essential
Frankfurt School Reader, New York: Continuum, 1982, p.511.

8 For one of the few works comparing Foucault and Adorno in any detail see: Honneth, The Critique of
Power, pp.149-202. Other works comparing Foucault and the Frankfurt School include: Best, Steven, The
Politics of Historical Vision: Marx, Foucault, Habermas, New York: The Guilford Press, 1995; McCarthy,
Thomas, “The Critique of Impure Reason: Foucault and the Frankfurt School,” in McCarthy, Thomas,

Ideals and Illusions: On Reconstruction and Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory, Cambridge
MA: MIT Press, 1991, pp.43-75; and Poster, Critical Theory and Poststructuralism.
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appears not to have made a close study of the Frankfurt School thinkers and never
discussed their works at any length, it is difficult to explain the source for his views on
them.

The only exchange between Foucault and a member of the Frankfurt School took
place between himself and Jurgen Habqrmas. While it is not clear to what extent
Foucault was familiar with Habermas’ written work, he had begun by the early 1980s to
respond to specific criticisms advanced by the latter in regards to his own work. Remarks
made with reference to Habermas in a number of interviews suggest a passing familiarity
with a few major ideas?’. In any event, given Habermas’ avowed commitment to “do
justice to the elements of reason in cultural modernity” and to recognize the value of the
"bourgeois ideals” of individuality and autonomys33, he is clearly one of the principal
contemporary heirs, along with figures like Charles Taylor and Luc Ferry, to the critical
humanist tradition as Foucault saw it®. A planned meeting in 1983 of Foucault and
Jurgen Habermas, among others, never took place. Foucault’s untimely death deprived us
of the fruits of a more substantive and thorough exchange between these contemporary
defenders of the humanist and anti-humanist positions. As a result, this essay contains no
sustained discussion of Habermas' work as a version of critical humanism as Foucault
understands it. Having said that, disputes between Foucault and contemporary critical
humanists like Habermas, Taylor, and Ferry are extremely important. It is precisely these

figures who, on the basis of numerous compelling criticisms of Foucault’s work, have

87 See for example: Foucault, Michel, “The Ethics of the Concern for Self as a Practice of Freedom,”
interview in EST, p.299; and Foucault, Michel, “An Ethics of Pleasure,” interview in FL, pp.268-270.

88 Habermas, “The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment,” pp.18.

89 Schnadelbach argues that Habermas remains within the anthropological analytic of finitude, as Foucault
understands it. Schnadelbach, “The Face in the Sand,” pp.331-332.
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helped to forge a growing consensus that it is ultimately unintelligible, self-contradictory,
and even dangerous in relation to the project of reflecting critically on modern culture
and society. Therefore, in the interest of neutralizing some of the effects of
delegitimation and disqualification produced by such criticisms in relation to his work, a
defense of Foucault’s anti-humanism against the claims of these critics will be central to
my argument. |

Humanism and the figure of Man, in the senses enumerated above, have, in
Foucault's view, constituted the linchpins of Western thought, knowledge, and practice
since the seventeenth century%?. In the context of modern Continental thought in
particular, the term humanism embraces scientific and philosophical traditions dating
back to Descartes. Whether consisting in the scientific Enlightenment’s faith in the
powers of the autonomous subject of reason to reflect, know, and control external nature
to serve human purposes, the bourgeois celebration of the achievements of liberalism, or
calls to radically transform an alienating modern technological and social world hostile
to human freedom, creativity, and happiness, each of these forms of humanism share, in

more or less reflexive form, “a profound confidence in our powers to know and thereby

90 Evaluating the adequacy of such a characterization of the whole of modern thought as humanistic, in
the sense understood by Foucault, is beyond the scope of this text and its questions, which is not to deny
the seriousness and necessity of an assessment of Foucault's argument on these terms. The question of the
adequacy of Foucault’s characterization of modemn philosophy as fundamentally humanistic and
anthropological is taken up and challenged by Schnadelbach, who argues that Foucault's critique of
anthropology and the analytic of finitude is narrowly applicable to the Hegelian-Marxist tradition alone,
and cannot account for the appearance of numerous important non-anthropocentric philosophies from
figures such as Schoperhauer, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Frege, and, in his view, Husserl. See: Ibid., pp.322-
323. Gary Gutting makes a similar argument in relation to Foucault’s reduction of the whole of Western
philosophy since the nineteenth century to the humanistic “analytic of finitude” in The Order of Things.
According to Gutting, Foucault’s reduction of all of modern Western thought to philosophical
anthropology omits mention of and cannot account for the appearance of other traditions of thought which
cannot easily be so assimilated to it, including the Anglo-American analytic school, See: Gutting, Gary,
Michel Foucault's Archaeology of Scientific Reason, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1989,
p-222.




contrel our environment and destiny.”®! Therefore, while they diverge from one another
in key respects, from the vantage-point of anti-humanism, the scientific, juridical, and
critical traditions are cut from the same cloth.

Now, without becoming bogged down by questions of the interpretive justice
Foucault does, or does not do, to these traditions, this essay will show that it was at these
three forms of humanism - the classical, the juridical, and the critical - that Foucault's
work was consistently targeted. Foucault's work as a whole was to one degree or another
preoccupied with them and can be understood as continuous and consistent in that sense
at least. The remainder of this essay is devoted to showing the ways in which Foucault's
work as a whole responds to each of these forms of humanism. At different times in his
career Foucault tended to dwell on one or another of these forms, which lends a certain
heterogeneity to his work. On the face of it, the metatheoretical concerns of his
archaeological works appear only distantly related to the genealogy of the modern power
to punish or of the hermeneutics of the self. Foucault pursued his critique of humanism
along a number of different axes, including the metatheoretical, the methodological, the
empirical, and the evaluative. Each of these intersects, however, at the problem of the
figure of Man which constitutes the principle of unity and coherence in his work. Having
said that, I do not mean to suggest that Foucault’s work was exclusively or principally
prompted by a wish to engage with humanist philosophy. Foucault eschewed the role of
traditional philosopher such an account for his work might imply, and always attributed
it to practical experiences and problematics confronted in his own life, such his

experiences with and in the psychiatric profession, and to a desire to work on certain

91 Soper, Humanism and Anti-Humanism, p.14.
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ideas of his own as well. In the chapters which follow, each of the forms of humanism to
which his work offers some kind of a response is examined in detail and assessed in
terms of its shortcomings as well as its strengths.

Moreover, I argue that, taken separately, Foucault's criticisms of each individual
form of humanism contain valuable insights and worthwhile questions which can
contribute to the promotion of a certain rigorous, healthy, and mature reflexivity in
relation to contemporary thought and practice. Foucault's detailed historical analysis and
critique of both the conditions of possibility and costs associated with the emergence of
various forms of scientific knowledge give the lie to the pretensions of the autonomous
scientific subject of classical humanism. His archaeological and genealogical histories of
knowledge excavate the epistemic and strategic grounds of human sciences like
psychiatry and criminology which the history of science had previously ignored. This
material proved in Foucault's hands to offer a rich source of insight into the nature of the
relationship between knowledge and power. Meanwhile, in paying close attention to the
ways in which modern power operates at the level of the capillary and the quotidian, as
well as at the extremities and limits of the law in institutions like the asylum and the
prison, Foucault’s genealogies of modern practices of punishment, discipline, and
confession have provided an original and provocative antidote to the empirical as well as
theoretical shortcomings of both liberal and Marxist humanism. By throwing into relief
the extent to which modern power has functioned on the basis of extending mechanisms
for objectifying ourselves in myriad ways, he gives pause to the automatic and seldom
interrogated identification of the question of Man with benevolence and emancipation.
Finally, in proposing the highly provocative thesis regarding the imbrication of

humanism and domination, after humanism has so profoundly shaped our current
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conceptions of what truth, critique, and emancipation are, Foucault gives impetus for the
elaboration of and experimentation with new approaches to knowledge, to ethics and
politics, and to critique in general.

Having said that, it warrants mentioning that Foucault was not unmindful of the
fact that humanism had once produced certain results in the spheres of knowledge,
politics, and culture that were advantageous. Contrary to popular caricatures of his work,
as well as the trajectory of some of his own flights of rhetorical excess, Foucault
expressed admiration for numerous figures central to humanism, including Kant, Marx,
Merleau-Ponty, and, as we know, the Frankfurt School and, late in his life, even certain
libertarian thinkers like Hayek. The contemporary problem, as Foucault saw it, however,
is that in spite of what critical and practical value it may have had in the past, humanism
today constitutes more of an obstacle than a catalyst to further critical thought and
practice in relation to the present. Humanism's ceaseless questioning of Man is driven by
the dubious equation of knowledge, truth, and emancipation. Since the nineteenth
century, in particular, humanists have made Man an object of knowledge in the belief
that by doing so “man could become the subject of his own liberty and his own
existence.”?? In the analyses he offers of the conditions of possibility, methods, and uses
to which such knowledge has been put since the birth of the human sciences, however,
Foucault throws into relief the extent to which such knowledge has been implicated in
relations which have taken the form of governing and domination as well. Thus,
Foucault’s work constitutes both a means by which to extract ourselves from the limits

imposed upon us by our humanist past, and a call to formulate new forms of critique and

92 Foucault, “Foucault Responds to Sartre,” p.36.
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practice which move us beyond humanism. Many critics have denounced Foucault's
attempts to transcend humanism as cognitively self-defeating and contradictory, and-as
ethically and politically suspicious and potentially inhumane. No sooner had his final
book been published than exhortations to forget Foucault were amplified. In the interest
of extending meditation on the potential promise, as well as pitfalls, of his work, I offer

this qualified endorsement of his work.
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Chapter Two

The Death of Man I: Dispersing the Object

Tt is not around [man] and his secrets that knowledge prowled for so long in the darkness.
[-..] As the archaeology of our thought easily shows, man is an invention of recent date.”

Michel Foucault
The Order of Things

“What, in short, we wish to do is to dispense with ‘things". [...] To substitute for the enigmatic
treasure of ‘things’ anterior to discourse, the regular formation of objects that emerge only in
discourse.”

Michel Foucault
The Archaeology of Knowiedge

“A meticulous observation of detail, and at the same time a political awareness of these small
things, for the control and the use of men, emerge through the classical age bearing with them
a whole set of techniques, a whole corpus of methods and knowledge, descriptions, plans
and data. And from such trifles, no doubt, the man of modern humanism was born.”

Michel Foucault
Discipline and Punish

According to Foucault, the idea of Man as a stable object, essence, identity, or
point of origin, and as the most compelling object of human reflection, constitutes the
linchpin of humanistic thought. Such beliefs in human nature have been the basis of
efforts within the empirical and human sciences, including medicine, biology,
psychiatry, political economy, and sociology, to uncover and enumerate the essential
qualities, capacities, and dispositions of humankind, along with its corresponding
pathologies and abnormalities. A belief in Man as a stable unity and identity has also

provided the grounds, Foucault argues, for most modern philosophy, whether in the form



of classical humanism’s ocular metaphor for the human mind as the “mirror of nature,”
natural law theories of the natural rights and sovereignty of the atomistic individual, or
nineteenth-century critiques of bourgeois society in terms of alienation, repression, and

reification. At the level of substance, humanistic knowledge consists of the various

" o ” n

philosophical and scientific “unities,” “objectivities,” “positivities,” or “self-
evidentnesses” in which the nature of Man is putatively captured and represented in
modern science and thought. All of Foucault's major historical works concern themselves
with these various unities, including “reason,” “health,” “sovereignty,” “responsibility,”
“sexuality,” and “selfhood,” as well as their disorders, like mental illness, disease,
idleness, delinquency, and perversion. Foucault attempts to unmask the “self-
evidentness” of the unities by which our knowledge of Man is constituted in order to
demonstrate that they are in no Way in touch with or isomorphic to some deep human
essence or identity. Contrary to the Enlightenment'’s portrayal of these unities as
objective things in themselves susceptible to discovery by autonomous reason, Foucault's
work unmasks them as thoroughly contingent products of polymorphous origin bearing
no necessary relation to the putative reality of this object called Man. In particular,
Foucault's historical studies of the human sciences, including psychiatry, medicine,
biology, political economy, criminology, and sociology, work to demonstrate how the
unities on the basis of which they operate have, in fact, been produced or fabricated on
the basis of unacknowledged exclusions and suppressions of marginalized forms of
existence and experience, such as madness, and by simultaneously limiting and enabling
cultural, epistemic, and strategic grids of perception (savoir) constituting the very
conditions of possibility for what has been seen and said in the humanistic sciences. The

unities of “mental illness”, biological “life”, “delinquency”, and “sexuality”, for example,
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which have been deployed to denote and delimit the essence of Man, are all revealed as
having emerged out of, and as harbouring within them still, a host of cultural
sensibilities, biases, class interests, and other inflections of power and discourse. At the
level of connaissance, Foucault's historical studies of various scientific discourses of
human nature constitute an anti-essentialist critique of the naive, traditional scientific
humanism implicit in the empirical and human sciences, which rest on the assumption
that such stable, essential characteristics of human nature exist out there, awaiting
discovery by and representation to scientific consciousness. At their most superficial,
then, many of Foucault’s major works can be read as anti-essentialist critique of the
unities of the human sciences, which reveal the contingent and relational nature of the
unities by which we have come to know ourselves as objects of reflection over the last
two centuries. Now, a number of these works are targeted explicitly at the crudest and
epistemologically most naive sorts of positions adopted within conventional history of
science. However, even the more historically sensitive human sciences, such as political
economy and linguistics, are treated as misguided forms of depth hermeneutics which, in
their persistent efforts to peel away the layers of historical sedimentation, succeed only in

confirming that Man has no nature whatsoever!.

i) Eventalization
The major assumptions and motives lying behind Foucault’s critique of Man as a
privileged object of scientific and philosophic concern were laid out in his 1971 essay,

“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”. This important methodological statement begins with

1 Foucault, Michel, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, New York: Vintage,
1973, p.371. Hereinafter cited as OT.
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an endorsement of Nietzsche's critique of one of the dominant tendencies of Western
thought: the metaphysical and essentialist “pursuit of the origin” of things?. This
"attempt to capture the exact essence of things [...] assumes the existence of immobile
forms [...] a primordial truth fully adequate to its nature, {which] necessitates the
removal of every mask to ultimately disclose an original identity.”3 Foucault joins
Nietzsche in calling for the abandonment of such “adolescent quests,” choosing instead
to “listen to history” and find “’something altogether different’ behind things: not a
timeless and essential secret, but the secret that they have no essence or that their essence
was fabricated in a piecemeal fashion from alien forms.”4 Even attempts to locate within
Man some deep point of origin, truth, nature, or essence are susceptible to this critique.
From this anti-essentialist perspective, no such original Man exists. Contrary to the
presumptions of the human sciences, there is no such unity at all. “Nothing in man - not
even his body - is sufficiently stable to serve as the basis for self-recognition,” Foucault
claims and, “[n]ecessarily,” he continues, “we must dismiss those tendencies that
encourage the consoling play of recognitions. Knowledge [...] does not depend on
‘rediscovery’, and it emphatically excludes the ‘rediscovery of ourselves’.”>

In order to “dispel the chimera of the origin,”¢ Foucault adopts a different

approach to the analysis of knowledge; what he calls its “eventalization””. This approach

2 Foucault, Michel, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Foucault, Michel, Language, Counter-Memory,
Practice; Selected Essays and Interviews, Donald Bouchard, ed., Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977,
pp-139-164. Hereinafter cited as LCMP.

3 Ibid., p.142.

4 Ibid., pp.142-143. Emphasis added.

5 Ibid., pp.153-54.

6 Ibid., p.144.

7 Foucault, Michel, “Questions of Method: An Interview with Michel Foucault,” in Kenneth Baynes,

James Bohman, and Thomas McCarthy, eds., After Philosophy: End or Transformation?, Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1987, p.104.
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involves bracketing the humanist touchstones of identity, adequacy, and continuity in
favour of treating each unity of knowledge as an “event” or appearance, the emergence of
which is to be explained in terms of its conditions of possibility. He adopts two main
techniques for eventalizing knowledge in this way. One of these is the strategy of
destabilizing self-evident unities by introducing discontinuity where identity and
continuity have been assumed, by establishing what he called a “breach of self-
evidence”® at points where the human sciences have been thought to have touched upon
something fundamental. By “making visible a singularity at places where there is a
temptation to invoke a historical constant,” Foucault attempts to show that things
“"weren't as necessary as all that’’®, This accounts for Foucault’s preoccupation with the
conceptual histories of the human sciences, as well as the emergence of whole new
scientific fields. For example, Foucault's history of the perception and treatment of the

insane in his first major work, Madness and Civilization, was intended to undermine the

sense of necessity attached to psychiatric discourse and practice today by showing how
psychiatry, no less than other historical forms of the experience of madness, has been
produced on the basis of enabling grids of epistemic and cultural perception. His
histories of the various unities and concepts in the human sciences constitute a
purposeful retrieval of historical knowledge in order to show that things have been seen,
said, and done differently in the past, and that how things are seen and said today are not
"as necessary as all that.”10 Establishing and dramatizing such points of breach or

singularity in the way things have been perceived in the past is a key first step in

8 Ibid., p.104.
9 Ibid., p.104.
10 Ihid., p.104.
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demonstrating that they still can be seen otherwise by us, today. “[R]ecourse to history,”
Foucault claims,

”[-..] is meaningful to the extent that history serves to show how that-which-is has not always
been,; ie. that the things which seem most evident to us are always formed in the confluence of
encounters and chances, during the course of a precarious and fragile history. [...] What
different forms of rationality offer as their necessary being, can perfectly well be shown to have
a history; and the network of contingencies from which it emerges can be traced. Which is not
to say, however, that these forms of rationality were irrational. It means that they resideon a
base of human practice and human history; and that since these things have been made, they
can be unmade, as long as we know how it was they were made.”!}

In various historical studies Foucault succeeds in dramatizing how, over the course of
centuries, our definitions and perceptions of phenomena such as “crime,” “madness,” or
“perversion” have referred to highly unstable and discontinuous forms of experience and
behaviour, where a certain identity and continuity has been assumed. “[IJt wasn'tas a
matter of course,” he claims,

“that mad people came to be regarded as mentally ill; it wasn't self-evident that the only
thing to be done with a criminal was to lock him up; it wasn't self-evident that the causes

of illness were to be sought through the individual examination of bodies...”12
By demonstrating how the economically unusable were swept up by new definitions of,
first, “unreason”, and subsequently, “criminality” in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries where, previously, there had existed only the “idle” and "nomadic,” Foucault
shows how unstable have been the contents of unities of knowledge assumed to refer to
relatively stable and unchanging identities. His work also dramatizes the magnitude of
the substantive discontinuity which has characterized humanistic knowledge, such that

qualities which were ignored or perceived in a certain way in one era have been swept up

11" Foucault, Michel, “Critical Theory/Intellectual History,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Michel
Foucault: Politics, Philosophy, Culture, Lawrence Kritzman, ed., New York: Routledge, 1988, p.37.
Hereinafter cited as MF.

12 Foucault, “Questions of Method,” p.104,
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into new identities and unities in another, with sometimes dramatic and catastrophic
results.

A further critical strategy Foucault brings to bear on Man as a unity or self-
evident object of knowledge is that of dispersing tt.c unity or object through a
pluralization of the causes lying behind its emergence as an event in the field of

.knowledge. Here, he writes, “eventalization means rediscovering the connections,
encounters, supports, blockages, plays of forces, strategies, and so on that at a given
moment establish what subsequently counts as being self-evident, universal, and
necessary.”13 In this case, Foucault brackets the question of the objectivity or adequacy
of knowledge in relation to reality in favour of treating the emergence of each unity of
knowledge as an event to be explained. Our knowledge of things, the identities in which
we purport to capture them, are entirely contingent, having their origins not in essences
but in a “profusion of lost events”14. That is, the things we know and the unities by which
we represent them to ourselves have their beginning not in some essential, original, and
self-identical condition in which we find them but, rather, in a host of complex events
through which they are produced and made to emerge as “events” before us. Things,
concepts, unities, or objects of knowledge are not resolvable into simple identities but,
rather, susceptible to genealogical dissolution into myriad determining events and
conditions. “What is found at the historical beginning of things,” Foucault writes, “is not
the inviolable identity of their origin; it is the dissension of other things. It is disparity.”!S

As a result, genuinely critical analysis of knowledge consists not in an evaluation of its

13 Ibid., p.104.
14 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” p.155.
15 Ibid., p.142.
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adequacy in relation to reality or an interpretation of its meaning but, rather, in an
examination of its Entstehung, that is, its decomposition into the constituent events,
struggles, and confrontations of force which produced it as what Foucault calls an
“emergence”!S.

“A genealogy of values, morality, asceticism, and knowledge will never confuse itself with a
quest for their ‘origins,” will never neglect as inaccessible the vicissitudes of history. On the
contrary, it will cultivate the details and accidents that accompany every beginning; it will be
scrupulously attentive to their petty malice; [...] The genealogist needs history to dispel the
chimeras of the origin, {...] He must be able to recognize the events of history, its jolts, its
surprises, its unsteady victories and unpalatable defeats - the basis of all beginnings ...”17

Originally, Foucault's archaeological work on the human sciences directed the analysis of
knowledge to an exploration of the underlying epistemic events which took place at the
level of whole grids of cultural perception and experience. In his later genealogical
works, Foucault directs his analysis to recover the strategic events underlying discursive
"emergences” in the field of knowledge. Instead of seeking continuity and identity,
genealogy "seeks to reestablish the various systems of subjection: not the anticipatory
power of meaning, but the hazardous play of dominations”!2. The analysis of knowledge
and its development, or in the terminology Foucault uses here, “the isolation of different
points of emergence”, does not establish continuous, successive manifestations of an
identity. Rather, it identifies their Herkunft or descent from the “substitutions,
displacements, disguised conquests, and systematic revetﬁals"19 from which they result.

Foucault's anélysis of the unities and objectivities of the human sciences explodes them

into a kaleidoscopic profusion of determining and conditioning factors, including

16 Tbid., p.148.
17 1bid., p.144.
18 1bid., p.148.
19 1bid., p.151.
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exclusions, cultural sensibilities and grids of perception and experience, moral
prejudices, economic forces, and state and other strategic interests. This procedure
produces not an object reduced to its singular identity and cause but, rather, a certain
“polyhedron” or “plethora” of intelligibilities whereby the object is understood as the
infinitely complex product of polymorphous elements and relations. This amounts,
according to Foucault, to a “multiplication of analytical ‘salients"2? in the analysis of
knowledge which shows-that behind every emergence in the field of knowledge lies not

some original, self-identical essence but a “profusion of lost events”.

ii) Archaeological and Genealogical Analysis

Before examining some examples of the anti-essentialist work that Foucault's
histories of the human sciences do, it is worth looking somewhat more closely at the
methodological and metatheoretical bases for these works. During the course of his
career, as we know, Foucault developed two different historical methods for the analysis
of knowledge: archaeology and genealogy. Each of these methods helps to dramatize
both the discontinuous nature of the development of knowledge and the irreducibility of
the unities or objectivities of knowledge to simple, original identities. While differing as
to the basis or conditions of possibility for the discontinuity which characterizes the
history of knowledge - epistemic versus strategic - both archaeology and genealogy
illuminate the degree to which the history of knowledge has unfolded on the basis of
ruptures as opposed to a gradual accumulation of knowledge of things previously hidden.

Furthermore, while also differing as to the nature of that “profusion of lost events” into

20 Foucault, “Questions of Method,” pp.104-106.
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which the putative identity of things can be cast, both archaeology and genealogy offer
an analysis of knowledge which succeeds in dispersing the unities of knowledge into
“entangled events” and polymorphous origins rather than consolidating them into
irreducible identities.

Foucault made important statements regarding the archaeological methodology of

his early works in the opening pages of both The Birth of the Clinic and The Order of
Things, while the most important statement of his later genealogical presuppositions and
methodology is contained in the 1971 essay, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”. In the
former archaeological works, Foucault set out a number of metatheoretical and
methodological presuppositions with radical implications for the analysis of knowledge.
First of all, Foucault brackets or sets aside entirely the question of the validity or
adequacy of the unities of knowledge, such as “disease,” in relation to the human
realities they purportedly capture. He wishes his readers to suspend the question of the
validity or objectivity of the historical forms of knowledge in order to focus on a
different question; that is, how is it that these different forms of knowledge became
possible, and under what conditions did they arise and succeed one another?
Archaeological analysis seeks to excavate the conditions of possibility for the unities of
scientific discourse, “instead of disputing its validity and seeking to diminish its
scientific nature,”?! which is the kind of analysis performed by most modern historians of
science on pre-modern scientific discourse. “I am not concerned,” Foucault continues,

“to describe the progress of knowledge towards an objectivity in which today’s science can
finally be recognized; what I am attempting to bring to light is the epistemological field, the

2l Foucault, OT, p.xi.

78



episteme in which knowledge, envisaged apart from all criteria having reference to its rational
value or its objective forms, grounds its positivity...”%2

Knowledge itself is understood here as epiphenomenal, so that the centrality and
significance of its questions and objects are displaced and subverted. It is not a matter,
for Foucault, of exposing the “errors” produced by scientific perceptions of humanity, as
if these could be replaced by genuinely objective ones, but of exposing what he calls the
“positive unconscious” of science, that is, the simultaneously limiting and enabling rules
for determining the domain of objects about which statements of truth and falsity can be
made. The object of archaeological analysis is to reveal the system of thought and
cultural experience (savoir) constituting the epistemic conditions of possibility for each
form of knowledge (connaissances). Foucault sets out in these works to establish the
contingency of the various unities of knowledge in relation to epistemic conditions of
possibility. Foucault’s archaeology effectively rules out analyses of knowledge which
insist on evaluating it in terms of its relative adequacy to the essence or identity of
things. As a result, at this point, Foucault does not so much attack the concept of “human
nature” explicitly, as set it aside in order to inquire into the discursive conditions of
possibility which produce it in various historical forms. The sceptical and anti-
essentialist direction in which such analysis leads is clear, however.

The chief target of Foucault's early archaeological studies of the human sciences
was the conventional history and philosophy of science which, as he saw it, suffered
from the kind of epistemological subjectivism and naive progressivism typical of the
classical humanists. In this regard, major influences on Foucault's work were not only

Nietzsche but the French philosophers of science Gaston Bachelard and Georges

22 Ibid., p.xxii.
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Canguilhem?3. Knowledge does not “advance” from forms which poorly to those which
more adequately reflect the reality of things in-themselves. Archaeology perceives all
knowledge as necessarily contingent. All systems of thought are constituted by
underlying epistemic structures which determine and produce the way a culture sees and
thinks “the being of things”, not simply the unscientific, mythological or ideological
ones. The unities and positivities by which humanity is known to modern science, such
as “mental illness”, “health”, “life”, “labour”, "language”, “criminality”, and “sexuality”,
must be recognized as contingent, discursive products of these underlying epistemic -
systems. No knowledge exists outside of the simultaneously enabling and limiting grids
of perception and “regimes of truth” which make it possible. In light of this, the only
kind of analysis of knowledge in which it makes sense to engage is one, like
archaeology, which illuminates the conditions of possibility and epistemological ruptures
which determine it. Such a view of knowledge foregoes the kind of self-congratulatory,
retrospective history of ideas which sees contemporary knowledge as the culmination of
thought’s overcoming of obstacles, blockages, and repressions which blinded it to a
reality which was always there awaiting discovery once the veils of ignorance, error,

vested interest, and superstition were torn away.

23 Foucault acknowledged the legacy of Canguilhem for French philosophy of science, and its influence on
his own work in Foucault, Michel, “Introduction by Michel Foucault,” in Canguilhem, Georges, The
Normal and The Pathological, trans. Carolyn Fawcett, New York: Zone Books, 1991, pp.13-20. Helpful
guides to the relationship between Foucault and the work of Bachelard and Canguilhem include: Gutting,
Michel Foucault’s Archaeology of Scientific Reason, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp.9-
55; and Lecourt, Dominic, Marxism and Epistemology: Bachelard, Canguilhem, and Foucault, trans. Ben
Brewster, London: New Left Books, 1975, pp.168-175. Foucault's biographer, Didier Eribon, relates many
of the details of Foucault's professional as well as intellectual debts to Canguilhem. See: Eribon, Didier,
Michel Foucault, trans. Betsy Wing, Cambridge Mass: Harvard University Press, 1991, pp.101-115.
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By the 1970s the role of epistemic and discursive rules and factors which
influenced the development and character of knowledge diminished in Foucault's work
as he became increasingly concerned with the importance of strategic relations of power.
The essay, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” marks a significant shift in the focus of
Foucault's approach to humanistic knowledge. In terms of Foucault's critique of
essentialist categories with respect to Man or human nature, the turn to genealogy entails
a number of important shifts. While remaining faithful to the archaeological belief in the
radical contingency of the unities of scientific knowledge and discourse, genealogical
analysis shifts the basis for that contingency away from discursive or epistemic rules and
structures and toward non-discursive practices and configurations of power. Instead of
being an epiphenomenon of strictly discursive and epistemic determinants, knowledge is
now understood strategically, that is, as profoundly rooted in and determined by
agonistic relations of power, confrontations of force, and events of violence and struggle.
According to this genealogical perspective, all knowledge, not simply that which is
ideological or non-scientific, is inherently connected with urges to dominate,
subordinate, or struggle. As Foucault memorably wrote, with a degree of rhetorical
excess: "knowledge is not made for understanding; it is made for cutting.”?* In so far as
knowledge is inherently connected to power, albeit not entirely reducible to it, each new
field, object, or unity of knowledge which emerges instantiates the outcome of a struggle
or confrontation between forces. Beneath every emergence lies not something
unfragmented and immobile but, rather, a certain constellation of forces which

constitutes its "lineage” or condition of possibility. What this means for the human

24 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” p.154.
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sciences, and their unities such as Man, is that they are now understood as “current
episodes in a series of subjugations”?, that is, as “emergences” which indicate a certain
outcome of agonistic struggles.

Thus, genealogy carries on the anti-essentialist metatheoretical message of
Foucault’s earlier archaeological works. The unity of Man and the various positivities
offered by the human sciences are properly understood and analyzed apart from any
considerations as to their “truth”, objectivity, or adequacy to “reality”. “The world we
know,” Foucault writes, “is not this ultimately simple configuration where events are
reduced to accentuate their essential traits, their final meaning, or their initial and final
value. On the contrary, it is a profusion of entangled events.”2¢ Man is no longer
understood by Foucault as an event whose significance is exhausted in an analysis of its
discursive “conditions of possibility”, epistemic structures and their autonomous rules of
formation and change. The figure of Man in modern knowledge is now understood in a
strategic sense, as inherently bound up with historic struggles, confrontations of force,
bids for power, and the imposition of domination. The shift in Foucault's work towards
an analysis of the strategic conditions of possibility for knowledge constituted a
challenge not only to humanist convictions surrounding the stability and identity of
human nature as an object of knowledge, but to the humanist understanding of
knowledge itself. Foucault juxtaposes his own genealogical methodology with what he
takes to be the typically humanist approach:

“It has been a tradition for humanism to assume that once someone gains power he ceases

to know. Power makes men mad, and those who govern are blind; [...] Now I have been
trying to make visible the constant articulation I think there is of power on knowledge and

25 Ibid., p.148.
26 Jbid., p.155.
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of knowledge on power. We should not be content to say that power has need for such-
and-such a discovery, such-and-such a form of knowledge, but we should add that the
exercise of power itself creates and causes to emerge new objects of knowledge and
accumulates new bodies of information. [...] The exercise of power perpetually creates

knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly induces effects of power. “27

On the basis, then, of his radically Nietzschean critique of the concepts of essence
or origin, Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical studies of unities like madness, .
delinquency, and sexuality attempt to explode them into the “profusion of lost events”
and “origin in dispersion” out of which they emerged for us in the first place. The search
for such origins, including the essence or self-identical object, Man, must be abandoned.
In metatheoretical terms, Foucault rejects the notion that human knowledge can be made
somehow perfectly adequate or isomorphic to a reality inhabited by such stable objects or
identities. Finally, Foucault contends that the current set of “objectivities”, the sum of
which constitutes and sustains the unity of Man, have entailed exclusions and costs, born
by various marginalized populations as well as the social body at large in modern
society. Motivated by the desire to liberate some of these experiences and subjugated
knowledges, Foucault launches numerous anti-essentialist attempts at destabilizing,
complicating, and exploding the objectivities of the human sciences in order to “loosen”
things up a bit, or to thaw out some of the gratuitously rigid concepts and categories
through which the being of humanity has been thought. By demonstrating that things
have been seen and said otherwise in the past, and by demonstrating the fundamental
contingency of all that has been seen and said by laying bare the discursive and non-
discursive conditions of possibility for knowledge, Foucault hopes to clear a space for

things, including Man, to be seen in different ways, or not at all. Having said that, in

27 Foucault, Michel, “Prison Talk,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews
and Other Writings, 1972-1977, Colin Gordon, ed., New York: Pantheon, 1980 pp. 51-52. Hereinafter
cited as PK.
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spite of some of the more hyperbolic formulations and rhetorical excesses in which his
work indulges, Foucault is no hyperconstructionist or pan-textualist, as we shall see
below, who denies certain brute facts of existence in favour of viewing all of reality as
pure discourse or artifice. Rather, if his work at times suggests such a radically
hyperconstructionist position in relation to reality, it is a result of a certain deliberate
strategy of rhetorical overstatement. As we shall find, Foucault's attempts to fragment
and disperse certain unities of knowledge are not intended to deny the brute facticity of
existence but, rather, to see to it that “certain phrases can no longer be spoken so lightly,
certain acts no longer, [...] so unhesitatingly performed, to contribute to changing certain
things in people’s way of perceiving and doing things,"”28 or such that “the acts, gestures,
discourses that up until then had seemed to go without saying become problematic,
difficult, dangerous.”?® Let us now examine Foucault’s major archaeological and

genealogical works on the unities and objectivities of the human sciences.

iii) "Objectivities” in the Human Sciences

Foucault’s first major work, Madness and Civilization, anticipated many of the

key elements of the metatheoretical critique of humanistic knowledge elaborated over the
course of his career. While previous minor works on psychology and mental illness were
firmly rooted in the phenomenological tradition of the human sciences, this new work
represented an attempt to rethink madness and psychiatry from a fledgling anti-humanist

perspective’0. Madness and Civilization historicizes the perception and treatment of

28 Foucault, “Questions of Method,” p.112.
2% Ibid., p.113.

30 Foucault's early works in psychology, Maladie Mentale et Personnalitie, Mental Iilness and
Psychology, and an Introduction to the French translation of Binswanger’s, Dream and Existence, all bear
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madness from the Renaissance to the early nineteenth century, reveals the fundamentally
discontinuous nature of the history of the western experience of madness, and shows how
contingent unities and practices surrounding madness were produced by complex social
and discursive determinants.

According to Foucault, what madness has been taken to be, the behaviours,
qualities and symptoms which constitute its unity as a “thing”, and what significance it
has been accorded in the West, have undergone radical transformation over the centuries.
Dominant perceptions of madness in western history since the Renaissance have ranged
from the tragic and theological, economic and moral, to the scientific and medical. Since
the Renaissance, madness has been variously identified as a tragic form of insight into
the nature of Fallen Man and the fallibility of reason3!, a wild animality32, a form of
uneconomic disorderliness and social uselessness33, a self-inflicted outcome of moral
lassitude or overstimulation of the senses34, and, finally, as a psychiatric illness33. These
varying experiences of madness have also determined the ways in which the insane were
treated. Foucault contrasts a certain forbearance and tolerance of the insane in

Renaissance society with subsequent Classical and Modern approaches in which the

the marks of the kind of "anthropological” thinking which he would later disavow. For discussions of
Foucault's early humanistic psychological writings see: Dreyfus, Hubert, “Foreword to the California
Edition,” in Foucault, Michel, Mental Illness and Psychology, trans. Alan Sheridan, Berkeley, University
of California Press, 1987, pp.vii-xliii; and Bernauer, James, Michel Foucault's Force of Flight: Toward an
Ethics for Thought, New Jersey, Humanities Press, 1990, pp.24-36.

31 Foucault, Michel, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans. Richard
Howard, New York: Vintage, 1973, pp.16-37. Hereinafter cited as MC.

32 Ibid., pp.70-75.

33 Ibid., pp.40-65.

34 Ibid., pp-147-158, 208-220.
35 Ibid., pp.203-276.
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insane were isolated from society and confined, initially in penal institutions and,
eventually, in therapeutic ones.

The history of madness also reveals the extent to which different kinds of
individuals and behaviours were caught up in societal perceptions and responses of the
time. Foucault describes a Great Confinement in the Classical period, for example, in
which thousands of paupers, nomads, prostitutes, petty thieves, and vagrants were swept
up and confined, along with the insane, on the grounds of their disorderliness,
"unreasonableness” and “social uselessness” in an age increasingly preoccupied with
work, thrift, and order®¢. Eighteenth-century concerns over apparent increases in cases of
hysteria and hypochondria, believed to be largely self-inflicted and due to an excess of
stimulation associated with urbanization and leisure, added to the ranks of the insane
from the middle and upper classes as well?’. In the late-eighteenth century, however,
mixture of the insane with other populations on the margins of society came to be viewed
as sc;andalous, so that by the nineteenth century the medical profession was summoned to
identify and separate the properly insane from the merely delinquent or idle, giving birth
to the asylum3%.

Corresponding to each of the historical definitions of madness and responses to
the insane have been dominant but equally contingent and transitory cultural sensibilities
and experiences. Renaissance forbearance of the insane was supported by a certain
mystical and theological view in which madness was seen as one of the tragedies

afflicting the experience of humanity in its fallen state, rather than as an illness or

36 Ibid., pp.40-65
37 Ibid., pp.213-220.
38 Ibid., pp.221-240.
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abnormality to be cured or corrected®. Tolerance of the insane was also supported by a
view of madness as “present everywhere and mingled with experience,”4® whereas after
the Great Confinement of the Classical period, “madness was shown, but on the other
side of bars; if present, it was at a distance, under the eyes of a reason which no longer
felt any relation to it”4!. Informing the Classical view and confinement of the insane
individual as an untamable “beast” was an acute sensitivity to the problems of order and
disorder, poverty, production, and work in the new socio-economic and cultural
framework of emerging mercantilist and capitalist society, and a tendency to view the
world and the cosmos in strict binary terms*2. By the eighteenth century, the
generalization of bourgeois morality increasingly located madness on a horizon of guilt
and moral lassitude, contemporaneous with growing concerns about the effects of rapid
liberalization, industrialization, urbanization, and the prevalence of leisure43. Finally, the
experience of madness was medicalized on the basis of a certain reactivation of old fears
and popular hysteria in relation to the Classical Houses of Confinement as putative
centres of “disease” and “contagion,” which lead to the dismantling of the system of
Classical confinement, the reabsorption of most inhabitants into a rapidly industrializing
society, and the "benevolent” confinement of the insane within the thoroughly
medicalized universe of the psychiatric asylum#.

Now, the fact that madness has been reinterpreted and defined in different ways

within western knowledge since the Renaissance is not that surprising. Indeed,

%9 Ibid., pp.3-37

40 1bid., p.70.

41 Ibid., p.70.

42 1bid., pp.40-65.
43 Ibid., pp.213-220.
44 Tbid., pp.199-220.
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traditional Enlightenment humanism, as manifested in self-congratulatory histories of the
human sciences, has its own version of discursive change with respect to the unity of
madness. Prior to the Enlightenment, so the story goes, thought could not but produce
distorted and unstable unities, and perception could not but be clouded and impure,
because all pre-Enlightenment thinking was by definition prejudiced, ideological, or
mythological. With the Enlightenment, science could finally proceed autonomously, free
from the impurities of power, prejudice and mythology, according to the principles of
logic and scientific reason, with its project of capturing nature in its true, objective
being. With the advent of the medical specialty of psychiatry, then, the history of
madness’s misunderstanding and maltreatment comes to an end with the discovery of its
true being as “mental illness” and its delivery from persecution through benevolent
supervision in the asylum*’. “The age of positivism,” Foucault writes, “for over a century,
constantly claimed to have been the first to free the mad from a lamentable confusion
with the felonious, to separate the innocence of unreason from the guilt of crime."46
Having discovered the essential reality of madness, modern psychiatry and psychology
claim to constitute agents of progressive reform in the perception and treatment of the
insane. It is this hubristic and self-congratulatory history of modern approaches to
madness which Foucault debunks, as we shall see in Chapters Three and Four.

Having said that, as an anti-essentialist critique of the objectivities of the human
sciences as capturing stable unities or identities putatively lying at the centre of the being
of humanity, Foucault's Madness and Civilization is somewhat ambivalent. As much as

Foucault tried to effect a certain relativization of historical knowledges of madness, he

45 1bid., pp.221-222.
46 Ibid., pp.221-222.
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was unable to resist suggesting that something of the truth of “madness itself” had been
lost in the Western experience of madness since the Renaissance. As more than one
commentator pointed out4’?, and as Foucault himself eventually acknowledged, Madness

and Civilization proceeded on the basis of an apparently essentialist and naturalistic

conception of madness which ties his argument to humanistic terrain in spite of itself.
His critique of the entire development of the western experience of madness since the
Renaissance as a progressive silencing of the voice of “madness itself” reads like a
humanist Verfallgeschichte of repression and alienation. If such a thing as “madness
itself” exists, then, by implication, if it is the truth of this genuine thing-in-itself which
psychiatry represses and misrepresents, there must exist not only a subject of the
madness which Foucault wishes to let speak for itself, but a thing he calls “madness
itself” which is susceptible to representation*t. In at times lyrical and romantic passages,
Foucault laments the suppression and silencing of “madness itself” at the hands of
psychiatry, and posits madness as a unique and worthy being or experience of the world
in its own right*°. Furthermore, far from constituting an unfortunate torment from which
patients must be relieved, Foucault suggests that the life of the madman, even the
frenzied lunatic, can be fully lived. He argues, for example, that the confined lunatic,
chained for his own protection, was better off free to rave in “solitary exaltation” than he

would be “liberated” into the observing, judging, fearful, and punishing world of the

47 The extent to which Foucault's argument depended upon the very essentialist assumptions he rejects
was first noted in an important article by Jacques Derrida entitled, “Cogito and the History of Madness”
which appeared in 1964. See: Derrida, Jacques, “Cogito and the History of Madness,” in Derrida, Jacques,
Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1978, pp.33-34, 41.

48 Ibid., pp.33-34.

4% Foucault, MC, pp.ix-xii.
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psychiatric asylum>°. The beacon of reason shone into the Houses of Confinement and
delivered mental illness into the light, but madness was better off in the dark obscurity of
the Houses which protected as well as hidS!. Classical confinement preserved madness in
its “being”, whereas modern psychiatric confinement maintained the insane in fearful
silence and subjected them entirely to rhythms not their own. By suggesting that the
Modern experience of madness had imposed a certain silence upon it, and opened up a
gap between knowledge of madness and madness itself, Foucault comes perilously close
to valorizing the Renaissance perception of madness on the very register of validity and
truth which he claims to set aside. Foucault’s tendency to privilege the Renaissance
experience of “madness itself” and to lament the costs of its subsequent confinement and
medicalization reflects the vestigial remainder of the existential psychology of his earliest
writings on madness, from which he was attempting to free himself, and the influence of
a certain romantic and humanistic trope of reification and alienation which he would
struggle to shed throughout the rest of his career, achieving only partial success as we

shall see’2.

Foucault's next work, The Birth of the Clinic, delves into the archaeological

depths of medical knowledge. The substantive preoccupation of this work is with the

history of medical perceptions of illness in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,

50 Ibid.. pp.248-252.

51 Foucault suggests that the merely confined madman enjoyed a sort of freedom denied the psychiatric
patient, that of a “mind lost in the excess of a liberty which physical constraint limits only in appearance.”
Ibid., pp.248.

52 For a discussion of the humanistic vestiges contained in Foucault’s early writings on mental illness and
psychiatry see: Bernauer, James, Michel Foucault's Force of Flight: Toward an Ethics for Thought,
Atlantic Highlands: The Humanities Press, 1990, pp.24-36.
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captured in the unity of “disease”. However, as in his earlier work, metatheoretical issues
are also at stake. The express aim of Foucault’s work on medicine is to discredit
humanist explanations of the development of modern medical perception and knowledge.
He offers a history of medical perception and knowledge of disease in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries which undermines the objectivist, continuist, and progressive
pretensions maintained by the profession and its celebrants in the history of ideas. As
with psychiatry, Foucault draws sharp contrasts between successive medical perceptions
of disease from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century and reveals the discursive, and to
some extent social, conditions which caused or enabled these sudden ruptures in medical
perception and knowledge to occur. By historicizing medical perception and knowledge
at this “archaeological” level he exposes the unconscious, social, and discursive
determinants of their development, and by relativizing all medical knowledge in terms of
the discursive rigor inhabiting substantively dissimilar forms of medical perception he
undermines the continuist and rationalist conceits on the basis of which the putative
superiority of contemporary medical knowledge is sustained.

The Birth of the Clinic opens with a detailed historical discussion of the various

ways medicine perceived and knew “disease” from the late-seventeenth to the early-
nineteenth century in France. This history, which we need not reproduce in detail, begins
with a discussion of the lyrical, speculative, and imaginative eighteenth-century
understanding of illness as caused by “disease,” conceived of as a virtual species unto
itself and as an alien entity distinct from the body. In this “medicine of species,” disease

was treated as an alien and invading presence in the body33. The “medicine of species”

53 Foucault, Michel, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A. M.
Sheridan Smith, London: Tavistock, 1973, p.3-20. Hereinafter cited as BC.
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constituted a nosology, in which the task of the physician was to determine the essence
of the disease through a hermeneutic reading of signs and symptoms described by the
patient or evident on the surface of the patient’'s body. By the nineteenth century,
however, the “medicine of species” was replaced by what Foucault called a “medicine of
pathological reactions,” in which the notion of disease as an invading essence foreign to
life was replaced by a conception of disease as a pathological degenerescence of the
normal functioning of organic life>*. According to this new anatomo-clinical experience
of illness, the truth of disease as degenerate life was best revealed by a gaze which sees
in depth, that is, one which goes beneath the surface of the presentation of symptoms and
of the body to observe the state of organic tissue. This kind of seeing was made possible
by the practice of autopsy and the science of pathological anatomy?>. In the latter form of
medical experience, knowledge of illness was acquired by the silent, one-way
examination of bodies, as well as the post-mortem inspection of organic tissues, whereas
in the former, knowledge was accumulated via a hermeneutic, reciprocal, and dialogic
process in consultation with the patient.

As with the concept of madness, Foucault also deploys an archaeological analysis
in order to disperse the putative unity and identity of what goes for disease in the modern
western experience. Rather than pointing to its origins in empirical discoveries of
previously hidden facts or essences, Foucault attributes the appearance of new medical
knowledge and discourse to the enabling limits of a new “anatomo-clinical” experience

of disease and what he calls its unconscious “structures of visibility.”56 Discoveries in

54 Ibid., pp.173-194.
55 Ibid., pp.124-173.
56 Ibid., p.90.
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pathological anatomy were instrumental in changing the way in which disease and iliness
were conceived, of course, but it contributed to the development of knowledge only to
the extent that what was seen and what was said were determined by a prior alteration to
the “concrete a priori” of medical experience, one in which seeing in depth, going
beneath the surface of things, and the “brightness of death,” were endowed with a new
epistemological privilege®’.

As with the analysis of the knowledge of madness, the effect of this archaeology
of medical knowledge is to displace our explanations for the transformations in
knowledge from the registers of adequacy to reality and progressive accumulations of
facts onto one of discontinuous ruptures and reorganizations of the enabling “positive
unconscious” of systems of thought which make their appearance as objects possible to
begin with. Behind all these changes in the substance of medical knowledge, “one
supposes that the subject and object of knowledge remained what they were: their greater
proximity and better adjustment simply made it possible for the object to reveal its own
secrets with greater clarity or detail and for the subject to dispense with illusions that
were an obstacle to truth.” “But this is surely a project on history,” Foucault continues,
“an old theory of knowledge whose effects and misdeeds have long been known.” An
archaeological analysis of these changes "reveals a quite different principle of adjustment
beyond these adjustments:

“it bears jointly on the types of objects to be known, on the grid that makes it appear, isolates

it, and carves up the elements relevant to a possible epistemic knowledge (savoir), on the
position that the subject must occupy in order to map them, on the instrumental mediations
that enables it to grasp them, [...] and on the forms of conceptualization that it must practice

and that qualify it as a subject of knowledge. What is modified in giving place to anatomo-
clinical medicine is not, therefore, the mere surface contact between the knowing subject and

57 Ibid., pp.123-173.
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the known object; it is the more general arrangement of knowledge that determines the
reciprocal positions and the connexion between the one who must know and that which is to
be known. The access of the medical gaze into the sick body was not the continuation of

a movement of approach that had been developing in a more or less regular fashion since the
day when the first doctor cast his somewhat unskilled gaze afar on the body of the first
patient; it was the result of a recasting at the level of epistemic knowledge (savoir) itself, and

not at the level of accumulated, refined, deepened, adjusted knowledge (cornaissances).”>8
Thus, changes in the object to be known and the subject that knows in medical thought
are contingent upon deep, epistemic conditions of possibility, rather than the result of
relations of greater or lesser attunement between them as otherwise stable identities. The
dispersing and displacement effect of this kind of analysis of the conditions of possibility
for modern medical experience, Foucault hopes, will undermine gradualist and continuist
histories of science, as well as render the various unities and objectivities comprising
each system of thought into epiphenomenal and contingent artifacts, without necessarily
challenging directly their validity. The point of such analysis is not to show that our
current knowledge is in error but, rather, to show that, were the epistemic fundaments of
our thought to change, we might see things differently, and without necessarily
sacrificing anything in the way of coherence or rigour. “What counts in the things said
by men,” according to archaeological analysis and critique, “is not so much what they
may have thought [...] as that which systematizes them from the outset, thus making
them thereafter endlessly accessible to new discourses and open to the task of

transforming them.”*?

Foucault’s next major work, The Order of Things, constitutes a broad analysis of

knowledge in the human sciences in general. With this work, his metatheoretical

58 Ibid., p.137.
59 Ibid., p.xix.
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objective is not only to destabilize humanistic knowledge at the level of the content of
discrete scientific unities such as madness and disease, but to challenge the very unity of
Man itself, suggesting that the very appearance of Man as an object of scientific and
philosophical inquiry in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries reflects
changes at the level of the deepest structures of knowledge without reference to a stable
object, unity, or identity. Man is not, Foucault argues, “the intemporal object of a
knowledge which [...] must itself be thought of as ageless.”$? Foucault attempts via an
archaeological analysis of the very appearance of Man as an object of knowledge to
undermine our sense that Man constitutes an intrinsic unity and identity. By showing
that Man has appeared to us as an object of thought only as a result of autonomous
events and laws of change at the epistemic level of knowledge, archaeology disturbs the
sense of attunement attached to our current forms of knowledge of ourselves, as well as
the sense of necessity and gravity which have accompanied the question, “What is man?”
for the last two centuries.

Substantively, the subject of interest in this work is the “positivities” or
“empiricities”¢! by which the being of humankind has come to be known in the human
sciences since the nineteenth century. The Order of Things offers an archaeological
analysis of the emergence and contents of the modern empirical and human sciences,
such as biology, political economy, and philology, which take Man as a living,
labouring, and language-using being as their object. According to Foucault, what has
been presented in traditional history of science as the gradual accumulation of

knowledge about Man since the Renaissance, culminating in the attunement of

60 Foucault, OT, p-371.
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knowledge to the being of Man as an object in the nineteenth century, has constituted in
fact a very different phenomenon and series of events. Examining three general areas of
inquiry concerning the being of Man since the Renaissance - life, labour, and language -
Foucault argues that knowledge of Man has been marked by profound ruptures and
discontinuities, as well as the complete disappearance of certain “objectivities” once
deemed central to that knowledge, followed by the emergence of entirely new ones in no
way related to those which preceded them. Foucault locates one such rupture at the end
of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries, which divides what he
calis the “Classical” and the “Modern” epochs®. Classical analysis of life, labour, and
language was conducted under the rubric of three sciences: natural history, the analysis
of wealth, and general grammar, respectively. According to Foucault, each of these
sciences took as its central object of inquiry a certain "positivity” or “empiricity”.
Classical natural history privileged the concepts of structure and character, using these
to classify, differentiate, and hierarchize living organisms on a table of visible
similarities and differences$3. The Classical study of economics, associated with figures
like Adam Smith, took as its object the creation and exchange of weaith. Wealth, trade,
and value, as represented in money transactions, were the primary positivities through
which the economic and productive life of Man was understood®. Finally, general
grammar took as its object the names of things, or verbal signs, and understood the
linguistic being of Man in terms of the rules for constructing, employing, and altering the

naines by which things are represented in speech®s,

€2 Ibid., p.xxii.
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By the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, Foucault argues, significant
changes occurred in the scientific understanding of life, labour, and language; changes so
profound that they cannot be understood, he claims, as having been produced out of, as
in a process of internal unfolding, the Classical sciences. Changes in knowledge between
the Classical period and the Modern one are marked by rupture and discontinuity at the
level of the objects which are taken as central. The beginning of the nineteenth century
marked the emergence of the human sciences proper, in particular biology, political
economy, and philology, which replaced Classical natural history, analysis of wealth, and
general grammar, respectively, as the sciences by which the being of Man was
understood. What Foucault's archaeological analysis of these three human sciences
reveals, first of all, is that each takes as its central object of inquiry a new objectivity or
positivity which reveals little if any epistemic or conceptual continuity with or
relationship to preceding Classical understandings of life, labour, and language. In the
life sciences, for example, Classical concern with visible character and structure as the
basis of classification gives way to the concepts of organic structure and life function,
such as respiration, digestion, and reproduction, as the primary positivities or
empiricities by which living things are understood®. Cuvier's privilege of organic
function over visible structure, for example, indicates a momentous change in the
understanding of the order of living things in terms of identity and difference. After
Cuvier, Foucault writes:

Tt matters little that gills and lungs may have a few variables of form, magnitude, or number

in common; they resemble one another because they are two varieties of that non-existent,

abstract, unreal, unassignable organ, absent from all describable species, yet present in the
animal kingdom in its entirety, which serves for respiration in general. From Cuvier onward,

66 Ibid., pp.263-279.
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function [...] is to serve [...] to make it possible to relate together totalities of elements without
the slightest visible identity.”67

As a result of the emergence of the concept of function, a new order of identity and
difference by which living things are ordered and divided up was established beneath the
level of Classical visibility. In the study of economic life, political economy privileges
human labour and modes of production over the mere exchange and circulation of
wealth$®. Marx’s labour theory of value and analysis of the capitalist mode of production
revealed the underlying relations of alienation and exploitation beneath the appearance of
equality, consent, and reciprocity in Classical theories of wealth and exchange. Finally,
in the analysis of language, philology privileged the autonomous, mechanistic rules of
grammatical systems which determine the meaning of words over general grammar's
focus on nomination and the representative adequacy of names in relation to things®. In
other words, Foucault suggests, what the conventional history of our understanding of
ourselves treats as the gradual and continuous attunement of knowledge to an otherwise
stable object - living, economic, and linguistic Man - does not in fact exist. Our
knowledge of ourselves has been marked by profound breaches and discontinuities. The
empiricities of the nineteenth-century human sciences - organic structure, production,
and language - are entirely unrelated, epistemically-speaking, to the objectivities of
character, wealth, and the name which they replaced. In the case of economics, for
example, Foucault insists that we must “avoid a retrospective reading of these things that
would merely endow the Classical analysis of wealth with the ulterior unity of political

economy in the tentative process of constituting itself.”?? This is not, of course, how the

67 Ibid., pp.264-265.
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history of the human sciences is normally portrayed. Typically, Foucault claims, the
nineteenth century human sciences are portrayed as each having evolved, developed, and
emerged out of the respective Classical sciences which preceded them. Each is portrayed
as closely related, conceptually-speaking, to that which preceded it. According to
Foucault's archaeological analysis, however, within the history of each of these separate
sciences of Man there have occurred profound ruptures from one period to the next,
marked by the virtual disappearance of certain empiricities and the emergence of new
ones:
"Philology, biology, and political economy were established, not in the places formeriy
occupied by general grammar, natural history, and the analysis of wealth, but in an area
where those forms of knowledge did not exist, in the space they left blank, in the deep gaps

that separated their broad theoretical segments and that were filled with the murmur of the
ontological continuum. The object of knowledge in the nineteenth century is formed in the

very place where the Classical plenitude of being has fallen silent.””!

The idea, therefore, that, as a result of methodological refinements or new observations,
knowledge has gradually become more and more closely attuned to the being of Man as a
stable object of reflection is difficuit to sustain in light of this archaeological analysis.

What, then, precipitates these changes in the order of things? According to
Foucault’s archaeological analysis, we must look to the epistemic level of the deep
structures of knowledge for answers. By the epistemic level, which we shall examine in
greater detail in the following chapter, Foucault refers to the rules governing the very
conditions of possibility for the emergence of statements regarding the truth or falsity of
things. It is at this level that fundamental ruptures and changes in knowledge are
determined, as a result of “events” which we can barely grasp. Changes in the substance

of knowledge from, say, natural history to biology, reflect an alteration at the deepest

71 Ibid., p.207. Emphasis in original.
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levels of the arrangements of knowledge, Foucault claims. Changes in the analysis of
living things from natural history, in which the order of identity and difference among
living things was determined by immediately visible and describable structures and
characteristics, to biology, in which the order of identity and difference is altered to refer
to organic structures and life functicns which are noz immediately present or visible,
became possible only on the basis of a prior epistemic shift, according to which the
qualities of depth, invisibility, and concealment receive epistemic privilege over the
surface visibility of things. “From Cuvier onward,” Foucault observes, “it is life in its
non-perceptible, purely functional aspect that provides the basis for the exterior
possibility of a classification [...] the possibility of classification now arises from the
depths of life, from those elements most hidden from view.”72 In other words, organic
structure and function emerge to dictate the new order of identity and difference in the
classification of living things only after the hidden organic structure and life functions of
organisms have come to be seen as constituting a deeper reality of living things. Only
when, for example, the nature of reproduction, gestation, and birth among creatures like
whales and dolphins is privileged over their visible resemblances to other fish does it
become possible for them to be differentiated from the latter as mammals rather than
fish. In the absence of the epistemic privilege granted to the hierarchy of life functions,
such an identity between whales, dolphins, and other mammals would simply not appear.
Neither would the concept of life itself, as sustained by a hierarchy of imperceptible
functions like digestion, respiration, and reproduction, appear in the absence of

epistemic conditions of possibility in which knowledge comes to be seen as being

72 Ibid., p.268.
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grounded in the invisible, hidden depths of things. “Up to the end of the éightecnth
century,” Foucault argues, “life does not exist” as an object of knowledge’. Since the
Classical naturalist “is the man concerned with the structure of the visible world,”7 the
empiricity of life cannot appear to him and he cannot appreciate the biological kinship
that exists between whales, dolphins, and other mammals.

The event taking place here, which we will examine below in Chapter Three, is
the replacement of the Classical epistemic theme of representation by a new
arrangement of the fundaments of knowledge which Foucault dubs the analytic of
finitude. Whereas classical knowledge was based on the assumption that the nature of
things revealed itself more or less unproblematically to the subject of thought endowed
with the capacity to adequately reflect it in the form of linguistic representations more or
Iess isomorphic to it in a “continuum of representation and being,””> modern knowledge
is treated as the hard-won achievement of a search for the being of things which conceal
themselves behind a certain density and opacity which cannot be pierced without
engaging in a form of depth hermeneutics, in which one finds the truth of being in the
obscure depths of things such as we saw with respect to function in the science of
biology, in Marx’s concept of ideology, or in the importance of pathological anatomy to
clinical medicine. Nothing, not even Man, presents itself transparently to the
understanding. Indeed, as soon as Man, himself, took on that same depth and opacity as
a result of the discovery of his finite nature - at the centre of which lies his being as a

living, labouring, and language-using creature - all knowledge becomes dubious, since it
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issues from this finite being. The human sciences, Foucault argues, emerge in response to
this crisis of knowledge in order to resecure its foundations. Such a foundation will be
based on a thorough understanding and accounting of the forms of human finitude. And
herein, Foucault claims, lies the epistemic origin of the emergence of Man as an object of
knowledge. Lacking this epistemic configuration, neither Renaissance nor Classical
humanism were able to conceive of Man in quite this way. While each assigned human
beings a certain privileged position in the world, Man, as a “primary reality with his own
density, as the difficult object and sovereign subject of all possible knowledge,” has no
place within them. “Classical language,” Foucault claims, “as the common discourse of
representation and things, as the place within which nature and human nature intersect,
absolutely excludes anything that could be a ‘science of man’.”76 As soon as Man takes
on a certain density and opacity to himself, as a result of his finite being as a living,
labouring, and language-using animal, he turns himself, as a subject of knowledge, into
an object as well. Thus, Man the knowing subject as an object of the human sciences was
born.

Now, Foucault's objective here is not to attack the credibility or objectivity of
these various forms of knowledge, nor to deny the brute facts of human existence as only
illusory discursive constructs. Foucault brackets the question of objectivity in order to
treat the positivities of knowledge as events and emergences contingent upon changes at
the deep, unconscious levels of knowledge and perception. By throwing into relief the
contingent and event-like nature of the emergence of new forms of knowledge, Foucault

hopes to disturb the sense of necessity and continuity attached to the set of objectivities

76 Ibid., pp.310-311. Emphasis in original.
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by which we currently understand ourselves. Furthermore, by retrieving and highlighting
the various epistemic rationalities or systematicities underpinning historical forms of
knowledge - say, the Classical emphasis on ocular metaphors of the visibility and
transparency of things in relation to an autonomous, representing subject, or the Modern
theme of the density and opacity of things according to which the being of things,
including Man, can only be decoded by various forms of depth hermeneutics - Foucault
in fact rehabilitates and elevates them in opposition to detractors who dismiss them as
irrational and mythological. Even the knowledge of the Renaissance, as much as it
appears to us a mixture of reason and magic, reveals a certain epistemic “rigour”’’. By
restoring the epistemic “sense,” rationale, or systematicity to historic forms of knowledge
Foucault does not so much challenge our current unities and objectivities in terms of the
remnants of ideology and mythology detectable within them as he does undermine the
validity of their exclusive, monopolistic claim on rationality. Finally, while Foucault
emphasizes the degree to which objects of knowledge are made to appear for usas a
result of discursive and epistemic structures of visibility, it does not follow from such an
argument that a world external to discourse must therefore be denied. Emesto Laclau and
Chantal Mouffe have made this point succinctly:
“The fact that every object is constituted as an object of discourse has nothing to do with

whether there is a world external to thought [...] An earthquake or the falling of a brick is

an event that certainly exists [...] But whether their specificity as objects is constructed

in terms of ‘natural phenomena’ or ‘expressions of the wrath of God', depends on the

structuring of a discursive field. What is denied is not that objects exist externally to

thought, but the rather different assertion that they could constitute themselves as objects

outside any discursive condition of emergence.”’8
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Having said that, Foucault's scepticism with respect to the existence of Man as a
stable, originary identity remains clear. Indeed, he recruits the nineteenth and twentieth-
century sciences of Man themselves, such as psychiatry and linguistics, in order to dispel
the illusion of Man as a stable object or unity of knowledge. “[I]in so far as these
investigations into man as a possible object of knowledge (savoir) were deployed,”
Foucault claims, “something very serious was discovered:”

“that this famous man, this human nature [...] was never discovered. When one analyzed for

example the phenomena of madness or neurosis, what was discovered was an unconscious,
an unconscious completely traversed by impulses and instincts, an unconscious that
functioned according to mechanisms and according to a topological space which had
absolutely nothing to do with what one could expect of the human essence, of freedom or
human existence [...] And consequently, insofar as man was sought out in his depths, to that
extent he disappeared. [...] And similarly for language. From the beginning of the 19th century
the human languages had been investigated in order to try and discover some of the great
constants of the human mind. [...] Yet, by penetrating into language, what did one find? One
found structures, correlations, a system that is in some way quasi-logical, and man, in his
liberty, in his existence, there again had disappeared.”’9
What each successive period in thought takes as the essence or fundamental unity at the
centre of the being of Man has undergone profound transformation and discontinuity,
which archaeological analysis shows to have its origins at the epistemic level of
knowledge rather than in a gradual attunement of thought to Man as a stable object. By
showing how knowledge of the being of things in the past was contingent upon certain
underlying epistemic conditions of possibility, Foucault suggests that the very
empiricities by which we currently understand the being of things, including Man itself,
might disappear as a result of a new round of epistemic change. Should such changes

occur, he speculates, it would no longer be possible for us to think the being of things,

7 Foucault, Michel, “Foucault Responds to Sartre,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Foucault Live:
Interviews 1966-1984, Sylvere Lotringer, ed., trans. John Johnston, New York: Semiotext(e), 1989, p.37.
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including ourselves, in terms of the empiricities and positivities we currently do. The
appearance of Man in the nineteenth-century human sciences, Foucault concludes:
“was not the liberation of an age-old anxiety, the transition into luminous consciousness of
an age-old concern, the entry into objectivity of something that had remained trapped within

beliefs and philosophies: it was the effect of a change in the fundamental arrangements of
knowledge. As the archaeology of our thought easily shows, man is an invention of recent

date. And one perhaps nearing its end.”80

Beginning in the 1970s, as we know, Foucault's work made a significant
methodological turn away from analysing and criticizing knowledge in relation to its
epistemic and discursive conditions of possibility, in which the role played by non-
discursive factors was often treated as minimal, to a genealogical analysis of knowledge
forefronting the degree to which the production of knowledge - or the “objectification of
objectivities” as he once phrased it8! - is imbricated with myriad strategies and relations
of power, including the strategic interests of states, social classes, and the scientific
professions themselves. Discipline and Punish, Foucault's first major genealogical
analysis of the human sciences, departs from his previous archaeological preoccupations
with discourses and epistemic sensibilities and turns to an analysis of the non-discursive
rationalities, practices and institutions associated with the production of knowledge
around the social phenomenon of illegality and the practice of punishment in nineteenth-~
century France. Inspired by the new methodological direction he set out in the Nietzsche
essay, this work introduces several new elements into Foucault's historical analysis of the
human sciences with major implications for his understanding and analysis of Man. The

first of these, coming in the form of the notion of “power-knowledge”, reintroduces non-
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discursive factors - namely, power - back into his method of historical analysis.
“Perhaps,” he writes,
“we should abandon a whole tradition that allows us to imagine that knowledge can exist
only where the power relations are suspended and that knowledge can develop only outside
its injunctions, its demands and its interests. Perhaps we should abandon the belief that power
makes mad and that, by the same token, the renunciation of power is one of the conditions of
- knowledge. We should admit rather that power produces knowledge [...] that power and

knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and

constitute at the same time power relations.”82
While, arguably, the role of the non-discursive was significant in his study of madness
and, to a lesser extent, medicine, Foucault's archaeological study of the human sciences
and prescriptions for a science of discourse more or less ignored the role of non-
discursive factors in the constitution of knowledge. Only in The Archaeology of
Knowledge does Foucault concede once again to the role played by non-discursive
factors in the transformation of knowledge®3, a point I elaborate upon in Chapter Three.

With Discipline and Punish, however, Foucault offers an explicit and detailed analysis

and explanation for the emergence of the human sciences which ties them directly to the
pursuit and solidification of state power, social interests, and scientific authority. With
this turn to a genealogical approach, Foucault reintroduces power into his explanation for

discursive continuity and change.

Substantively speaking, Discipline and Punish offers a genealogical analysis of
the concepts of “crime” and “criminality” in eighteenth and nineteenth-century France, as

well a reflection on the practices and penal response which grew up around them. At the

82 Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan, New York:
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level of the unities of the human sciences, Discipline and Punish does similar work on
essentialist conceptions the nature of Man - particularly its disorders and abnormalities -
to that of his previous work, especially on madness. Foucault's objective, here, is to
undermine the essentialist human sciences of nineteenth-century criminology and
penology which treat these unities of “crime,” “criminality,” or “delinquency” as
indicative of natural classes of objectively self-evident acts and qualities susceptible to
scientific identification and classification. In the early stages of his argument Foucault
shows how, historically, the definition of and response to crime in eighteenth and
nineteenth-century France underwent significant change, revealing how it neither
referred nor was applied, historically, to the same kinds of conduct or the same object.
“No doubt,” he writes, “the definition of offences, the hierarchy of their seriousness, the
margins of indulgence, what was tolerated in fact and what was legally permitted - all
this has considerably changed over the last 200 years...”34. Foucault demonstrates this
discontinuousness in the perceived unity of “crime” by locating and specifying the
meaning of the term, as well as the kinds of acts to which it referred in the period
immediately preceding the present one. Prior to the mid-eighteenth century, he finds, the
state was preoccupied with violent crime, while social attitudes with regard to petty
crimes of all kinds, including theft, poaching, customs violations, and tax avoidance
dictated considerable forbearance of such “necessary illegality”®>. The perception and
treatment of “crime” at this time was dominated by a “criminality of blood”. From mid-

century onward, however, a growing concern for property crime manifested itself as an
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effect of a burgeoning mercantile economy?®¢. Efforts to root out and eliminate a
“criminality of fraud” began to take precedence in the minds of state rulers and
administrators. The contrast between the “criminality of blood” and the “criminality of
fraud” allows us to see how the various acts and transgressions which have made up the
category of “crimes” in a given period can undergo considerable change, permitting us to
see and think of certain acts, such as petty theft, as perhaps not signifying the presence of
some essential pathological trait.

More significantly, however, the historical analysis Foucault provides
demonstrates the historicity and discontinuity at the heart of our very understanding of
what “crime” or “criminality” are as objects in themselves. That acts constituting
“criminality” as well as the laws designed to prevent and punish them should undergo
historical change is hardly surprising and “perhaps not the most important fact:” he
writes,

“the division between the permitted and the forbidden has preserved a certain constancy

from one century to another. On the other hand, ‘crime’, the object with which penal practice

is concerned, has profoundly altered: the quality, the nature, in a sense the substance of
which the punishable element is made, rather than its formal definition.”87

Foucault shows how the understanding of criminality underwent a dramatic shift in the
late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. During this period, the understanding of
crime, as a thing, was transformed from a preoccupation with unlawful acts which
individuals happened to commit, to a concern for the nature of the individual who
committed them, the state of their “soul”, and signs of a disposition to reoffendss.

Criminality went from being a juridical term describing or specifying acts or conduct

86 Ibid., p.77.
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which transgressed the law of the land and the royal authority of the monarch to one
indicating the presence of dangerous, disorderly proclivities and inclinations in the souls
of offenders, a population increasingly perceived as constituting a whole sub-species or
natural sub-class with a “criminal” nature. As a result, a whole new penal practice
emerged which was targeted less at simply punishing offenders as juridical subjects and
more at identifying, isolating, punishing, and, if possible, correcting, those among the
population at large in whom resided any “kernel of danger”®°. Thus was born the idea of
the criminal or the delinquent as something apart from a merely juridical subject gone
astray: a “pathological gap in the human species;”® a “"dangerous individual” in whom
resided inherently disorderly, predatory, and anti-social tendencies®!.

This rupture in perceptions of crminality itself initiated changes in penal
practices and responses to crime. From a concern to inflict punishment upon the body of
the convicted in proportion to the criminal act and its offensiveness to the sovereign will
embodied in the law?2, penological attitudes shifted to a belief that incarceration was the
appropriate response to criminal acts and qualities. Being a matter of qualities in the
nature of certain individuals which left them inclined to illegality, incarceration was
justified in part by the offender’s likelihood of reoffense and the opportunity to “reform”

their character provided by detention?3. Thus, Discipline and Punish recounts the birth of

89 Ibid., p-254.

%0 Ibid., p.253.

1 Ibid., p.252. Foucault also discusses the emergence of the concept of “the dangerous individual” at
length in his lecture: “The Dangerous Individual,” in MF, pp.125-151.

92 Foucault, DP, pp.47-49.

93 Ibid., pp.120-131.
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the prison and its virtual “colonization of the penalty” in France in the space of a few
decades in the early nineteenth century®4.

As has become quite standard in Foucault’s historical works, the reader is once
again confronted with markedly discontinuous perceptions, definitions, and practices in
relation to an “objectivity” endowed with a putatively stable identity or essence. And
once again, explanations for this discontinuity based on the humanistic tropes of
disenchantment, discovery, and adequacy are rejected by Foucault. What took place in
the nineteenth century was not a discovery of the “truth” of crime as residing in a nexus
of inclinations and proclivities empirically observable in the souls of individual offenders
but, rather, a reorganization of the economy of power in which conceptions of crime and
criminality were produced. Following the Nietzsche essay, Discipline and Punish treats
knowledge as inherently bound up with power. Indeed, all knowledge is treated as
produced by power, or in relations of struggle, confrontation, domination, and
subordination. With this work, the concept of power both supplements and supplants
Foucauit's archaeological approach to the historical analysis of knowledge. In the place
of epistemic conditions of possibility and structures of visibility and perception, there are
now economies and strategic configurations of power. The epistemic condition of
possibility has been replaced by the “economy of power”9 or the “political rationality”®¢
of the state, which determines the form, object domain, and practices of knowledge.
Instead of ruling epistemes, we now find economies of power, such as the “monarchical”

and the “disciplinary”, which pursue different strategies of control, domination,

94 Ibid., p.117.

95 Ibid., p.79.

96 Foucault elaborates on the complex relationship between rationalities of governance and control and
the production of knowledge in his lecture, “Politics and Reason,” in MF, pp.58-85.
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regulation, incitement and inscription in relation to the social body and the body itself®.
As a result, as well, we see the archaeological periodization of knowledge in terms of
epistemic structures replaced by a genealogical one of “economies of power” -
monarchical, disciplinary, and biopolitical.

The genealogical analysis of crime and criminality as stable identities or objects
has the effect of dispersing and dissolving their very unity as well. Far from constituting
a natural object, species, or social fact, the “delinquent,” for example, constitutes a
discursive and strategic unity invested with a host of discursive, cultural, economic,
scientific, and administrative determinations. Foucault’s analysis of "criminality” and
“delinquency” as objects of knowledge multiplies the “analytical salients” germane to the
explanation of their emergence as objects of knowledge, subjecting the former to a
“causal multiplication” which has the effect of dispersing them into a “profusion of
entangled events”. Among the complex web of factors with which the unities of
“criminality” and “delinquency” were invested, and which we will examine in greater
detail in Chapter Three, Foucault included: Christian confessional techniques and
practices in which individuals were exhorted to examine their souls, to construct
themselves as spaces of deep interiority, as seats of dangerous desires, and to
acknowledge and take responsibility for them®3; a proliferation of techniques and
institutions of a disciplinary and panoptic nature for the objectification of the social,
which had the effect of producing highly individualized knowledge of “cases,” as well as

aggregate knowledge of populations and statistical norms allowing for a cadastral

97 Foucault contrasts the monarchical with the nineteenth-century disciplinary economy of power in DP,
pp.77-103
98 Ibid., p.123.
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mapping of the social body%; increased state dinterest in administrative and technical
means of ensuring order while optimizing thes forces of the state, which Foucault calls
“the disciplines”1%; the strategic utility of mosral panics to dramatize the sense of social
danger, disorder, and pathology within the so«ial body in order to justify the spread of
surveillance and power!?!; and, finally, the professional interests of penal authorities,
psychiatrists, and physicians charged with supervising, classifying, and correcting
offenders, which were served by identifying a whole new field of knowledge, expertise,
and inquiry into the nature of “the dangerous individual”!92. Drawing our attention to all
of these multiple discursive and strategic investments, Foucault attempts to disperse the
object - delinquency - into that profusion of lost events and determining influences

which served to crystalize and produce it as a_ thing.

In the last of his studies in the history of the human sciences, The History of

Sexuality, Foucault offered a genealogical analysis of the emergence of the scientific
unity of “sexuality,” along with a host of relaged objectivities such as “perversion,”

“homosexuality,” “the masturbating child,” “the hysterical woman,” and the Malthusian

9 Ibid., pp.141-149. Foucauit also discusses the rise and significance of this “mapping” of the social
body, beginning in seventeeenth-century Europe, in thre following: Foucault, Michel, “The Political
Technology of Individuals,” in Luther Martin, Huck Gutman, and Patrick Hutton, eds., Technologies of the
Self: A Seminar With Michel Foucault, Amherst: Uniwersity of Massachusetts Press, 1988, pp.150-151;
and Foucault, “Politics and Reason,” pp.58-85, in whicch he traces this relationship between governing and
the production of knowledge to the exercise of Christiian pastoral authority. The relationship between the
growth of statistical knowledge and state power has bezen examined at length in Ian Hacking’s, The Taming
of Chance, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2990.

100 Foucault, DP, pp.135-141.

101 Foucault discusses the strategic use of “delinquen<cy” by state authorities at Ibid., pp.271-285.
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heterosexual “couple”!%. In this work, Foucault makes a remarkable claim. While the
division between the permitted and the forbidden in matters of sexual pleasure has been a
relative constant over the centuries, the nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of
something entirely new - the emergence of “sexuality” as a medical and psychiatric
object or unity of knowledge unto itself. Prior to this time, Foucault memorably claimed,
“sexuality” did not exist!®, Which is not to say, of course, that individuals did not have
sex or experience bodily pleasures. The emergence of sexuality signaled at least two
important changes, according to Foucault. Firstly, the gathering together under the
dispositif of “sexuality” a host of different acts and pleasures signaled the ascendence of
a single medicalized and psychiatrized experience of what had previously been regarded
as heterogeneous. What had been experienced as multiform ways in which individuals
sought and experienced bodily pleasure, with multiple and overlapping kinds of private,
social, and moral significance, was now subject to the insistent gaze and classificatory
ordering of medical and psychiatric discourses of “sexuality,” which endowed sexual
behaviour with a new etiological power to produce a host of medical, psychiatric, and
social pathologies. Henceforth, “bodies and pleasures,” as Foucault says, were
experienced and perceived on a new medicalized and psychiatrized horizon of the
“normal” and the “abnormal”195. Secondly, this new unity of “sexuality” was located at
the very core of identity, where it was constituted as the deepest truth of human beings,

as the site of a deep interiority, and fount of powerful drives and potentially dangerous

103 Foucauit, Michel, The History of Sexuality: Volume 1 An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley, New
York: Random House, 1978, pp.103-105. Hereinafter cited as HS.
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impulses!%. The anti-essentialist work of The History of Sexuality has a number of
important targets, then. Under genealogical scrutiny are not only the various “strategic
unities” according to which various sexual acts and tendencies have been medicalized
and classified, such as “homosexuality” or “onanism”, but the very idea that there exists
in the deepest interiority of the self some original and essential sexual identity.

The History of Sexuality begins by debunking the mythology surrounding the

nineteenth-century Victorian era as one of extreme discretion, silence, and denial on
sexual matters. Foucault records, instead, a virtual explosion and proliferation of
discourses surrounding sexuality at the time, reflecting very intense state and scientific,
as well moral, concern!??. What lay at the heart of this new Victorian “incitement to
discourse” on sex was an emerging Malthus-inspired medical, scientific, and strategic
concern for the ways in which sexual conduct intersected with and affected such
collective or strategic concerns as public health, population growth, and demographics.
This had the effect of both medicalizing the experience of sex under the rubric of
“sexuality” and ﬁﬁldng the sexual conduct of individuals to the overall health of the state
and its population!%8. Thus was born “sexuality” as a matter of state and scientific
concern and as a matter of heightened individual identity and “responsibility”. With the
emergence of “sexuality” come a host of other sexual “unities” as well, where before
there had existed only bodies and pleasures. Where, before, there had existed to the pre-
modern experience of sex simply acts of “libertinage” or “sodomy” there now appeared

“perversity” and "homosexuality”. Where, before, there had existed “onanism” there now

106 1hid., pp.53-73.
107 1bid., pp.3-13, 17-35.
108 1hid., pp.135-148.
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appeared the problem of the “masturbating child”. In other words, where before there
had, of course, existed these forms of bodily pleasure many of which were forbidden on
moral and religious grounds, there appeared a medico-scientific unity or condition
increasingly ascribed to the whole of the individual. As a result, an individual was no
longer someone who happened to derive pleasure from same-sex partners but,
increasingly, someone who was by nature "homosexual”1%. The upshot of Foucault's
argument, here, is to show that aside from the ways in which the boundary between the
permitted and the forbidden in matters of sex has changed historically, there has been an
even more significant and dramatic rupture in the Western experience of sex - one in
which we have come increasingly to see ourselves as defined and identified as who we
are by some deep, irreducible space of interiority at the centre of which lies a reservoir of
sexual urges and impulses that we call our “sexuality”. In addition to indicating the
radical nature of this change in the Western experience of sex, Foucault is also interested
in tracing the roots of this change and in dispersing the emergence of the new “strategic
unities” of sexuality into the kaleidoscopic profusion of events out of which they were
produced.

As only an introduction to a projected six-volume history of the objectification of
sexual objectivities, The History of Sexuality is understandably sparse on historical and
analytical detail, particularly relative to the painstaking and monumental study of

‘criminality and punishment in his Discipline and Punish. Unfortunately, the projected

fourth volume of the series, tentatively entitled The Confessions of the Flesh, in which

Foucault intended to provide a detailed study of the appearance of sexual unities like the

109 Thid., pp.36-49.
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“masturbating child,” the "frigid woman,” and the “homosexual,” was never published.
Nevertheless, Foucault's research on the proliferation of knowledge surrounding the new
scientific objectivity of “sexuality” offered a number of hints as to what might have been
seen in this fourth volume. Much of Foucault’s research at this time focused on the
increasingly hysterical medical and psychiatric discourse of the late-eighteenth and early-
nineteenth centuries on the dangers of childhood masturbation. A growing body of
medical theory since the eighteenth century assigned a wide-ranging “etiological power”
to sexuality as the source, if abused, of a host of medical, psychiatric, and social
pathologies. This discourse reached a crescendo in nineteenth-century campaigns against
childhood masturbation, in which this historically constant and recalcitrant behaviour
was singled out, medicalized, and psychiatrized for the first time as a unique species of
anomaly and danger in the field of sexuality!19. Of course masturbation existed prior to
the nineteenth century, along with a host of other sins and evils associated with the flesh
and its pleasures, on a horizon of moral and religious experience. However, with its
medicalization and psychiatrization in the nineteenth century, a whole new scientific
objectivity - the "masturbating child” - was produced. According to Foucault, however,
the emergence of childhood masturbation as a privileged object of medical and
psychiatric knowledge and discourse in no way reflects the discovery of some natural
species of sexual abnormality or anomaly relative to some objective unity of healthy,
normal sexuality. Rather, the emergence of the masturbating child within the field of
scientific knowledge of sex reflects, he argues, a host of strategic developments at the

level of rationalities and relations of power within early-nineteenth century society in
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Europe. We shall have occasion to examine these at considerable length in Chapter Five.
Suffice to say, for now, that Foucault attributes the emergence of the unity of “sexuality”
to a new “biopolitical” rationale of governing in which European states took an
increasing interest in sex as the strategic intersection of the conduct of individuals and
health and biological security of the population as a whole. The endowment of sex with
the etiological power to determine the destiny of whole populations demanded a whole
new form of regulation and surveillance around the population and its sex, as well as the
production and proliferation of scientific knowledge of “sexuality” and its pathologies so
that the latter, in particular, might be identified, classified, and corrected. Out of the
general theme of sex and its dangers emerged a host of “strategic unities” which were
implanted in the popular imagination and served to “responsibilize” the inhabitants of
society in relation to the signs of abnormality and danger in others, as well as themselves.
The objectivity of the “masturbating child” was only one such “strategic unity,” which
served to intensify and hystericize popular awareness of sex and its insidious dangers, as
well as to justify a host of measures to regulate, observe, and intervene in families and
responsibilize parents in relation to their children.

The lesson of The History of Sexuality, then, is that while the boundary between
the forbidden and the permitted in matters of sex has been relatively constant, the way in
which it has been perceived, known, spoken about, and regulated as a thing has been
subject to significant historical variation. While, according to Foucault, prior to the
nineteenth century, sex was perceived in terms of bodies and pleasures on a horizon of
moral and religious experience, it has since been experienced through the medical and
psychiatric lenses of science which encourage us to think of sex in terms of a "sexuality”

which must be located on a scientific register of normality and abnormality and a
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strategic register of health and pathology. By no means intending to call into question the
brute facticity of sex in terms of the body, anatomy, or physiological processes,
functions, and sensations, Foucault wishes nonetheless to disperse the unity of
“sexuality” by historicizing the medical and psychiatric experience of sex which
produced it; not to elide the reality of the body and its sensations, but to demonstrate that
they have been experienced differently in the past and that our current experience of sex

and our “sexuality” is “not as necessary as all that”.

Having surveyed Foucault's various attempts throughout most of his major works
to “eventalize” and “disperse” the unity of Man as it has appeared in the various
objectivities and empiricities of the human sciences since the nineteenth century, let us
now turn to critically assessing the results of this work. Firstly, what is it Foucault
intends and achieves with these archaeological and genealogical critiques of Man as an
object of knowledge? His conceptual histories of the human sciences of psychiatry,
medicine, and criminology were intended to effect a certain “breach” in what have been
taken as self-evident in knowledge, to show how past perceptions of “what is” have not
only differed from ours, but that they have been produced under certain epistemic and
strategic conditions. This is not a critique of the contents of knowledge in a given epoch
as ideological or irrational. In fact, Foucault often shows how historical forms of
knowledge are intelligible as products of certain epistemic or strategic rationales,
depriving our current knowledge of its putative monopoly on rationality. Foucault links
directly the practice of historicizing the unities of past knowledge, and the epistemic and
strategic rationalities upon which they were contingent, with the contemporary task of

understanding the extent to which our own knowledge is circumscribed by
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simultaneously enabling and limiting grids of perception and rationality. “What reason
perceives as ifs necessity, or rather, what different forms of rationality offer as their
necessary being,” he claims:
“can perfectly well be shown to have a history; and the network of contingencies from which
it emerged can be traced. Which is not to say, however, that these forms of rationality were

irrational. It means that they reside on a base of human practice and human history; and that
since these things have been made, they can be unmade, as long as we know how it was that

they were made.”!11
Keeping alive the memory of how things were made - that they were made - preserves
the possibility that they might become otherwise. Showing how things have been seen
and done differently in the past, and throwing into relief the “sense” embedded within
them, is the first step in shaking us loose from our own sense of what is necessary and
essential in our surroundings today.

Foucault also achieves a certain dispersal of the objects of knowledge in a given
epoch via a “multiplication of analytical salients” responsible for producing knowledge
as an emergence. His intent, ultimately, was to weaken our own sense of the necessity
and self-evidence of the unities on which our current knowledge is based, and to shake
us from complaz:ency stemming from the assumption that our knowledge has been
purified of ali cultural and strategic investments. The dispersal of our current objects of
knowledge into their heterogeneous causes and “analytical salients” demands a
perspective that is historical.”[H]istory serves to show how that-which-is has not always
been; ie., that the things which seem most evident to us are always formed in the
confluence of encounters and chances, during the course of a precarious and fragile

history.”!!2 Recourse to history, therefore, becomes a "history of the present,” and makes

111 Foucault, “Critical Theory/Intellectual History,” p.37.
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“that-which-is” appear as “something that might not be”. Such a history of the present,
Foucault hopes, will “open up the space of freedom understood as a space of concrete
tfreedom, i.e., of possible transformation.”!!3

Now, does all of this mean, as some critics suggest, that things like “mental
illness,” “disease,” “criminality,” and “paedophilia,” or, conversely, “health,”
“rationality,” and “sex” do not exist; that they reflect nothing of the reality given to us in
experience and, perhaps, that reality itself is “made” and without any necessity or solidity
whatsoever? Does Man really not exist? And if all knowledge is susceptible to
unmasking as interpretation contingent upon discursive and strategic conditions of
possibility, does this not amount to a disavowal and relativization of all knowledge and
truth? While it hardly seems necessary to emphasize that Foucault does not question the
facticity of certain realities of human experience, the need to do so arises in the face of
charges that Foucault’s analysis of knowledge is informed by an overarching aestheticism
which proposes that all of reality, including human biology and physiology, have been
"made” and lack any necessity or weight at all. Richard Wolin and Allan Megill have
launched this kind of criticism at Foucault most aggressively!14. Each attributes to
Foucault a Nietzschean “pan-aestheticism” in which the whole field of human experience
is treated in strictly aesthetic terms, that is, as essentially contingent and fabricated. All
of reality as such is nothing but what human discourse and practice have made it. In

other words, there are no brute facts of existence or reality.

13 1bid., p.36.
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67, (1986), pp.71-86.

120



Now, while Foucault was certainly given to rhetorical excesses rendering him
susceptible to this kind of selective overreading of aestheticist and textualist elements in
his work, he was emphatically not calling into question the brute existence or reality of
certain aspects of human experience. With respect to madness, for example, his
genealogy of “mental illness” in no way calls into question the fact of “madness proper,”
alluding to the existence of individuals in society clearly wired up differently than most,
and whose condition may well warrant their restraint in some form, both for the
protection of others as well as themselves. As Paul Veyne has-argued, Foucault's
archaeology of psychiatric knowledge in no way doubts that there are present in the
insane individual “neural molecules arranged in a certain way, sentences or gestures that
an observer from Sirius might see as different from those of other humans {...]"!15. At
issue in the French anti-psychiatry movement, of which Foucault was a supporter, was
“not at all the truth value of psychiatry in terms of knowledge (of diagnostic correctness
or therapeutic effectiveness),” but, rather, “the absolute right of nonmadness over
madness.”!16 In other words, the point was to historicize and, therefore, challenge the
necessity and inevitability of the exclusively psychiatric contemporary experience of
insanity. Similarly, with regard to the practice of medicine, Foucault does not believe
that "diseasg” and "health” are nothing but discursive and strategic artifacts: "[G]ood
health and bad health,” he asserted in one interview, “however crude or subtle the criteria

used, are facts: physical states and mental states.”!!” And in spite of the conditions in
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which the notion of “public health” emerges, Foucault is far from cdenying that such
exists. Foucault was impressed by the urgency of many public health concerns. On
returning from a visit to northeastern Brazil he remarked: “The morbidity rate there
reaches 100%, parasitosis - however ‘anti-doctor’ one may be - really does exist; and
parasitosis can be eliminated“!8. In relation to the problem of crimne, Foucault was only
too well aware of the existence of the criminally insane and the damgerously predatory,
and called into question only the adequacy of psychiatry and medzcine as discourses
capable of getting a handle on such forms of experience without remainder. Finally, with
respect to the dispositif of “sexuality,” to say that it was produced out of a certain
strategic context is not the same as saying that it is nothing. Sexuality is comprised of “a
thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, insti tutions, architectural
forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientiific statements,
philosophical, moral, and philanthropic propositions...”!!°. And Foucault far from denies
the brute facts of sex, or “bodies and pleasures”. Contrary to his cxitics, Foucault does
not speak of “sexuality as if sex did not exist.” The genealogy of sexuality in no way
elides the body and its organs, biology, anatomy, functions, or serasations!20.
Nevertheless, he rejects the idea that such facts, and the effects that their‘ objectification
may have, can ever be completely disentangled from the social conditions out of which
they emerge and in which they are deployed. All such facts are sti 1l "cultural fact{s] in
the broadest sense of the term, which is to say at once political, economic, and social.”!2!

The embeddedness of these experiences and the knowledge in wh:ich they are captured

18 Foucault, Michel, “Confinement, Psychiatry, Prison,” interview in MF, p.1L95.
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within finite historical and cultural frameworks ensures that all knowledge and discourse
constitutes a certain imposition or falsification with respect to things. Foucault once
suggested we think of knowledge and discourse as “a violence which we do to things”122.
This embeddedness and violence in no way touches upon or throws into question the
experiences captured by such categories. What it does signal for Foucault, however, is
the need for vigilance with respect to the deployment of such concepts and categories
within the context of social relations and the functioning of institutional and therapeu'tic
practices. While Foucault certainly wished to expose the extent to which knowledge is
contingent upon a host of complex cultural and strategic investments, he did not go so
far as to suggest that all of reality is nothing but discourse or power “all the way down”,
so to speak. Pan-aestheticist or pan-textualist readings of Foucault engage in a certain
overinflation of the aesthetic in his work, and are belied by a host of remarks in which he
clearly acknowledges the brute facticity of many aspects of human experience.
Nonetheless, Foucault emphasizes the degree to which all of our knowledge is
inextricably bound up with cultural and strategic investments. With respect to the human
sciences, he presents compelling grounds for rejecting traditional histories of science
which portrayed the human sciences in the nineteenth century as having discovered
certain essential qualities or unities previously hidden by prejudice, ideology,
superstition, or power. It must be admitted at this point, however, that Foucault’s
genealogies of knowledge were often aimed at relatively easy targets, that is, the naive
epistemology of classical humanism and the boosterish image of science offered up in

traditional history of ideas. If his main point is that the contents of previous systems of

122 Quoted in Connolly, William, “Taylor, Foucault, and Otherness,” Political Theory, Vol.13, No.3,
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knowledge have been inflected by a host of cultural and strategic investments then he
can be situated on already well-trodden terrain. To argue that nineteenth-century
knowledge is shot through with moral prejudices, cultural blindspots, and the strategic
interests of power is hardly original or earthshattering. In this respect, Foucault might be
accused of fabricating something of a straw man against which to contrast his own
genealogical subtlety. As Charles Taylor has pointed out, Foucault’s work is only one of
the more recent efforts to underscore the status of knowledge as simultaneously enabled
and constrained, and enabling and constraining. This position on knowledge has
gradually become the “generally accepted thesis” on knowledgel?3, with the exception of
a few "hard-headed reductivists”12¢. Thus to some extent, by setting himself up almost
solely against traditional history of science, which buys into the classical humanist
themes of correspondence and representation holus bolus, Foucault's own achievements
are somewhat diminished by the weakness of his opponent. On the other hand, in the
context of twentieth-century history and philosophy of science within France, like his
predecessors Bachelard and Canguilhem, Foucault was responding to a tradition which
still tended to grant a certain epistemological privilege and superiority to the “noble
sciences”125. Without directly engaging the natural and theoretical sciences Foucault
hoped, by recourse to the history of scientific objectivities with more obvious signs of
the relationship between practices and knowledge, to erode some of their certainty by a
kind of flanking manoceuvre. His many critics might have been more impressed, however,

had he been as successful at exposing the crudeness, clumsiness, and utility to power of
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more contemporary forms of knowledge, rather than simply alluding to it. An even more
impressive feat, perhaps, might have been to expose the entanglements of the empirical,
natural sciences in the strategies of power, something which, while he did not rule it out
as a possibility, he deferred on the grounds that such a task was rendered extremely
difficult by their much higher “epistemological profile”i26.

The intention behind his work, however, was never simply to expose the
entanglement of nineteenth-century knowledge in prejudice and power, but to
demonstrate the necessary entwinement in relations of power on the part of knowledge
and truth rouz court. Foucault, as we know, takes the more radical position that all
knowledge and truth always already constitute falsification of and a certain imposition
upon the very objects they seek to represent. What goes for knowledge in the nineteenth
century, goes for our own knowledge as well, although Foucault never devoted a book-
length study to any examples of the latter. By taking this position, Foucault has become
the focus of compelling critiques by a number of formidable thinkers, including Taylor
and Jurgen Habermas, which need to be taken seriously here. According to Taylor,
Foucault's ability to confront us with the discontinuities within and hidden costs imposed
by our forms of life and knowledge is laudable!??. However, we can follow his work only
so far before arriving at a paradoxical position that is “ultimately incoherent” and self-
contradictory!28, To begin with, Taylor argues that, with respect to knowledge and truth,
Foucault refuses the concept of truth as a result of his overarching commitment to the

Nietzschean view of knowledge and truth as, in Taylor’s words, “subordinated to
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power”!2?. On this view, every form of knowledge, including our own, is based on an
imposition of power. As a result, according to Taylor, Foucault is driven to adopt a
relativistic stance of neutrality in relation to the various forms of knowledge or “regimes
of truth” he analyses, and deprives us of the means with which to adjudicate between
competing truth claims. Thus, Foucault refuses to recognize the existence of truth. His
monolithic view of power and knowledge compels him to see the emergence of every
new regime of truth, including the modermn one, as reflecting the substitution of a new
system of power rather than an advance toward a deep, culture-independent truth.
Taylor’s reading tends, however, to overinflate the concept of power in Foucault's
theory of knowledge to such an extent that knowledge is entirely reduced without
remainder to its substrate of power. By overinflating the importance of power in
Foucault's analysis of the relation between them, however, Taylor implies, like Wolin
and Megill, that there is nothing to knowledge in Foucault's view but the will-to-power.
While Foucault may have formulated the relation in this extreme formula during flights
of rhetorical excess for which he is famous, he did not seriously intend to level the
distinction between knowledge and power altogether. As his archaeological work makes
clear, systems of knowledge are constituted by a nexus of cultural sensibilities,
rationalities, and epistemic conditions of possibility which are far from exhausted by
power alone. Furthermore, he admits that certain developments within knowledge cannot
be accounted for in terms of external determinants and must therefore be attributed to
developments internal or endogenous to discursive practices themselves. At a certain

level, knowledge is sometimes “endowed with its own rules for which external

129 Ibid., p.177.
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determinations could not account”!3%. And while in his works of the 1970s the role of
power in the production of true discourses receives increasing attention, only in high
rhetorical flight does he conflate knowledge with power completely, such as we saw in
the Nietzsche essay, where he refers to knowledge as a tool for “cutting” imbued with
“instinctive violence”. In the methodological prolegomenon to Discipline and Punish,
Foucault suggests that:

“[...] we should abandon a whole tradition that allows us to imagine that knowledge can exist

only where power relations are suspended and that knowledge can develop only outside its

injunctions, its demands and its interests {...that] the renunciation of power is one of the
conditions of knowledge. We should admit rather that power produces knowledge [...] that

power and knowledge directly imply one another...”!3!
What is seldom noticed by Foucault’s critics in statements such as this is that he does not
claim that in the absence of power there would be nothing left of knowledge, or that
power is all that is constitutive of knowledge. He clearly leaves room for the sensibilities,
rationalities, and epistemic limits mentioned above, a fact suppressed by Taylor’s
monolithic reading of his theory of power. Strictly speaking, Foucault himself argued, he
cannot be fairly characterized as conflating power and knowledge, “since to study their
relation is precisely my problem. If they were identical, I would not have to study them
[...] The very fact that I pose the question of their relation proves clearly that I do not
identify them."132 To suggest, then, that Foucault reduces knowledge to power to such an
extent as to identify them, and to argue therefore that Foucault denies any truth-value or
cognitive validity to all knowledge is a clear overstatement. Finally, Taylor also appears

to ignore Foucault's repeated methodological claims to bracket or set aside the question

130 Foucault, quoted in Davidson, Arnold, “Archaeology, Genealogy, Ethics,” in David Couzens Hoy, ed.,
Foucault: A Critica] Reader, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986, p.227.

131 Foucault, DP, p.27.
132 Foucault, “Critical Theory/Intellectual History,” p.43.
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of truth or validity claims with respect to knowledge in favour of an analysis which treats
the appearance of unities of knowledge simply as “events”, the emergence of which
needs to be explained.

Jurgen Habermas suggests a critique of the Nietzschean view of power and
knowledge similar to Taylor's when he fault’s Foucault, among others, for failing to
distinguish between the “context of discovery” and the “context of justification”!33 in the
analysis of knowledge. We must distinguish between the contexts in which certain
objects and forms of knowledge emerge, including the non-discursive context of power,
from the context in which competing validity claims are adjudicated. Habermas'
assumption, of course, is that the validity of knowledge can be verified only in the
context of uncoerced, reciprocal ideal speech situations in which the only force that
prevails is that of the better argument. While Habermas is aware of a certain inescapable
intertwining or “impurity” of knowledge in relation to power, he holds the conviction
that once this impurity is admitted the spheres of power and validity could gradually be
separated “procedurally and step by step through the mediation of thought.”34
Foucault’s analysis of knowledge is truncated, therefore, by its failure to consider it
outside the strategic context of discovery in terms of an "internal theoretical dynamic
which constantly propels the sciences [...] beyond the creation of merely technologically
exploitable knowledge[...]“135 Habermas is correct at a certain level. Foucault
deliberately brackets the sphere of validity in favour of focusing on the conditions of

emergence of knowledge. He is able, however, to easily differentiate between, say, the

133 Habermas, Jurgen, “The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Rereading Dialectic of
Enlightenment,” New German Critique, No. 26, Spring/Summer 1982, p.30.

134 Ibid., p-30.

135 Ibid., p.18.
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impetus behind the pursuit of chemistry in a rapidly industrializing capitalist economy
and the cognitive validity of its truth claims. And while, in the case of psychiatry, for
example, “one can show, [...] that the medicalization of madness [...] was connected to a
whole series of social and economic processes at a given time {...] This fact in no way,”
Foucault admits, “impugns the scientific validity or the therapeutic effectiveness of
psychiatry: it does not endorse psychiatry, but neither does it invalidate it.”!36 On the
other hand, unlike Habermas, he rejects the idea that the two are in practice ever
completely separable. The validity of truth claims, especially in the human sciences, was

”,

not Foucault's “problem” and was seldom of concern to him. “[W]hat seem to me to be
more interesting to analyze,” Foucault explains,

“is how science, in Europe, has become institutionalized as a power. It is not enough to say
that science is a set of procedures by which propositions may be falsified, errors demonstrated,

myths demystified, etc. Science also exercises power: it is, literally, a power ...”137
Taking into consideration even a “pure” science like mathematics, Foucault connects it
to relations of power, “if only in the way it is taught, the way in which consensus is
organized,”138 without impugning its validity claims. “This in no way means that
mathematics is only a game of power, but that the game of truth of mathematics is linked
in a certain way - without thereby being invalidated in any way - to games and
institutions of power [...] in any case, one simply cannot say that games of truth are
nothing but games of power.”!3° The “context of discovery” was his chief problem,

animated by the conviction that the context of today’s discovery, as well as use, of

136 Foucault, Michel, “The Ethics of the Concern for Self as a Practice of Freedom,” interview in EST,
p-296.

137 Foucault, Michel, “On Power,” interview in MF, p.106.
138 Foucault, “The Ethics of the Concern For Self as a Practice of Freedom,” p.296.
139 Tbid., p.296.

129



knowledge was inescapably one of power relations as well as validity claims. “What
struck me, in observing the human sciences,”

“was that the development of all these branches of knowledge can in no way be dissociated
from the exercise of power. Of course, you will always find psychological or sociological
theories that are independent of power. But, generally speaking, the fact that societies can
become the object of scientific observation, that human behaviour became, from a certain
point on, a problem to be analyzed and resolved, all that is bound up, I believe with the

mechanisms of power...”140
While Foucault seldom mentioned them, and certainly abstained from launching a
critique of the natural sciences anything like the trenchant analyses and critiques of the
human sciences he offered, his remarks on numerous occasions suggest that he thought
that the “noble sciences” might be susceptible to genealogical critique as well, if not
straightforwardly so. For example, in one interview he explains why he directed his
attentions to the human sciences instead:

“...if, concerning a science like thearetical physics or organic chemistry, one poses the problem
of its relations with the political and economic structures of society, isn't one posing an
excessively complicated question? Doesn't this set the threshold of possible explanations
impossibly high? But on the other hand, if one takes a form of knowledge (savoir) like
psychiatry, won't the question be much easier to resolve, since the epistemological profile of
psychiatry is a low one and psychiatric practice is linked with a whole range of institutions,
economic requirements and political issues of social regulation? Couldn't the interweaving of

effects of power and knowledge be grasped with greater certainty in the case of a science as
‘dubious’ as psychiatry?”!4t

Not only does Foucault leave open the possibility for genealogical criticism of the “noble
sciences”, albeit to better minds, but the ironic reference to the dubiousness of the human
sciences suggests that he does not defer entirely to the epistemological status of the
former. A genealogy of the “noble sciences” may well be “excessively complicated” and

difficult, but not necessarily impossible. The games/context of power is inextricably

140 Foucault, “On Power,” p.106.
141 Foucault, “Truth and Power,” p.109.
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linked to the games/context of validity claims, such that attempts to privilege or extricate
the latter hold little practical interest for Foucault. Referring explicitly to Habermas's
work, Foucault remarks:
“The idea that there could exist a state of communication that would allow games of truth to
circulate freely, without any constraints or coercive effects, seems utopian to me.This is
precisely a failure to see that power relations are not something that is bad in itself, that we

have to break free of. [...] The problem, then, is not to try to dissolve them in the utopia of
completely transparent communication but to acquire the rules [...] that will allow us to play

these games of truth with as little domination as possible.”142

None of this suggests, however, that the strategic context of discovery exhausts all that is
constitutive of knowledge. Habermas implies, with this distinction, that Foucault
overinflates power to engulf knowledge entirely. However, as we have seen, Foucault
intends no such dedifferentiation on power’s behalf, but clearly rejects the notion that
these two contexts are practicably separable. The context of justification is simply never
pure, in Foucault's view; the scientist or philosopher can never ascend to a position of
externality in relation to objects or competing validity claims in order to adjudicate
between them. Such justification is always itself already epistemically limited. What
counts as true is always already “a thing of this world”; verfied, that is, within a general
“politics of truth” made up of “the types of discourse which it accepts and makes
function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true from
false statements; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of
truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.”143

If it were indeed the case that Foucault wished simply to subordinate knowledge

to power, that is, to reduce the content of the former to the latter entirely, then one might

142 Foucault, “The Ethics of the Concern for Self as a Practice of Freedom,” p.298.
143 Foucault, “Truth and Power,” p.131.
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wonder what the point of studying the history of knowledge at all would be. For his part,
Foucault does not see the concept of power-knowledge as rendering the analysis of
knowledge futile at all. Rather than its destruction, genesalogy actually has the effect of
proliferating knowledge by rendering all of its objectivikies or positivities into ever more
complex configurations of determination, intelligibility, and conditions of possibility.
Rather than reducing knowledge to power, Foucault's approach has the effect of
constructing an ever more complex “‘polyhedron’ of intelligibility”144 around each of its
objects. Another tactic which Foucault deliberately pursued was the excavation of
“subjugated knowledge”!43 in the form of archival docurments, records, and the memoirs
of historically marginalized figures such as Barbin and Riviere, which we will examine
further below. Far from destroying knowledge or renderring its study pointless,
archaeology and genealogy have the effect of engenderiing new knowledge and
disinterring subjugated ones about ourselves and how we have become what we are

today.

144 Foucault, “Questions of Method,” p.105.
145 Foucault, Michel, “Two Lectures,” in PK, p.81.
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Chapter Three

The Death of Man II: Displacing the Subject

“[A]lmong all the mutations that have affected the knowledge of things and their
order [...] only one, that which began a century and a half d4go and is now perhaps
drawing to a close, has made it possible for the figure of man to appear. And that
appearance was not the liberation of an old anxiety, the transition into luminous
consciousness of an age-old concern [...] it was the effect of a change in the
fundamental arrangements of knowledge. [...] If those arrangements were to
disappear [...] then one can certainly wager that man would be erased, like a face

in the sand at the edge of the sea.”
Michel Foucault

The Archaeology of Knowledge

“Slowly, in the course of the classical age we see the construction of those
‘observatories’ of human multiplicity [...] Side by side with the major technology of
the telescope, the lens and the light beam [...] there were the minor techniques of
multiple and intersecting observations, of eyes that must see without being seen;
using techniques of subjection and methods of exploitation, an obscure area of light
and the visible was secretly preparing a new knowledge of man.”

Michel Foucault
Discipline and Punish

Foucault’s metatheoretical critique of humanism does not stop at scepticism with
regard to the unities in which it purports to capture the essence of human nature as an
object of knowledge. His work constitutes a direct challenge to humanistic Man as a
certain kind of subject of thought and knowledge as well. By his proclamation of “the
death of the subject” Foucault means "of the Subject in capital letters, of the subject as

origin and foundation of Knowledge (savoir), of Liberty, of Language and History.”! His

I Foucault, Michel, “The Birth of a World,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Foucault Live: Interviews 1966
- 1984, trans. Sylvere Lotringer, New York: Semiotext(e), 1989, p.61. Hereinafter cited as FL.



critique aims to unmask the metaphysical subject of classical humanism, that is, the
Cartesian subject of seventeenth-century thought which became the foundation for the
philosophical Enlightenment. This form of humanism posits the centrality of a putatively
autonomous and self-transparent subject of reason to the acquisition of objective
knowledge of nature and the attribution of meaning to the universe. Here, Man
constitutes the autonomous, dispassionate, and self-transparent subject of reason which,
through diligent, patient and disinterested observation, and logical analysis, reconstructs
and represents objects to consciousness in the form of objective knowledge of things. In
other words, the subject’s representations of things to itself are wholly adequate to and
exhaustive of the reality of the objects of representation. The putative self-transparency
and autonomy of the classical subject of reason, as well as the putatively isomorphic
relation between representation and reality, constitute the hallmarks of classical
humanism as identified by Heidegger, among others. In addition, the humanist analysis
of knowledge also tends to present the history of thought in terms of development and
progress toward an ideal autonomy and purity of the subject and attunement of
knowledge to the being of things. Western knowledge, on this view, has progressed on
the basis of a series of struggles to overcome ignorance, irrationality, and prejudice
waged by an autonomous, disinterested, and benign subject of scientific consciousness.
According to Foucault, however, not only does classical humanism offer a naive
conception of the subject of knowledge but an unjustifiably continuist and Whiggish
account of the development of knowledge as well. It is to this Man, then, the subject of
knowledge, that Foucault's metatheoretical analysis and critique of humanistic

knowledge is addressed as well.
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Now, within the humanist tradition itself the Cartesian subject of reason began to
be problematized in the late-eighteenth century, as we know. The work of figures like
Kant and Hegel raised questions about the finite limits of reason and subjectivity, thus
giving birth to various branches of what I call critical humanism. Since Kant and Hegel,
figures like Marx, Freud, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and members of the Frankfurt School
have stressed the situatedness of the subject and the entwinement of reason and
knowledge in assorted background practices and forms of power. Critical humanists treat
this acknowledgement of the situatedness of reason and subjectivity as a progressive
advance in rationality and knowledge, a further step in the enlightenment of the
Enlightenment about itself. However, the situatedness of reason and subjectivity
threatens to invalidate or relativize all knowledge and rationality, including the
achievements of critical humanism, in relation to the background practices and cultural
grids of perception determining them. To escape this problem the critical humanist
tradition gives rise to a host of analyses of human finitude in the hopes that an
exhaustive account of all that weighs upon the subject will allow it to master them and
free itself truly and for the first time.

Foucault's analysis and critique of the situated subject of critical humanism,
however, deprives this tradition of the comfort which goes along with its claims both to
represent a genuinely enlightened view of knowledge and to offer a satisfactory
resolution to the problems engendered by the finite nature of reason and subjectivity. As
we shall see, while he recognizes that the theme of finitude in critical humanism
represents a certain advance over the naivete of the Classical cogito, Foucault rejects the
situated subject as it appears in the work of figures like Husserl and Merleau-Ponty as

either a form of Cartesianism in disguise or an insuperably unstable and paradoxical
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figure which threatens to paralyze thought altogether. Finally, Foucault also argues that
the very concept of Man as the situated subject of reason, and all the philosophical
problems it engenders, represent epiphenomenal events determined by changes to the
deep structures of knowledge beneath the level of consciousness, rather than the result of
reason’s autonomous discovery of its own finite limits. The fact, therefore, that, in the
nineteenth century, Man the subject of thought was turned into an object of thought was
an effect of epistemic events of which the subject was unaware and over which it
exercised no control. The fact that the very figure of Man at the centre of critical
humanism represents little more than an epiphenomenon of profound changes to the
deep, unconscious fundamental arrangements of knowledge also suggests, Foucault
claims, that the very figure of Man and all the themes of the situated subject might
disappear for us should these arrangements change once more.

The archaeological means by which Foucault drains away much of the sense of
gravity and inevitability attached to the question of Man are eventually eclipsed by a |
number of genealogical studies of the objectification of Man in the nineteenth-century
human sciences. In works like Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality, the
emergence of the human sciences, as well as the objectivities to which they give rise, are
increasingly attributed to various strategic “conditions of possibility,” thus effecting a
further displacement of the subject of scientific consciousness from explanations of the
development of knowledge. Genealogical analysis of knowledge in the human sciences
imperils not only the classical humanist account of the role played by the autonomous
subject in its production, but casts a shadow over the critical humanist commitment to
the human sciences and its belief in the emancipatory interest inherent in the

objectification of those factors which limit and determine Man.
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Among the first orders of business in all of his histories of knowledge is to
debunk the mythology of autonomy, disinterestedness and curiosity surrounding the
subject of philosophic and scientific knowledge. Foucault's analyses stress how, to a
large extent, the subject of knowledge is determined, even “overwhelmed,” by a host of
factors which impinge upon them, from the narrow practical interests of a profession or a
class, to unexamined moral prejudices, unconscious grids of cultural perception, and
strategic rationalities. Foucault’'s account of the development of knowledge also decentres
the subject from the central place it occupies in classical humanist accounts of the
history of knowledge. In all of his histories of the development of the human sciences,
the putative genius, curiosity, independence, and perseverance of individual scientific
subjects, or the various aspects of “scientific consciousness”, are dismissed or
downplayed in an analysis which emphasizes what he calls the “positive unconscious” of
knowledge, comprised of cultural sensibilities, moral prejudices, grids of perception, and
epistemic strategic conditions of possibility, of which the contents of scientific
knowledge are little more than epiphenomenal effects?. Foucault's archaeological and
subsequent genealogical analyses of modern knowledge both have the effect of
displacing Man, that is, the putatively autonomous subject of reason, from all accounts
of the “development” of knowledge. The multiplication of epistemic and strategic
“salients” germane to the emergence of new forms of knowledge examined in the
previous chapter have the effect not only of dispersing Man as an object or originary

identity, but of displacing Man as the subject or originating source of knowledge as well.

2 Foucault, Michel, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, New York: Vintage,
1973, p.xi. Hereinafter cited as OT.
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Foucault's critique of classical hurnanism and the metaphysical subject of scientific
reason proceeds on the basis of two main propositions for the analysis of knowledge.
Firstly, he offers counterhistories of the empirical and human sciences which emphasize
ruptures and discontinuities in the history and development of knowledge, where
traditional history of science and ideas portrays things in terms of continuity and
progress. Secondly, his later works emphasize the degree to which the development of
knowledge has been inflected by its imbrication with power relations and complex
strategic “conditions of possibility” in which scientific subjects are deeply implicated,

thus impugning the subject’s pretense to autonomy.

i) Discontinuity and the Positive Unconscious of Knowledge

Traditional history of science takes putatively continuous developments and
progress within the fields of scientific knowledge and discourse as evidence of the
gradual accumulation and disenchantment of knowledge as a result of the rational,
autonomous activity of scientific consciousness. According to Foucault, one observes in
French history of science, particularly in regard to the "noble” sciences, “the almost
uninterrupted emergence of truth and reason”3. According to this view, truth is that
which remains “hidden to men's eyes, provisionally inaccessible, sitting in the shadows”
waiting to be revealed by luminescent gaze of the scientist. In which case, “[t]he history

of truth be [...] its delay, its fall or the disappearance of the obstacles which have

impeded it until now from coming to light.”4 Moreover, all of the collective mentalities,

3 Ibid,, p.ix.
4 Foucault, Michel and Noam Chomsky, “Human Nature: Justice versus Power,” in Davidson, Amold, ed.,
Foucault and His Interlocutors, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997, p.116.
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habits of thought, and grids of cultural perception which make up the “common
thought,” the myths, and prejudices of a culture constitute “obstacles which the subject
of knowledge had to surmount or to outlive in order to have access to the truth”s.

At the centre of this narrative of progress, continuity, and disenchantment one
finds the subject of scientific consciousness. The traditional historian of science “traces
the progress of discovery, the formulation of problems, and the clash of controversy;
[s/he] also analyses theories in their internal economy; in short, [s/he] describes the
processes and products of the scientific consciousness.”¢ According to Foucault, this
claim of artribution to a subject is central to traditional history of science, for which
“each discovery should not only be situated and dated, but should be attributed to
someone; it should have an inventor and someone responsible for it.”” The impulse to
attribution evinces a certain romanticism, Foucault claims, of “the solitude of the man of
truth” who, in relation the “common thought” of the period, stakes out an “‘eccentric’
position in order to ‘discover’.”8

Against such continuist and “Whiggish” analyses of knowledge Foucault throws
into relief epistemic gaps between historically contiguous cultural grids of perception
and systems of knowledge in order to dramatize the discontinuous nature of the
development of knowledge. In The Order of Things, for example, Foucault claims to
uncover two major epistemic breaks in the history of western thought since the
Renaissance. The first occurred in the mid-seventeenth century and separates the

Renaissance from what Foucault calls the “Classical” age of reason. At the end the

5 Ibid., p.116.

6 Foucault, OT, p..xi.

7 Foucault and Chomsky, “Human Nature: Justice versus Power,” p.115.
8 Ibid., p.116.
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eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries, the Classical age gave way to the
modern “Age of Man”. These breaks are reflected, he argues, in the contents of
knowledge. In the study of living things, as we saw in the previous chapter, Foucault
finds that modern biology shares little epistemic common ground with its antecedents in
natural history. Similarly, in the study of economics, he finds little resemblance between
the classical analysis of wealth and modern theories of labour and production. According
to Foucault, each of these epochs in the history of western thought was governed by a
unique configuration or system of knowledge which was radically different from that
governing the preceding one. Hence, the traditional explanations for the history and
development of knowledge - continuity, progress, disenchantment - cannot be sustained.
Without denying the role of influence, genius, or technological innovations in the
development of thought altogether®, Foucault maintains that historical change from one
system of thought to another cannot be accounted for in rationalist and continuist terms.
Each system of thought has its own logic or rationale, but the process by which one
succeeds another is marked by rupture and discontinuity, as opposed to continuity and
progress.
"The order on the basis of which we think today does not have the same mode of being as

that of the Classical thinkers. Despite the impression we may have of an almost uninterrupted

development of the European ratio from the Renaissance to our own day, {...] all this quasi-

continuity on the level of ideas is doubtless only a surface appearance; on the archaeological

level we have seen that the system of positivities was transformed in a whole-sale fashion at

the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century. Not that reason made any

progress: it was simply that the mode of being of things, and of the order that divided them up
before presenting them to the understanding, was profoundly altered.”!0

? Foucault, OT, pp.xi-xiii.
10 1bid., p.xxii.
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While not hermetically sealed off from one another, historically successive systems of
thought are not related in the traditional terms of genesis, influence, or logical
development. The seeds of succeeding systems of thought are not necessarily contained
in the ideas, concepts, or logic of those which precede them. And while traditional
history of ideas has acknowledged the role of periodic ruptures and revolutions in
thought, these have typically been attributed to the individual genius of the subject of
scientific consciousness. Against these metaphysical, subject-centred touchstones of
continuity and genius from traditional histories of science, Foucault's early
archaeological works offer a competing model for the analysis of the history of
knowledge.

According to Foucault, the ruptures and discontinuities which mark the history of
knowledge have their origins in deep, structural changes at the level of the epistemic and
strategic conditions of possibility for knowledge. These conditions of possibility, that is,
the epistemic and strategic grids of perception and systems of knowledge which make
possible what is seen and said in a given epoch, constitute what Foucault calls the
"positive unconscious” of knowledge. “[T]he history of science and of knowledge [...],”

“doesn’t simply obey the general law of reason’s progress; it’s not human consciousness or

human reason that somehow possesses the laws of its history. Underneath what science
itself knows there is something it does not know; and its history, its progress (devenir), its
periods and accidents obey a certain number of laws and determinations. These laws and
determinations are what I have tried to bring to light. I have tried to unearth an autonomous

domain that would be the unconscious of science, the unconscious of knowledge (savoir),
that would have its own laws, just as the individual human unconscious has its own laws

and determinations.”!!
Foucault wished to develop an analysis of the constituzive role played by such “general or

collective phenomena” which traditional history of ideas devalues with reference to

11 Foucault, Michel, “Foucault Responds to Sartre,” interview in FL., pp.39-40.
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tradition, mythology, and superstition and portrays in “thte negative role of a brake in
relation to the ‘originality’ of the inventor.”12 The archaeological method developed by
Foucault in the 1960s for bringing such discursive ruptures and conditions of possibility
to light was admittedly tentative and experimental. “In distinguishing between the
epistemological level of knowledge (or scientific conscic-usness) and the archaeological
level of knowledge,” he wrote in the Foreword to The Orcler of Things,
“I am aware that I am advancing in a direction that is fraught with difficulty. Can one

speak of science and its history [...] without reference to the scientist himself {...]? [...}

Is it legitimate, is it even useful, to replace the traditional "X thought that ...." by a ‘it

was known that...”? I do not wish to deny the validity of intellectual biographies, or

the possibility of a history of theories, concepts, or themess. It is simply that I wonder

whether such descriptions are themselves enough, whethemr they do justice to the

immense density of scientific discourse, whether there do not exist, outside their

customary boundaries, systems of regularities that have a «decisive role in the history

of the sciences. I should like to know whether the subjectss responsible for scieritific

discourse are not determined in their situation, their functiion, their perceptive capacity,

and their practical possibilities by conditions which domimate and even overwhelm them.”!3
Eschewing the traditional history of ideas according to wrhich knowledge gradually
progresses on the basis of blockages, prejudices, and blimdnesses overcome by reason,
Foucault's analysis of knowledge and its development tre=ats it as proceeding on the basis
of successive unconscious grids of perception and epistemnic structures which are
simultaneously constraining and enabling. Thus, thought and knowledge are enabled by,
or have as their conditions of possibility and emergence, deep and unconscious roots in
prevailing epistemic grids of perception. As a result, the mruptures and discontinuities
which mark the history of thought have their origins not in the labour of the autonomous

subject of scientific consciousness but, rather, in more fundamental alterations at the

epistemic level of knowledge as a whole. In archaeologic-al studies of psychiatry, medical

12 Foucault and Chori’xsky, "Human Nature: Justice versus Power,” p.116
13 Foucault, OT, pp.xiii-xiv.
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perception, and the human sciences in general, which we examine below, Foucault
attributes the emergence of new unities and objects to epistemic “events” and
discontinuities which take place beneath the level of subjective consciousness. Indeed, it
is these archaeological “events” - changes in the “epistemic” structures of visibility and
knowledge (savoir) - which lead to changes at the epistemological level of knowledge
(connaissance). “I am not concerned, therefore” he writes,

“to describe the progress of knowledge towards an objectivity in which today’s science

can finally be recognized; what I am attempting to bring to light is the epistemological

field, the episteme in which knowledge, envisaged apart from all criteria having

reference to its rational value or its objective forms, grounds its positivity and thereby
manifests a history which is not that of its growing perfection, but rather that of its

conditions of possibility.”14 ‘
While this archaeological analysis of the history of knowledge suffers from a number of
potentially serious methodological difficulties, including a tendency toward a certain
discursive determinism which we will examine below, it remains consistent with
Foucault’s overall anti-humanist project. His analysis of the history of knowledge in
terms of ruptures and discontinuities provoked by alterations at the deep, unconscious,
epistemic level of thought displaces the subject of scientific consciousness from
explanations of the development of knowledge almost entirely. Respecting the great
complexity of the development of scientific discourse, Foucault did not intend
archaeology to displace other methods or explanations in the history of knowledge
altogether, but he proposed it with the explicit intention of subverting and displacing one
of its major humanist competitors:

“If there is one approach that I do reject, however, it is that [...] which gives absolute priority

to the observing subject, which attributes a constituent role to an act, which places its own
point of view at the origin of all historicity - which, in short, leads to a transcendental

14 Tbid., p.xxii.
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consciousness.” 5

ii) Power/Knowledge

The second major methodological premise Foucault brings to bear on the analysis
of the history of knowledge concemns the relationship between knowledge and power. In
traditional histories of science the role played by power is strictly a negative one. Power,
in the form of arbitrary authority, custom, tradition, and cultural prejudice, is that which
restricts, blocks, and resists the progress of knowledge. In such histories, knowledge
proceeds by resisting and overcoming power, by the subject’s heroic perseverance against
power. It has been “one of the traditional themes in philosphy”, Foucault writes in The

History of Sexuality:

“that truth [...] 'demands’ only to surface; that if it fails to do so, this is because a constraint
holds it in place, the violence of a power weighs it down, and it can finally be articulated
only at the price of a kind of liberation. [...] truth does not belong to the order of power, but
shares an original affinity with freedom...”16

This heroic image of knowledge and scientific cons¢iousness portrays them as standing
in relations of externality to power. The autonomous and disinterested subject of
scientific consciousness advances knowledge only where power retreats. This view of

knowledge:

"allows us to imagine that knowledge can exist only where the power relations are
suspended and that knowledge can develop only outside its injunctions, its
demands and its interests. Perhaps we should abandon the belief that power makes
mad and that, by the same token, the renunciation of power is one of the conditions
of knowledge.”17

I5 1bid., p.xiv.

16 Foucault, Michel, The History of Sexuality: Volume [, An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley, New
York, Vintage, 1980, p.60. Hereinafter cited as HS.

17 Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan, New York:
Vintage, 1979, p.27. Hereinafter cited as DP.
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Foucault proposes an account of the history of knowledge and truth in which power is
seen as that which enables and produces them in certain forms, as their strategic
condition of possibility. “[T]ruth is not by nature free,” he writes, “- nor error servile -
[...] its production is thoroughly imbued with relations of power.”!8 In a methodological

prolegomenon to Discipline and Punish he suggests:

“We should admit rather that power produces knowledge (and not simply by
encouraging it because it serves power or by applying it because it is useful);
that power and knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no power relation
without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that
does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations.”1? °

According to Foucault, a genealogical understanding of knowledge constitutes another
mode of anayzing the history of knowledge in which the constitutive role of the subject
of consciousness has been displaced.
“These ‘power-knowledge relations’ are to be analysed, therefore, not on the basis of

a subject of knowledge who is or is not free in relation to the power system, but, on

the contrary, the subject who knows, the objects to be known and the modalities of

knowledge must be regarded as so many effects of these fundamental implications of

power-knowledge and their historical transformations. In short, it is not the activity

of the subject of knowledge that produces a corpus of knowledge, useful or resistant

to power, but power-knowledge, the processes and struggles that traverse it and of
which it is made up, that determines the forms and possible domains of knowledge.

20
Which is not to say that individual scientists play no part in the production of
knowledge. Rather, Foucault offers an account of the development of knowledge in
which the subject of scientific consciousness is portrayed not only as inextricably mired

in social relations and various economic, cultural, governmental, and professional

practices of power, but as an agent of a power in its own right which it exercises even as

18 Foucault, HS, p.60.
19 Foucault, DP, pp-27-28.
20 Tbid., pp.27-28.
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it produces knowledge. Individual scientists exercise power over the objects under
investigation, especially in the human sciences; their ability to isolate and observe them
presupposes relations of power, and the very techniques of knowledge constitution such
as one-way, hierarchical observation not only presuppose but have effects of power as
well. The extent to which individual practitioners of the human sciences are implicated
in the exercise and spread of power is the subject of Chapter Four.

In his genealogical analyses of the history of knowledge Foucault debunks the
self-image of the modern human sciences as having emerged and developed in a relation
of externality and autonomy with respect to power. Contrary to heroic portrayals of the
human sciences as having proceeded in opposition to power, Foucault offers a reading of
their emergence and development as inherently bound up with its exercise and spread. As
with his archaeological studies, the autonomous, disinterested scientific subject
labouring to discover the truth is displaced by the determining role played by power in
the production of scientific unities such as delinquency and sexuality. Foucault’s works
on the relation between power and the rise of the human sciences identify a number of
forms of power or political rationalities, such as what he calls “police,” “discipline,” and
“biopower,” which have since the seventeenth century depended for their operation,
maintenance, and spread on the production of knowledge and truth about the nature of
Man in terms of his normal and abnormal, healthy and pathological, and regular and
irregular states, dispositions, habits, and conduct. Indeed, Foucault argues, “if man - if
we, as living, speaking, working beings - became an object for several different sciences,

the reason has to be sought not in an ideology but in the existence of [these] political
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technolog[ies] which we have formed in our own societies.”2! Thus, the conditions of
possibility for knowledge take on an increasingly strategic nature rooted in the dominant
form of power at the time. Far from being discovered as a result of the patient,
disinterested and rational pursuit of scientific inquiry, such fields and “objectivities”
emerged only after new sensitivities, prejudices, and configurations of state, socio-
economic, and professional interests put certain groups and populations at the disposal of
physicians and scientists, creating the conditions under which science “could be there” in
the midst of the insane, the sick, the undisciplined, and the sexually non-conforming.
Only when, for example, a new sensitivity to the “insane” emerged in the Houses of
Confinement, largely on the part of the other inhabitants, were the insane proper
separated from other forms of unreason, turned over to physicians and placed in
institutions for exclusively “mental” disorders. This “new division” between the insane
proper and the merely idle or “socially useless” originated from new sensitivities and
prejudices having little to do with disinterested and humane scientific curiosity and
inquiry??. Criminology, meanwhile, only became possible with the emergence of the
prison as the primary form of legal punishment in the nineteenth century, in which large
populations of offenders were gathered under one roof and subjected to isolation and
continuous surveillance - laboratory-like conditions for the study of “criminal man” and
his pathologies. Scientific interest in sexuality, finally, appears when the Malthusian

state of the nineteenth century linked the sexual conduct of the individual to the

21 Foucauit, Michel, “The Political Technology of Individuals,” in Martin, Luther, et al, eds.,
Technologies of the Self: A Seminar With Michel Foucault, Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press,
1988, p.162.

22 Foucault, Michel, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans. A.M.
Sheridan Smith, New York: Vintage, 1973, pp.221-240. Hereinafter cited as MC.
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biological health and welfare of the social body as a “population” to be managed and

optimized.

iii) The Emergence of the Human Sciences
Let us return to the substantive analyses of knowledge contained in Foucault's

major works, beginning with Madness and Civilization. According to Foucault, and as

we saw in the previous chapter, the appearance of psychiatry and the unity of “mental
illness” did not signal the piercing of some veil of ignorance obscuring an otherwise
objective “being” of madness awaiting discovery. Furthermore, neither does psychiatry
constitute the culmination of a gradually developing body of knowledge which emerged
as the result of patient, logical, and rational scientific inquiry conducted with regard to
the insane since the end of the Renaissance. Nor was it guided in its development or
approach to its object by progressive and humane motives on the part of physicians who
first came in contact with the insane in the eighteenth century. The medicalization of the
experience of madness as “mental illness” and, with it, the emergence of psychiatry were
largely fortuitous, dependent upon sudden events and new sensibilities which have
inflected modern knowledge of madness and its treatment ever since.

According to Foucault, the real history of the changing interpretation and
treatment of madness has yet to be told. Enlightenment humanism's self-understanding in
relation to madness is seriously undermined by the history Foucault recounts. Changes in
the perception and treatment of madness cannot be accounted for in rationalist or
continuist terms. The development of the western experience and knowledge of madness
has not proceeded on the basis of an orderly, gradual, and logical accumulation of facts

adding up to the truth of madness as “mental illness”. Rather, the changes he points to
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are attributable to a series of essentially non-linear, non-progressive, and discontinuous
alterations in the fundamental cultural experience of madness, or what he calls certain
“sensibilities,” as well as a host of other discursive and non-discursive factors,
demonstrating their connection and subordination to the broad cultural sensibilities of a
given age, and to various other historical determinants, such as the material interests of
emerging capitalism, the moral prejudices of bourgeois physicians, and the professional
interests of psychiatrists.

As we saw in the previous chapter, Foucault contends that what madness has
been taken to be - the behaviours, qualities and symptoms which constitute its unity as a
thing - and what significance it has been accorded in the West, have undergone radical
transformation over the centuries. Dominant perceptions of madness in western history
since the Renaissance have ranged from the mystical and theological, economic and
moral, to the scientific and medical. Since the Renaissance, madness has been variously
identified with mystical or divine inspiration?3, a wild animality?4, a form of uneconomic
disorderliness and social uselessness?5, a self-inflicted outcome of moral lassitude or the
overstimulation of the senses?9, and, finally, as a psychiatric illness?’. These varying
experiences of madness have also determined the ways in which the insane were treated.
Foucault contrasts a certain forbearance and tolerance of the insane in Renaissance
society with subsequent Classical and Modern approaches in which the insane were

confined, initially in penal institutions and, eventually, in therapeutic ones.

% Ibid., pp.3-37

24 Tbid., pp.70-75.

25 Ibid., pp.40-65.

26 Ibid., pp.147-158, 208-220.
27 1Ibid., pp.203-276.
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Corresponding to each of the historical perceptions of madness and responses to
the insane, as we saw, was some dominant but equally contingent and transitory cultural
sensibility and experience. Renaissance forbearance was supported by a certain tragic
and theological view in which madness was seen as one of the afflictions of humanity in
its Fallen state, rather than as an illness or abnormality to be cured or corrected?s.
Informing the Classical view was an acute sensibility to the problems of order and
disorder, poverty, production, and work in the new socio-economic and cultural
framework of emerging mercantilist and capitalist society, and a tendency to view the
world and the cosmos in strict binary terms?°. By the eighteenth century, the
generalization of bourgeois morality increasingly located madness on a horizon of guilt
and moral lassitude, contemporaneous with growing concerns about the effects of rapid
liberalization, industrialization, urbanization, and the prevalence of leisure30. Finally, the
experience of madness was medicalized in the nineteenth century on the basis of a
certain reactivation of old fears and popular hysteria in relation to the Houses of
Confinement as putative centres of “disease” and “contagion,” which lead to the
dismantling of the system of Classical confinement, the reabsorption of most inhabitants
into a rapidly industrializing society, and the "benevolent” confinement of the insane
within the thoroughly medicalized universe of the psychiatric Asylum3!.

Foucault's archaeology of madness does not treat these cultural experiences or
epistemic sensibilities as evidence of the irrational or mythological nature of knowledge

in a given period, however. Modem scientific understandings of madness, no less than

28 1bid., pp.3-37.

2% Ibid., pp.38-64.
30 1bid., pp.211-220.
31 Thid., pp.199-220.
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their Classical or Renaissance predecessors, have succumbed to the influence of cultural
biases and epistemic sensibilities, as well as other non-discursive factors. Foucault does
not dismiss them as irrational or unscientific, however. To do so would place his analysis
on the terrain of traditional histories of science. Rather, by shedding light on the extent to
which these discontinuous understandings of madness obeyed the logic of given
epistemic sensibilities or cultural codes at the time, he attempted to retrieve a certain
rigor or "sense” for each successive form of knowledge of madness which the mythology
of the history of modern science denies them, while at the same time depriving the
subject of its foundational role in the formation of knowledge. Foucault conceded that
Classical confinement itself made a certain “sense” given the dominant epistemic
sensibilities surrounding the problem of order, as well as the Classical tendency to view
the cosmos in strictly binary terms®2. As one among numerous sources of disorder
requiring neutralization, and as a negation of human experience, madness was inevitably
confined. The medicalization and psychiatrization of the experience of madness also
has its roots in certain practical events as well. Bourgeois morality and popular fear of
madness as a contagion placed the problem of the insane into the hands of physicians.
Psychiatry, the modern medical understanding of madness, developed as a result of this
historical event. Suddenly, the medical profession was able to medicalize madness
because it could be there in the Houses of Confinement, and soon after, in the spaces of
the asylum where it exercised exclusive control over the new object domain of the

“mentally ill”33. In “discovering” madness in its specificity as a “mental illness” afflicting

32 Ibid., pp.38-64.

33 My emphasis on the importance of medicine’s ability “to be there” in the Houses of Confinement is
owed to Edward Said’s discussion of European orientalism, which itself is indebted to Foucault. See: Said,
Edward, Orientalism, New York, Random House, 1978, pp.5-8.
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humanity, psychiatry claimed to restore to the insane their rightful dignity as human
beings. But as Foucault argues, no such acute scientific perception of the uniquenesss and
specificity of madness was responsible for the eventual isolation of the insane awary from
other prisoners in the Houses of Confinement. Denunciations of the “inhumanity” of
mixing the insane with other inhabitants of the Houses were issued on behalf of thie other
prisoners, in fact, who were constantly exposed to the insane. “[CJonsciousness of~

madness,” writes Foucault:

“[...] did not evolve in the context of a humanitarian movement that gradually related it
more closely to the madman’s human reality, [...] nor did it evolve under the pressure of
a scientific need that made it more attentive, more faithful to what madness might have
to say for itself. [...] No medical advance, no humanitarian approach was responsible forr
the fact that the mad were gradually isolated, [...] this perception was the result of the

confined themselves...”34
Humane sensitivity, then, was on behalf of others in the Houses of Confinement, whose
protests succeeded in having the insane removed and placed under the supervisiom and
control of physicians. For reasons having far more to do with their moral standing: than
expert knowledge, the medical profession was asked to identify and separate the imsane
from other inhabitants of the Houses of Confinement, such as the idle poor and
criminals. Thus, the emergence of the whole medical sub-discipline of psychiatry had as
its condition of possibility not the discovery of some previously hidden and
misunderstood affliction by a sensitive and heroic medical profession, but the emergence
of a whole new cultural sensibility toward the insane which called for their eviction from

the Houses of Confinement and the need for some form of authority to be constituated in

34 Foucault, MC, p.224.
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order to identify and supervise them. Thus, psychiatry emerges because this task was
thrust upon the medical profession.

By recovering the sense embodied within a given knowledge of madness, a sense
supplied by its dependence upon a certain cultural code or epistemic sensibility in
relation to madness, Foucault intends to undermine our convictions as to the superiority,
relative to the unscientific and irrational views of the past, of our own present psychiatric
experience of madness as “illness”. Furthermore, by dramatizing the epistemic
discontinuity between these historic experiences of insanity, Foucault undermines
traditional gradualist and continuist histories of science in which knowledge is assumed
to progress toward an ever more fine-tuned adequacy and attunement in relation to reality
and identity. Finally, by showing us how others in the past have experienced and
approached madness differently, but still within a certain rigorous framework, he begins

to do the work of making it possible for us to see it differently as well.

Foucault's next major work, The Birth of the Clinic, delves into the

archaeological depths of medical knowledge. He offers a counter-history of medical
perception and knowledge of disease in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which
undermines the subject-centred and continuist assumptions maintained by the medical
profession and its celebrants in the history of science. As with his work on psychiatry,
Foucault attempts to reveal the discursive, and to a lesser extent social, “conditions of
possibility”3> which caused or enabled changes and shifts in medical perception and

knowledge over the last two centuries. By historicizing medical perception and

35 Foucault, Michel, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A.M. Sheridan
Smith, London: Tavistock, 1973, p.xix. Hereinafter cited as BC.
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knowledge at this archaeological level Foucault exposes the extra-rational, unconscious,
social, and discursive determinants of medical knowledge. In it, perceptions and bodies
of knowledge are treated as resting upon underlying conditions or structures which
organize experience and perception, that is, which regulate what, how, and in what form
things come to be perceived and known by us. It is these underlying conditions of
possibility for perception and knowledge which more or less make it possible for
medicine to perceive and know disease in one way and then another. Foucault suggests,
here, a way of understanding knowledge and its transformations not in terms of their
relation to truth or proximity to objects “as they really are”, but as “events” which reflect
developments, far below the epistemological level of scientific consciousness, at the level
of the conditions which make different configurations or systems of kﬁowledge possible
in the first place. With respect to the historical forms of medical knowledge, Foucault
claimed to be interested solely in "determining the conditions of possibility of medical
experience,” a task lying “outside all prescriptive intent.”36 With each of these forms of
perception came underlying structures and rules governing their proper object,
techniques of investigation, and methods of verification. Positivist clinical perception
did not emerge and supersede eighteenth century medicine by choice because it was
more rational and objective, Foucault argues, but as the result of a “reorganization in
depth” of the very conditions of possibility for what is seen and what is said in the field

of medicine?’.

36 Ibid., p.xix.
37 Ibid,, p.xiv.
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The Birth of the Clinic describes the major forms of medical perception in the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, from the former’s “medicine of species”® and of
“epidemics” to the latter's “clinical”4® and "anatomo-clinical”#! forms of perception. As
we saw in the previous chapter, the medical experience and perception of illness
underwent dramatic change from the Classical to the Modern period; from a view of
disease as constituting an invasion of the body by a foreign species antithetical to life, to
one of disease as pathological degenerescence of the living tissues. The Classical
experience of illness called for the physician’s interpretation of symptoms in dialogue
with the patient, whereas the latter culminates in the post-mortem confirmation of the
nature of the illness.

How are we to analyse or understand this change? Historians of medical ideas
have told a story similar to that offered in psychiatry’s account of itself. The nineteenth
century inaugurated a new era of objectivity in medical perception, in which disease was
finally offered up to a medicine free from the illusions and distortions of the theoretical
and speculative approaches of the past:

“This ideal account, which is to be found so frequently at the end of the eighteenth

century, must be understood in relation to the recent establishment of clinical
institutions and methods. It presented them as the restitution of an eternal truth

in a continuous historical development in which events alone have been of a negative
order: oblivion, illusion, concealment.“42

From the outset, Foucault is suspicious of such an approach to modern medical

knowledge and wishes to attempt a new analysis of knowledge free of such pretensions.

38 Ibid., pp.3-20.

39 1bid., pp.22-37.
40 Ibid., pp.88-122.
4l Ibid., pp.135-146.
42 1bid., p.57.
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The first element of such a new approach involves bracketing the question of objectivity
or truth in the analysis of medical knowledge. Foucault offers a different picture of the
nature and significance of changes in medical perception from the eighteenth to the

nineteenth centuries:

“"How can we be sure that an eighteenth-century doctor did not see what he saw, but
that it needed several decades before the fantastic figures were dissipated to reveal,
in the space they vacated, the shapes of things as they really are? [...] What occurred
was not a ‘psychoanalysis’ of medical knowledge, nor any more or less spontaneous
break with imaginary investments; ‘positive’ medicine is not a medicine that has made
an ‘objectal’ choice in favour of objectivity itself. [...] What has changed is the silent
configuration in which language finds support..."43

It took, Foucault argues, a profound reorganization of the structures of experience and
perception, well below the epistemological level of scientific consciousness, for
nineteenth-century medical knowledge to ground itself in the exercise of “opening up a
few corpses”# instead of the hermeneutic practice of the physician in consultation with
the patient. “Reflecting on its situation,” Foucault writes, modern medicine:

“identifies the origin of its positivity with a return - over and above all theory
- to the modest but effecting level of the perceived. In fact, this supposed empiricism
is not based on a rediscovery of the absolute values of the visible, nor on the
predetermined rejection of systems and all their chimeras, but on a reorganization of
that manifest and secret space that opened up when a millennial gaze paused over
men’s sufferings. [...] At the beginning of the nineteenth century, doctors described
what for centuries had remained below the threshold of the visible and the
expressible, but this did not mean that, after over-indulging in speculation, they
had begun to perceive once again, or that they listened to reason rather than
to imagination; it meant that the relation between the visible and the invisible -
which is necessary to all concrete knowledge - changed its structure, revealing
through the gaze and language what had previously been below and beyond

their domain.”45

43 Ibid., pp.x-Xi.
44 1bid., pp.124-146.
45 Ibid., p.xii.
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Before the hidden depths that autopsy revealed could be construed as revealing the truth
of disease, according to Foucault, something had to have changed in the medical
experience of illness and its very “structures of visibility”4e.

Foucault's point in examining each of these forms of perception is not, however,
to expose them as misguided, primitive, ideological, or lacking in objectivity.
Archaeological analysis does not examine perceptions, discourses, or knowledge in
relation to “truth”, and harbours no implicit understanding of the objects of knowledge to
which it must do justice. These are the marks of an analysis which remains on the terrain
of humanism. “[T]his book,” he insisted, “has not been written in favour of one kind of
medicine as against another ...or against medicine in favour of an absence of medicine. It
is a structural study that sets out to disentangle the conditions of its history...”47. At the
outset of his study of perceptions of disease he cautions us against following into
humanist pretensions:

“For us, the human body defines, by natural right, the space of origin and of distribution

of disease: a space whose lines, volumes, surfaces, and routes are laid down, in a now
familiar geometry, by the anatomical atlas. But this order of the solid, visible body is only
one way - in all likelihood neither the first, nor the most fundamental - in which one
spatizalizes disease. There have been, and will be, other distributions of illness. {...} The

exact superimposition of the body’ of the disease and the body of the sick man is no more
than a historical, temporary datum. Their encounter is self-evident only for us,..."48

Foucault's interest is in the discursive, social, and cognitive structures underlying and
governing changes in these various perceptions and ways of knowing disease, not in the

latters’ relation to truth. The Birth of the Clinic, in his own words, “is concerned, -

outside all prescriptive intent - with determining the conditions of possibility of medical

46 Ibid., p.90.
47 Ibid., p.xix.
48 Thid., p.3.
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experience in modern times."”#® Again, “[w]hat counts in the things said by men,” he
continues, “is not so much what they may have thought [...] as that which systematizes
them from the outset...”30.

While the metatheoretical thrust of The Birth of the Clinic is to establish the
determinate role of deep “structures of visibility” and discursive “conditions of
possibility” governing the expressible and the knowable, Foucault continues to explore
the more mundane relation between knowledge and power as well. He continues to count
political power, interests of state, institutional organization, and the professional interests
of physicians among the conditions upon which perceptions and knowledge of disease
depend. In spite of his efforts to uncover medicine’s “positive unconscious”, much of this
work points repeatedly to relations between knowledge and relatively easily identifiable
political, social, and institutional interests, as we shall see in the following chapter. The
history Foucault recounts is similar to that of madness and psychiatry. Contrary to the
self-image of the medical profession, medical knowledge did not emerge progressively,
objectively and scientifically in spite of the protestations of power but, in fact, as a result
of and along with various constellations and configurations of interests and power.
Moreover, Foucault argues, the medical profession exercised a kind of power of its own
out of which medical knowledge emerged in a particular way. Constellations of force,
interests, and power produced and inflected medical knowledge in certain ways through
new operations, the organization of objects, the institutionalization of the profession, and
the treatment of patients. Scientific medical knowledge, then, like its psychiatric

counterpart, is caught up in and inextricable from a web of social relations and power.

49 1bid., p.xix.
50 Ibid., p.xix.
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The dimensions of medicine’s entwinement in relations of power are examined in more

detail in the following chapter.

In Foucault’s next major work, The Order of Things, Foucault’s archaeological

analysis of the history of knowledge shifts to an examination and explanation of the
emergence, as well as developments within, the human sciences as a whole. Now,
Foucault seeks to displace the foundational role of the subject not only from explanations
for changes undergone within individual fields if inquiry, but from the explanation for
the very appearance of the human sciences, in which Man first turns himself into an
object of thought. Moreover, Foucault suggests in this work that the appearance of the
figure of Man within Continental philosophy at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
and which has preoccupied it ever since in the form of critical humanism, also cannot be
explained on the basis of the role of the subject, which in this case would be a subject
which discovers its own finitude. According to the archaeological analysis offered by
Foucault here, all of these developments in knowledge - substantive changes within the
sciences, the very emergence of the sciences of Man, and the turning of Man into an
object of knowledge in the first place - have roots in the deep, unconscious epistemic
conditions of possibility of a culture, which simultaneously enable and constrain what it
is subjects can know, and in changes and ruptures to these fundaments of thought which
are subject to the autonomous rules of epistemic change and equilibrium currently
beyond our comprehension.

Drawing upon examples from the history of the study of living things, economics,
and language from the last several centuries, Foucault sets out to demonstrate that the

history of these forms of knowledge is marked by profound ruptures and discontinuities
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which cannot be explained in terms of the workings of an autonomous subject of reason.
These changes have as their basis, his analysis reveals, more profound changes at the
level of a series of successive but unconscious grids of perception and knowledge which
are simultaneously enabling and constraining. These “deep structures” of knowledge and
truth (savoir), which Foucault now formally calls epistemes>!, provide the conditions of
possibility for both equilibrium and change at the level of the substance of knowledge
(connaissances). The fundamental epistemic arrangements of knowledge constitute “a
sort of historical a priori” of thought in a given age. This historical a priori consists of
“what, in a given period, delimits in the totality of experience a field of knowledge,
defines the mode of being of the objects that appear in that field, provides man's
everyday perception with theoretical powers, and defines the conditions in which he can
sustain a discourse about things that is recognized to be true.”52 Archaeology is the
method Foucault devises by which the obscure, epistemic depths of knowledge, its
“positive unconscious,” can be thrown into relief. All of the knowledge in a given era,
Foucault argues, shares the same historical a priori in common: “in any given culture
and at any given moment, there is always only one episteme that defines the conditions
of possibility of all knowledge [...]"53. Now, according to Foucault’s archaeological
reading of Western culture since the Renaissance period, Western thought has been
governed by not one but three chronologically successive epistemes - the Renaissance,
the Classical, and the Modern - between which have occurred brief periods of epistemic

instability and rupture, signalling that one episteme is being eclipsed and succeeded by

51 Foucault, OT, p.xxii.
52 Ibid., p.158.
53 Ibid., p.168.
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another’*. Foucault's epistemic periodization of Western thought locates two such
ruptures: one, in the mid-seventeenth century, in which the Classical age eclipsed the
Renaissance era; and a second, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, which
inaugurated the Modern episteme, which is still with us today>s.

The succeeding epistemes of western thought are found by Foucault to share very
little in common in terms of the historical a priori each provides for knowledge in its
respective era. Thus, in the very periodization of the epistemic development of Western
- thought, Foucault challenges the typically continuist, rationalist, and subject-centred
history of thought offered by the classical tradition of humanism. According to Foucault,
”[tlhe order on the basis of which we think today does not have the same mode of being
as that of the Classical thinkers.”5¢ “Despite the impression we may have of the almost
uninterrupted development of the European ratio,” he continues,

“from the Renaissance to our own day, despite our possible belief that the classifications

of Linnaeus, [...] can still lay claim to some sort of validity, that Condillac’s theory of value
can be recognized to some extent in nineteenth-century marginalism, that Keynes was well
aware of the affinities between his own analyses and those of Cantillon, that the language
of general grammar [...] is not so very far removed from our own - all this quasi-continuity
on the level of ideas and themes is doubtless only a surface appearance”>’
The epistemic foundations of the Classical era were provide;d by the theme of
representation, according to which the being of things presented itself visibly and
transparently to the gaze of the subject of knowledge, which is portrayed as endowed

with the autonomous and rational capacity to generate representations of the world, in

the form of linguistic signs, which are perfectly adequate and isomorphic to it. Classical

54 Ibid., p.xxii.
35 Ibid., p.xxii.
36 Ibid., p.xxii.
57 Ibid., p.xxii.
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knowledge was based, Foucault writes, on an epistemic and ontological “continuum «of
being and representation,” in which the “general representability of being,” that “being is
offered to representation without interruption,” and the expressibility of being withouat
remainder in language as the “primary grid of things”® are all assumed>°. In this
continuum of being and representation, the order of the being of things offers itself wp as
a transparent object of knowledge in so far as it presents itself as both visible and
describable. As a result of the epistemic privilege granted to things which present
themselves as such, the Classical era tends to authorize within the field of knowledge
that which can be seen and represented by consciousness as, to use Rorty’s phrase, the
“mirror of nature”. In this configuration of represéntation, at the centre of which lies the
traditional subject of scientific consciousness, we recognize the epistemic roots of
classical scientific humanism itself.

At the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries, Foucault
claims, the epistemic theme of representation entered into a crisis and was soon replaced
by the Modern episteme, which he also calls the epistemic “Age of Man”. In the Modem
era the historical a priori of representation is replaced by the new epistemic theme of
what Foucault calls the analytic of finitude, according to which, as we have seen, “a
profound historicity penetrates into the heart of things”%® and “the theory of
representation disappears as the universal foundation of all possible orders.”$! According
to the analytic of finitude, the being of things like economic systems, living organisrmus,

or languages, and even humanity itself, assume a certain density and opacity, in whi-ch

58 Ibid., p.xxiii.
59 Ibid., p.206.
% Ibid., p.xxiii.
6! Ibid., p.xxiii.
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the surface appearance of things is viewed as concealing their genuine mode of being. As
a result, the Modem episteme privileges forms of perception and analysis which are
hermeneutical in nature, which probe beneath the surface visibility of things, in depth, to
reveal their hidden mode of being. Hence, Marx’s political economy and labour theory of
value are authorized in the Modern episteme because they probe beneath the superficial
aspects of bourgeois economic exchange, in the form of the wage-labour contract, to
reveal its true exploitative and coercive nature as a result of the capitalist’s surreptitious
expropriation of surplus value. With the advent, therefore, of the analytic of finitude,
European culture invented for itself “a depth in which what matters is no longer
identities [...] but great hidden forces developed on ihe basis of their primitive and
inaccessible nucleus, origin, causality, and history.”62 After the eighteenth century,
“things will be represented only from the depths of this density [...] darkened by its
obscurity, but bound tightly to themselves, assembled or divided, inescapably grouped by
the vigour that is hidden down below, in those depths.”63 According to the analytic of
finitude, nothing, not even Man, presents itself in full transparency to consciousness. As
a result, those forms of thought which engage in the hermeneutics of depth (éolitical
economy, biology, clinical medicine, and psychoanalysis) to find the hidden unity and
identity of things, and those objects of knowledge which resist representation by
remaining hidden in the opaque depths of things (labour, life function, organic tissue, or
the unconscious) receive epistemic privilege.

Between these two great epistemes of Western knowledge, Foucault claims, there

is little if any common ground. Once the being of everything that presents itself in

62 1bid., p.251.
63 Ibid., p.251.
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experience, including the very being of the subject that knows, is penetrated to the core
by history and finitude, the continuum of being and representation at the heart of the
Classical episteme is broken. With the shift from the Classical to the Modern period in
knowledge, the very “mode of being of things” and of “the order that divided them up” is
profoundly altered®4.

Having fleshed out the two dominant epistemes governing Western thought since
the seventeenth century, we are now in a better position to understand Foucault's
explanation for the kinds of breaches and discontinuities evident in such fields of inquiry
as the study of living things, economics, and language which we observed in Chapter
Two. According to Foucault, it is these epistemic conditions of possibility, as well as
profound ruptures between them, which account for the various forms and ruptures at the
level of the substance of scientific knowledge. Limiting ourselves to the example of the
science of living organisms and the shift from natural history to biology, we can see both
how archaeological analysis works as well as its implications for the subject in classical
humanist analyses and histories of thought.

In Classical natural history, as we know, the mode of being of living things and
the order of identity and difference by which they were divided up presented itself in
terms of visible and describable structures and characteristics. Thus, the objects of
natural history presented themselves in the form of “surfaces and lines,” in which plants
and animals were seen by the “visible patterning of their organs. They [were] paws and
hoofs, flowers and fruits”%. The precedence granted to the visible and the describable in

natural history reflects the latter’s dependence on the Classical theme of representation,

64 Tbid., p.xxii.
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in which the mode of being of things presents itself visibly and transparently along the
continuum of being and representation. The rule of the epistemic theme of representation
also produced a certain bias on the part of natural history, Foucault argues, in favour of
botany: “in so far as there are a great many constituent organs visible in a plant that are
not so in animals, taxonomic knowledge based on immediately perceptible variables was
richer and more coherent in the botanical order than the zoological.”% Furthermore,
Foucault stresses the extent to which Classical natural history was determined or bound
to privilege the botanical order of things by this same epistemic foundation. Botany did
not take precedence in natural history as a result of a conscious choice or the simple
curiosity and preferences of scientists. “"We must [...] reverse what is usually said on this

subject,” Foucault argues,

“it is not because there was a great interest in botany during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries that so much investigation was undertaken into methods of classification. But
because it was possible to know and to say only within a taxonomic area of visibility, the
knowledge of plants was bound to prove more extensive than that of animals.”6?

Classical natural history, therefore, knew what it did and said what it did, based only on
what it could see. Here we see the simultaneously enabling and limiting effects of the
epistemic arrangements of knowledge. The importance of the fundamental arrangements
of knowledge in the Classical episteme, Foucault suggests,

“does not lie essentially in what they make it possible to see, but in what they hide and in

what, by this process of obliteration, they allow to emerge: they screen off anatomy and
function, they conceal the organism, in order to raise up before the eyes of those who await

the truth the visible relief of forms"8

66 Ibid., p.137.
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Thus, we must not look to the subject of scientific consciousness but to the epistemic
arrangements by which it is determined in order to explain periods of both change and
relative equilibrium in knowledge.

Alternatively, archaeological analysis of the field of nineteenth-century biology
reveals its contingency upon the epistemic analytic of finitude. By substituting the
abstract unity of life function for Classical character and structure, biology privileges
something that is not immediately visible or perceptible as the real mode of the being of
living things. Furthermore, the priority of imperceptible functions like respiration and
digestion over visible structures like paws and hoofs altered profoundly the order of
identity and difference by which living things were divided up, by making it possible “to
relate together totalities of elements without the slightest visible identity,”® that is, to see
whales and dolphins, for example, as mammals rather than fish. In the inherent bias
toward the invisible depths of things, nineteenth-century biology could not help but see
living things in a new way which broke apart the Classical order of living things based
on visible structures. Once again, the role of the 6rigihaﬁng, autonomous subject of
scientific consciousness is superseded by the determining weight of the nineteenth-
century epistemic themes of depth, opacity, and invisibility.

Now, this dependency and contingency of knowledge on underlying and
determining epistemic foundations was also suggested to Foucault by the degree of
epistemic affinity or resemblance he detected between contemporaneous but otherwise
disparate fields of knowledge such as biology, political economy, and philology. All
these forms of knowledge privilege the epistemic themes of depth, opacity, and

historicity definitive of the analytic of finitude. At the same time, Foucault was struck by

% Ibid., p.265.
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how discontinuous these individual fields of knowledge were, at the epistemic level, with
historical predecessors in the same field but lying across the epistemic divide between
the Classical and Modern age. As a result, nineteenth-century biology had greater
epistemic affinites, Foucault claims, for its contemporary counterparts like political
economy or philology than it did for its Classical predecessor in natural history.
Similarly, with respect to Classical forms of knowledge, Foucault writes:
T saw the emergence, between these different figures, of a network of analogies that
transcended the traditional proximities: between the classification of plants and the theory
of coinage, between the notion of generic character and the analysis of trade, one finds in

the Classical sciences isomorphisms that appear to ignore the extreme diversity of the objects
under consideration.””!

All of this suggested to Foucault that beneath the substantive heterogeneity of
knowledges in a given epoch, there exists a more profound and determining epistemic
arrangement common to them and of which the subjects of these knowledges are largely
unaware.

Furthermore, the change from one form of knowledge to the next takes place
according to events similarly independent of the activity or consciousness of the subject
of scientific thought. Cuvier's reordering of the world of living things on the basis of the
hierarchy of functions relative to sustaining life “does not reveal a new curiosity directed
towards a secret that no one had the interest or courage to uncover, or the possibility of
uncovering, before. It is rather, and much more seriously, a mutation in the natural
dimension of Western culture”’2. The same goes, Foucault argues, for the changes

witnessed at this time in the shift from the analysis of wealth to political economy, and
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=~ .

70 Tbid., pp.xxii-xxiii
71 Ihid., p.xi.
72 Ibid,, p.138.

167



from general grammar to philology. In all these cases, periods of both equilibrium and
change in fields of knowledge are determined by the epistemic fundaments of knowledge
beneath the level of the consciousness of a culture:

“How were these ways of ordering empiricity - discourse, the table, exchange - eclipsed?
[...] What new mode of being must they have received in order to make all these changes
possible, and to enable to appear, after scarcely more than a few years, those now familiar
forms of knowledge that we have called, since the nineteenth century, philology, biology,
and economics? We tend to imagine that if these new domains were defined during the last
century, it was simply that a slight increase in the objectivity of knowledge, in the precision
of observation, in the rigour of our reasoning, in the organization of scientific research and
information - that all this, with the aid of a few fortunate discoveries, themselves helped by
a little good luck or genius, enabled us to emerge from the prehistoric age in which knowledge
was still stammering out the Grammaire de Port-Royal, the classifications of Linnaeus, and
the theories of agriculture. But though we may indeed talk of prehistory from the point of
view of the rationality of learning, from the point of view of positivities we can speak, quite
simply, of history. And it took a fundamental event - certainly one of the most radical that
ever occurred in Western culture - to bring about the dissolution of the positivity of Classical
knowledge, and to constitute another positivity from which, even now, we have doubtless not

entirely emerged.””3
Now, what precipitates this momentous change in the epistemic historical a priori of
knowledge between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Foucault does not actually
say. While his analysis is sprinkled with vague references to an “enigmatic,” “historical”
and "fadical" event, he did not specify what this event was, nor did he think he was
capable of doing so at the time.

"What event, what law do they obey, these mutations that suddenly decide that things

are no longer perceived, described, expressed, characterized, classified, and known in
the same way, [...] For an archaeology of knowledge, this profound breach in the expanse
of continuities, though it must be analysed, and minutely so, cannot be ‘explained’ or
even summed up in single word. It is a radical event that is distributed across the entire
visible surface of knowledge, and whose signs, shocks, and effects it is possible to

follow step by step. Only thought re-apprehending itself at the root of its own history
could provide a foundation, entirely free of doubt, for what the solitary truth of this

event was in itself.”7¢

73 Ibid., p.220.
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Foucault admitted the shortcomings of his own attempted archaeology of this event:
“Tt is not always easy to determine what has caused a specific change in a science.
[.-.] Questions like these are often highly embarrassing [...] the role of instruments,
- techniques, institutions, events, ideologies, and interests is very much in evidence;
but one does not know how an articulation so complex and so diverse in composition
actually operates. It seemed to me that it would not be prudent to force a solution I
felt incapable, I admit, of offering [...] In this work, then, I left the problem of causes
to one side...” 7>

If there was one form of causal explanation, however, which Foucault did reject, it was
that based on the foundational role of the autonomous, rational, self-present subject of
classical humanism.

Finally, with respect to the objects of humanistic knowledge, the argument of The
Order of Things effects one final and significant displacement on the subject. According
to Foucault, not only are individual sciences in fields ﬁke economics or the study of
living things the epiphenomenal effects of the epistemic historical a priori of a given
period, but the very appearance of the human sciences themselves in the nineteenth
century reflects not the discovery of Man as a result of a new curiosity but, rather, a
rupture at the level of the deep, unconscious structures of thought between the Classical
and Modern periods. Prior to the Modern period, in fact, Foucault claims that Man did
not even exist to the Renaissance or Classical thinker, since the epistemic conditions
necessary for Man, the subject of thought, to be turned into an object of thought were not
in place. Man, he claims, “is only a recent invention”’¢. Now, this is not to say that, prior
to the nineteenth century, forms of inquiry devoted to the life of humanity did not exist,
since sciences like natural history, the analysis of wealth, and general grammar obviously

did. When Foucault credits the nineteenth century with posing the question of Man for

75 Ibid., pp.xii-xiii.
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the first time, the Man in question is a peculiar one. With the penetration of historicity
and finitude into the being of everything in experience, including human nature, in the
nineteenth-century episteme, the foundations of human knowledge, including our own
self-knowledge, are thrown into doubt. This is the inevitable result of the recognition of
humanity’s fundamental finitude and opacity to itself, which has the effect of situating
the subject of thought within a matrix of background practices and cultural grids of
perception which determine what it sees, says, and does beneath the level of
consciousness, as we know. As a result, Man cannot but become the object of his own
thought as a result of ruling epistemic themes of depth, opacity, and historicity. The Man
made into an object of thought in the nineteenth century, therefore, is Man as a subject
who knows, but who is at the same time determined in what he knows by his own
finitude as a biological, labouring, and cultural being. Man as an object of thought in the
nineteenth century, therefore, constitutes a paradoxical one: an “enslaved sovereign” and
“observed spectator”?’. According to Foucault's archaeological analysis, the analytic of
finitude, according to which Man as the subject of knowledge is conceived of as
impinged upon by a host of determinations arising from its finite existence gives rise to
whole new fields of inquiry into Man as a finite being, in hopes that the founding role of
Man, now as a “situated subject,” might nonetheless be preserved by a thorough analysis
and understanding of the forms of determination which bear upon him. Thus, the human
sciences arise in the hopes that the displacement of the subject which the finite nature of
Man's being and consciousness seem to demand might be offset by a thorough
understanding of Man as a finite being. With the emergence of the human sciences, the

hope was:

77 Ibid., p.312.

170



“somehow to make this knowledge [...] of man exist so that man could be liberated by it from
his alienations, liberated from all the determinations of which he was not the master, so that
he could, thanks to this knowledge of himself, become again or for the first time master of

himself, self-possessed.”78
Thus, Foucault claims:
“man - the study of whom is supposed by the naive to be the oldest investigation since
Socrates - is probably no more than a kind of rift in the order of things, or, in any case, a
configuration whose outlines are determined by the new position he has so recently taken

up in the field of knowledge. Whence all the chimeras of the new humanisms, all the facile
solutions of an ‘anthropology’ understood as a universal reflection on man, half-empirical,

half-philosophical.”7?

Insofar as the Classical episteme of representation rested on the unproblematic
configuration of being, mind, transparency, and language, in which the being of Man as
a subject that knows was not in question, it “absolutely exclude[d] anything that could be
a ‘science of man’” in the nineteenth century sense?C. Once again, therefore, the fact that
Man appeared and was turned into an object of thought in the nineteenth century cannot
be attributed to the work of an autonomous subject of thought previously burdened by
old mythologies and beliefs. “[AJmong all the mutations that have affected the
knowledge of things and their order [...] only one, that which began a century and a half
agof...] has made it possible for man to appear. [...] it was the effect of a change in the
fundamental arrangements of knowledge."8!

Now, Foucault’s analysis reveals that the analytic of finitude produced not one
but two historical forms of inquiry: the nineteenth-century human sciences; and their
philosophical counterpart in the tradition of philosophical anthropology, or what I call

critical humanism - that reflexive and more historically and culturally sensitive tradition

78 Foucault, “Foucault Responds to Sartre,” in FL, p.36.
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of thought which, since the nineteenth century, has acknowledged and! taken up the
problem of the situatedness of subjectivity and rationality. The archaemlogical
explanation for the emergence of the human sciences imperils traditiomal history of
science, as we know. With his engagement with the philosophical offs:pring of the
analytic of finitude, however, Foucault's work now also begins to take aim at
philosophies of the situated subject at the heart of critical humanism, as well.

In the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, the work sof figures like Kant
and Hegel on the finite and historically situated nature of reason gave xise to the tradition
of philosophical anthropology, which has extended into the twentieth <entury in such
forms as Marxism, existentialism, phenomenology, and Frankfurt Scheol Critical
Theory. Consistent with the epistemic framework of the analytic of fimitude, the various
branches of philosophical anthropology are bound together by, inter aldia, an
acknowledgement of the historicity and situatedness of the subject in opposition to the
classical humanist cogito. On the other hand, philosophical anthropology treats the
discovery of the situatedness of the subject and the historicity of reasosn and Man as
continuous with the Enlightenment'’s project of demystification. A gemuinely enlightened
view of the subject constitutes one in which the essenfial finitude of tlne subject is
acknowledged. Consciousness of Man's finitude, therefore, constitutes the new vigilance
of reason. However, once the situated, finite nature of subjectivity and reason are
conceded, the self-assurance and putative autonomy and objectivity off subjective reason
are cast in doubt. If the autonomy of subjective reason is in doubt, so are all its products,
including its own self-understanding. Thus, the situated subject, alongs with the rest of

the objects presented to consciousness, take on a new opacity and density. The tradition
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of philosophical anthropology was aware of this problem from the beginning, and much
of the tradition has been devoted to overcoming it.

The analytic of finitude gives birth to philosophical reflection on finite Man - as
the “enslaved sovereign” and “observed spectator” - definitive of the anthropological
tradition. Once the analytic of finitude cast the subject’s autonomy and self-transparency
in doubt, the task of specifying and analyzing the forms of human finitude, in hopes that
the subject might be liberated once and for all from them by the establishment of a
“grounding finitude,” became the most compelling problem and task for philosophy.
According to Foucault, however, and in one of the few instances in which Foucault
engages with the tradition in sustained fashion and on its own terms, philosophical
anthropology’s quest for that grounding finitude both reveals a certain philosophically
retrograde desire for the cognitive certitude of the cogito and produces a ceaseless,
ultimately futile and self-defeating analysis of finitude which he likens to an
“anthropological sleep”32. Foucault rejects the residual Cartesianism he detects in the
work of the phenomenologist, Husserl, “which gives absolute priority to the observing
subject.”®3 Foucault pursued this line of criticism in The Archaeology of Knowledge, in
which he takes explicit aim at the criticisms launched against The Order of Things by his

Marxist humanist opponents, particularly Sartre. From the ranks of these critics, the cry
went up that Foucault was “murdering history”. “But one must not be deceived,”
Foucault warned:

“what is being bewailed with such vehemence is not the disappearance of history, but the

eclipse of that form of history that was secretly, but entirely related to the synthetic activity
of the subject: what is being bewailed is the ‘development’ (devenir) that was to provide the

82 Ibid., pp.340-343.
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sovereignty of the consciousness with a safer, less exposed shelter [...] that ideological use

of history by which one tries to restore to man everything that has unceasingly eluded him

for over a hundred years. All the treasure of bygone days was crammed into the old citadel

of this history [...] it was made the last resting-place of anthropological thought...”84

Having said that, Foucault also engages with due philosophical seriousness
attempts within the tradition of philosophical anthropology to resolve its inherent
tensions. But, according to Foucault, in the course of its attempts to establish the
“grounding finitude” of thought philosophical anthropology produces a series of
philosophical “doublets” which elaborate the problem of the foundations of knowledge
posed by Man'’s finitude without overcoming it. In the doublet of “the empirical and the
transcendental,” produced in the work of figures like Kant and Husserl, Man both
constitutes and is constituted by the external world, grounding the certainty of
knowledge either in the a priori categories or the purification of consciousness via
reduction, respectively®. But if, Foucault writes, man is “that paradoxical figure in
which the empirical contents of knowledge necessarily release, of themselves, the
conditions that have made them possible, then man cannot posit himself in the
immediate and sovereign transparency of a cogito [...]”. Nor, he continues, “can he
inhabit the objective inertia of something that, by rights, does not and never can lead to
self-consciousness. 86
In “the cogito and the unthought”?7 doublet, Man is simultaneously determined by

external forces and, as a result of his awareness of this determination, able to liberate

himself from it. Here, Foucault claims, writing with figures like Sartre and Merleau-

84 Foucault, Michel, The Archaeology of Knowledge, London, Tavistock, 1972, p.14. Hereinafter cited as
AK.

85 Foucault, OT, pp-318-322.

86 Ibid., p.322.
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Ponty in mind, Man is conceived as “a mode of being which accommodates that
dimension - always open, never finally delimited, yet constantly traversed - which
extends from a part of himself not reflected in a cogiro to the act of thought by which he
apprehends that part.”88 Yet, how can Man be “that life whose web, pulsations, and
buried energy constantly exceed the experience that he is irnmediately given of them?”
How can he be “the subject of a language that for thousands of years has been formed
without him...?"8° How can the subject master all that is other to it, particularly those
aspects of itself, its unthought, such as the unconscious, which it experiences as opaque
and other to itself? The theme of the unthought produces the modern cogito, whose
ceaseless task it becomes to “traverse, duplicate, and reactivate in an explicit form the
articulation of thought on everything within, around it, and beneath it, which is not
thought“®, Yet, with each new insight into the unthought which determines him, as in
psychoanalysis, Man himself is more thoroughly dissolved, as we saw in the previous
chapter. The analyses of embodiment, the unconscious, or language have only succeeded
in revealing that Man in his liberty and self-consciousness does not exist.

Finally, in the doublet of “the retreat-and-return of the origin,”®! while history is
treated -as preceding Man, insofar as Man is the phenomenological source of history’s
unfolding he can master it as well. Thus, in the work of figures like Heidegger, Sartre,
and Merleau-Ponty, Man can gain access to his original identity as a finite historical
being via an analysis of all those historicities which make up his being. And yet,

Foucault argues:
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“"when he tries to define himself as a living being, he can uncover his own beginning
only against the background of a life which itself began long before him; when he
attempts to re-apprehend himself as a labouring being, he cannot bring even the most
rudimentary forms of such a being to light except within a human space and time
which have been previously institutionalized, and previously subjugated by society;
and when he attempts to define his essence as a speaking subject, prior to any
effectively constituted language, all he ever finds is the previously unfolded
possibility of language, and not the stumbling sound, the first word upon the basis
of which all languages and even language itself became possible. It is always against
a background of the already begun that man is able to reflect on what may serve for

him as origin.”92
As a result, he continues:

“Far from leading back, or even merely pointing, towards a peak [...] of identity [...]
the original in man is that which articulates him from the very outset upon something
other than himself; it is that which introduces into his experience contents and forms
older than him, which he cannot master; it is that which, by binding him to multiple,
intersecting, often mutually irreducible chronologies, scatters him through time and
pinions him at the centre of the duration of things. Paradoxically, the original, in man,
does not herald the time of his birth, [...] it links him to that which does not have the
same time as himself; and it sets free in him everything that is not contemporaneous
with him; it indicates ceaselessly, [...] that things began long before him, and that for
this very reason, and since his experience is wholly constituted and limited by things,
no one can ever assign him an origin."?3

According to Foucault, all of these anthropological forms of reflection in which
Man is recognized as a being “who lives, speaks, and works in accordance with the laws
of an economics, a philology, and a biology,” but who also “by a sort of internal torsion
and overlapping”, is endowed with the ability to “know them and to subject them to total
clarification,”%* are profoundly paradoxical. They are motivated by a profound urge to
establish firm footings for knowledge against the displacements demanded by Man's
finite being. In so doing, while it recognizes the situatedness of the subject and rejects

the classical theme of representation, in so far as it attempts to liberate the subject from

22 bid., p.330.
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the weight of its determinations, philosophical anthropology, ultimately, is still about
reaffirming the fundamental character of the subject®. As such, the project of
philosophical anthropology is really about establishing, for the first time, the genuine
cogito.

Moreover, as his analysis of Man and his “doubles” attempts to show, the figure
of finite Man is so unstable, ambiguous, and paradoxical as to render the project of
philosophical anthropology self-defeating; doomed as it is to the “interminable to and
fro” of Man and his doubles which take the form of the “monotony of a journey which
[...] probably has no end.”97 In the doublets, the problem of the situated subject is posed
with great insight, delicacy, and nuance, but not solved. Foucault likens the effects of
this analytic of finitude upon thought to an “anthropological sleep,” a sleep “so deep that
thought experiences it paradoxically as vigilance.”?® We must, Foucault argues, awaken
thought from its slumber in order to “think afresh”®. In order to achieve such an
uprooting, or the removal of Man as an obstacle to thought, Foucault argues, we must
look to the examples of Nietzsche and, among others, the structuralists like Levi-Strauss
and Lacan, on the basis of whose work the anthropological framework is "disintegrating
before our eyes”!%,

”[...] Nietzsche rediscovered the point at which man and God belong to one another,

95 Foucault, Michel, “How an ‘Experience-Book’ is Born?,” interview in Foucault, Michel, Remarks on
Marx: Conversations with Duccio Trombadori, trans. James Goldstein and James Cascaito, New York:
Semiotext(e), 1991, pp.30-31. Hereinafter cited as RM.

96 Foucault’s interpretation of the Cartesian biases of the work of, say, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, has been
confirmed by many others commentators, including Lebrun, MacCann, and Descombes. See Chapter 2,
fn6Ss.
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at which the death of the second is synonymous with the disappearance of the first,
and at which the promise of the superman signifies first and foremost the immanence
of the death of man. In this, Nietzsche, offering this future to us as both promise and
task, marks the threshold beyond which contemporary philosophy can begin thinking
again [...] the end of man [...] is the return of the beginning of philosophy. It'is no
longer possible to think in our day other than in the void left by man’s disappearance.”10!
Taking inspiration from the lessons of Nietzsche, Foucault concludes his critique of
philosophical anthropology with this taunt:
“To all those who still wish to talk about man, about his reign or his liberation, to all

those who still ask themselves questions about what man is in his essence, to all

those who wish to take him as their starting-point in their attempts to reach the truth

[...] who refuse to think without immediately thinking that it is man who is thinking, to

all these warped and twisted forms of reflection we can answer only with a philoso-

phical laugh.”102

And yet, Foucault responds with more than this. Archaeological analysis attempts to
displace not only Man conceived as the subject of thought in both the classical and
critical forms of humanism, but to undermine the putative centrality of the very question
of Man which thought has taken as its most enduring and compelling for the last two
centuries. By subjecting the epistemic analytic of finitude which generated the question
of Man in the first place to archaeological analysis, demonstrating the contingency of
both the question of Man as well as the very epistemic arrangements on which it is
based, Foucault hopes to disturb the centuries-old sense of urgency, gravity, and
necessity which has been attached to the question. Such disturbance constitutes one
component of the form of “thinking afresh” both against and beyond humanism, which
Foucault struggled to articulate throughout his career and which we will examine in

Chapter Six.

10! Ibid., p.342.
102 bhid., pp.342-343.
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Foucault’s stunning claim that, “as a problem for human knowledge, man is a
recent invention,” and that this problem may well disappear once more, constituted a
radicalization of his attack on humanism and the figure of Man. No longer was his work
aimed solely at what might be considered, from the Continental perspective, the
relatively easy target of naive scientific humanism and the epistemological theme of
“representation”. By articulating a critique not only of the crude subjectivism of
Enlightenment epistemology, but of the “anthropological slumber” induced by the very
question of Man as posed within the “analytic of finitude,” Foucault’s anti-humanism
clearly reached out to embrace the more reflexive and critical forms of humanism
manifested in philosophical anthropology, including existentialism and phenomenology.
No doubt these approaches constitute the least naive and reflexively most “advanced”
positions within the tradition of humanism, yet in so far as they are committed to the
aporetic project of the foundation of knowledge upon the ever more thoroughgoing
analysis of the representing subject’s finitude, they remain epistemically rooted in
humanism, in the original sense of the “metaphysics of subjectivity”. Meanwhile, what
the positive human sciences have succeeded in doing, for the most part, is reveal not
humanity’s deepest secret or essence hidden by historically sedimented layers of its
modes of production or cultural sensibilities but, rather, the secret that Man &as no
nature or essence. Each time a new level of determination is discovered, Foucault claims,
the human sciences have probed deeper, with the effect that we have come not closer to
Man’s essence but to the realization that Man does not exist. It is in this archaeological
sense of critical humanism’s futility and dead-end that Foucault welcomed the “death of
man”. The Man whose death he looked forward to was that figure of thought around

which the analysis of the representing subject’s finitude endlessly revolves, resulting in a
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kind of "anthropological sleep”. What is put to sleep, and increasingly imperiled by the
persistence of humanism is the activity of thinking itself. Only by exposing the
contingency of not only the metaphysical subject, but of the very centrality of the
questioning of Man'’s being central to critical humanism, can thought be shaken from this
form of sleep. Revealing the epistemic contingency of the questioning of Man's finitude

constitutes but a first, tentative effort on Foucault's part to rouse thought from its “sleep”.

With the appearance of the essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” Foucault
signalled that his analysis of the conditions of possibility for knowledge would take a
new tack. The Nietzsche essay laid out the terms of a genealogical analysis of
knowledge in which the non-discursive and strategic conditions underlying the
emergence of forms of knowledge become central. The archaeological concern with the
“cultural unconscious” of knowledge rooted in the discursive rules of equilibrium and
change endogenous to its epistemic grounds is set aside in favour of an emphasis upon
the forms and relations of power, the conflicts and struggles, and strategic interests
which give rise to knowledge in a given epoch. Throughout the 1970s, Foucault’s
analyses of the modern human sciences stress their contingency upon the emergence of a
host of strategic conditions and events involving the interests of states, classes, emerging
professions, and various marginalized groups and forms of life. In this work Foucault
was particularly preoccupied with the sciences of medicine, psuchiatry, criminology,
penology, and sexology, but it also advanced a number of general propositions with
respect to the origins of the human sciences as a whole. According to Foucault, along
with that of the rest of the human sciences, the appearance of the sciences of

criminology, penology, and sexology was contingent upon a number of strategic
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developments broadly connected with a shift in the nature and requirements of governing
in the regimes of the West beginning in the seventeenth century. Foucault recounts the
emergence and spread of theories and practices of statecraft in which traditional
monarchical concerns with questions of sovereignty, legality, legitimacy, and territory
were eclipsed by concerns with social order, well-being, prosperity, security, and the
optimization of the state and all its forces. Foucault identifies a number of such forms or
rationalities of governing, including: raison d'etat, "police,” “discipline,” “bipower,” and
“governmentality”. Given the state’s new preoccupation with ensuring order and
prosperity, the concerns of governing shift from problems of law, sovereignty, and
obedience to an interest in norms of conduct and patterns of regularity and irregularity in
the daily lives of its citizens, and in norms of health as well as rates of mortality and
disease within the population. As a result, the nature of positive state action changes as
well, from a concern with maintaining and fortifying legality and monarchical
sovereignty to one of identifying, classifying, correcting, and punishing sources of
abnormality, pathology, and irregularity which threaten the order, prosperity, well being,
and, ultimately, security of the society as a whole. This political rationality also gives rise
to state demands for the production of knowledge with respect to all of its forces - human
and non-human - in the form of both a totalized cadastral mapping of the society and its
resources as well as an individuating, case knowledge of each inhabitant as they relate to
and deviate from statistical norms and averages within the population as a whole. It is as
a consequence of this historic shift at the level of the political rationality of modern
power, Foucault contends, that the human sciences emerged in the first place. Let us

begin with Foucault's analysis of the conditions of possibility for the human sciences in

Discipline and Punish.
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Discipline and Punish offers a genealogical analysis of not only the rise of the

prison as the almost exclusive form of punishment in nineteenth-century France, but of
the science of criminology, as well as psychiatry and sociology, which grew up around it.
The immediate condition of emergence for criminology was a shift in the target and
practice of punishment in the late-eighteenth century from “the body of the condemned”
who committed an illegal acz, to the “soul” of the offender in which resided a dangerous
disposition'%3, What became of issue in this new penal theory was as much one's nature
as one's guilt. The delinquent and criminal nature of the offender, which called for
“correction”, replaced the individual perpetrator of criminal acts, to whom “legal
punishment” was applied. With this shift of concern from the act of transgression to the
whole ensemble of biographical considerations behind the scene, to the disposition of the
convict, a whole new science of the criminal disposition, nature, inclination, and
prognosis for correction is called forth in the form of criminology. Proper judgement and
treatment of criminality becomes a matter of assessing each individual “case”: “the
knowledge of the criminal, one’s estimation of him, what is known about the relations
between him, his past and his crime, and what might be expected of him in the future.”104
Penal practice, meanwhile, was reoriented to “correct, reclaim, [and] ‘cure’” through
techniques of improvement designed to eliminate even the thought of wrong-doing, as
opposed to the traditional function of punishment as “the strict expiation of evil-
doing”105, But the shift in penal attention from the body of the condemned to the soul of

the offender summoned a whole new object of inquiry and potential body of biographical

103 Foucault, DP, p.16
104 1bid., p.18.
105 1bid., p.10.
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knowledge. Access to the offender’s soul called for new institutional arrangements and
punitive techniques for producing the truth of the offender and his nature.

In practical terms, Foucault traces the origins of this new “gentle way in
punishment” to a drive for a more efficient, effective, and certain system of punishment
as a result of underlying economic and political changes occurring in late-eighteenth-
century France. The impetus for reform had its origins, Foucault argues, in the
emergence of the new bourgeois economy and growing fears of the “criminality of fraud”
over that of “blood”!%. The interest of penal reformers was in making punishment more
effective and “generalized” in order to reduce incidences of fraud and petty theft. A new
system for the punishment of offences, especially those against property, was called for.
A decreased use of violence against the body was accompanied by a general increase in
surveillance and a heightened intolerance of petty crime - less violence, but more
policing in general'%’. Reformers objected not to the violence of pre-modern forms of
punishment like public torture but to their irregularity and inefficiency within a legal
system that punished spectacularly but intermittently, sometimes too harshly, and at
times not at all. The new mercantilist, bourgeois economy could not tolerate such a “bad
economy of power” in the penal system!98. Penal reformers, then, sought means of
ensuring generalized punishment which would punish better and more effectively in the
face of widespread petty illegality. “The economic changes of the eighteenth century,”
Foucault argues elsewhere, “made it necessary to ensure the circulation of effects of

power through progressively finer channels, gaining access to individuals themselves, to

106 1bid., pp.75-77.
107 1bid., pp.76-8.
108 1hid., p.79.
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their bodies, their gestures and all their daily actions.”'% Foucault locates the birth of
criminology here amidst this reorganization of the nineteenth-century economy of the
power to punish.

The prison was soon recognized as providing the spatial and institutional
conditions which afforded minute access to and knowledge of the individual. Moreover,
the prison as reformatory was a product of growing expertise in the use of architecture,
spatial arrangements, and relations of visibility and invisibility within institutions in
order to manipulate and alter the behaviour and conduct of those confined to them. The
ultimate objective of prison reform was not simply to punish the offender’s illegal acts
but to ensure his or her good conduct in future by removing, via the process of
correction, even the thought of wrong-doing in the future. As a result, the emergence of
criminology is owed not to discovery of the humanity and corrigibility of offenders
thanks to the humane sensitivities of science but, rather, to a number of powerful
strategic forces and interests.

The shift in penal concern and practice to the soul of the offender, to the “nature” of the
criminal, gives birth to new sciences of “man” - criminology and penology - which
actually depend upon the prison, or at least prison-like practices, in order to accumulate
and produce knowledge of their objects. By drawing attention to the relation between this
shift, its causes, and the emergence of the human sciences, Foucault challenges the
traditional understanding of criminology and penology as progressive, humane and
emancipatory disc;ourses in relation to the barbaric and inhuman practices of pre-
nineteenth-century punishment. The human sciences of criminology and penology, far

from discovering the “humanity” of the offender, and attempting, through penitentiary

109 Foucault, Michel, “The Eye of Power,” interview in PK, pp.151-152.
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technique, to rehabilitate and free them, had as their very conditions of emergence the
confinement of persons to prison. Criminology and penology are implicated from the
very outset in the confinement of offenders to prisons and their subjection to coercive
spatial arrangements, regimens, and practices which were the methods of punishment as
well as the necessary conditions for the accumulation of humanistic knowledge of
‘criminal man’.

Furthermore, Discipline and Punish offers a genealogical explanation for the

emergence of the human sciences as a whole. Like the sciences of criminology and
penology, many other human sciences, including sociology, psychiatry, and educational
psychology, owe their emergence and development to strategic conditions of possibility

and institutions and practices marked by the prison. Discipline and Punish describes the

seepage and spread of disciplinary techniques from the prison to a host of other
institutions and practical contexts in eighteenth and nineteenth-century society, including
hospitals, schools, factories, poor-houses, and military barracks!!0. For the emerging
disciplinary form of power in the nineteenth century, Foucault claims, the problem of
governing came to seen increasingly in terms of cultivating habitual “norms” of conduct
and behaviour, as opposed to simply enforcing obedience to the law!!!. Replacing the
problem of disorder was that of abnormality or pathology, which threatened the
disciplinary objectives of optimizing the forces of the state as well as ensuring order. We
will take up this argument in considerably more detail in Chapter Five, in which we
discuss his overall characterization of political modernity. Foucault also locates in this

new form of power the strategic conditions of possibility for the very concept of the

10 Foycault, DP, p.138.
H1 1bid., pp.177-184.
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human sciences. Hence, not only criminology, but the human sciences in general are seen
by Foucault as deeply invested in a political rationale having little to do with humane or
emancipatory interests.
“These sciences, which have so delighted our ‘humanity’ for over a century, have their

technical matrix in petty, malicious minutae of the disciplines and their investigations.

These investigations are perhaps to psychology, psychiatry, pedagogy, criminology, and

so many other strange sciences, what the terrible power of investigation was to the calm

knowledge of the animals, the plants and the earth.”112
Foucault attributes to the other human sciences, including economics and sociology,
similar disciplinary conditions of possibility and methods as those of criminology. The
correction and normalization of society called for new and exhaustive forms of
knowledge, like that produced in the prison, offering a simultaneously totalizing
overview of society and individualizing snapshots of its members - omnes and
singulatum. As a result, Foucault argues, the lessons of the prison, as an institution
capable of producing normalizing effects of power and statistically useful knowledge
simultaneously, were gradually incorporated into other institutions. Disciplinary
techniques long in existence prior to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries became so
widespread across institutions as to constitute a whole disciplinary generalization. This
introduction of disciplinary techniques of observation and subjection into increasing

areas of human activity always had the effect of producing new knowledge. “[B]y being

combined and generalized,” Foucault argues,

“they attained a level at which the formation of knowledge and the increase of power
regularly reinforce one another in a circular process [...] any growth of power could
give rise in them to possible branches of knowledge; it was this link, proper to the
technological systems, that made possible within the disciplinary element the formation
of clinical medicine, psychiatry, child psychology, educational psychology, the
rationalization of labour.”113

112 1hid., p.226.
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Thus, if objects of knowledge like “the poor,” “the unemployed,” “the truant,” or the
“irresponsible parent,” came into increasingly sharp focus in the nineteenth century, they
did so less as a result of the curiosity of scientists or the humanity of philanthropists than
as effects of the new disciplinary form of power. “Slowly, in the course of the classical

age,” Foucault writes,

“we see the construction of those ‘observatories’ of human multiplicity [...] Side
by side with the major technology of the telescope, the lens and the light beam [...]
there were the minor techniques of multiple and intersecting observations, of eyes
that must see without being seen; using techniques of subjection and methods of
exploitation, an obscure area of light and the visible was secretly preparing a new
knowledge of man.”114

Every extension of disciplinary techniques into new areas of human activity and conduct
called for the production of knowledge, agents through whom to pursue it, and new
unities or objectivities - “man”, “delinquency”, “deviancy” - rendered instrumentally
useful to power. The human sciences did not emerge only out the prison, but their
emergence and operation were intrinsically bound up with disciplinary concerns about
order, regularity, and normality, and the techniques and institutions of constraint,

confinement and subjection which arose out of them. “I am not saying,” writes Foucault,

“that the human sciences emerged out of the prison. But, if they have been able to be formed
and to produce so many profound changes in the episteme, it is because they have been
conveyed by a specific and new modality of power; a certain policy of the body, a certain
way of rendering groups of men docile and useful. {...] The carceral network constituted one
of the armatures of this power-knowledge that has made the human sciences historically
possible. Knowable man (soul, individuality, consciousness, conduct, whatever it is called)
is the object-effect of this analytical investment, of this domination-observation.”!15

All of these technologies of knowledge constitution had a certain political investment

related to domination, Foucault insists. More so than ideology, it was at this level of

U3 1bid., p.224.
114 1hid., pp.170-1.
115 Ibid., p.305.

187



technology that the political investment of the human sciences reveals itself. And we find
Foucault offering a kind of strategic corollary to the epistemic explanation for the

emergence of Man as an object of knowledge he offered in The Order of Things.

Knowledge of “man” was gathered in the nineteenth century by the technical means of
discipline - observation, confinement, coercive individuation, and objectification. “It is
not simply,” then, “at the level of consciousness, of representations and in what one
thinks one knows, but at the level of what makes possible the knowledge that is
transformed into political investment.”!16 At the general level, then, Foucauit establishes
the political investment of the human sciences as existing in the coextensiveness of their
emergence with and on the basis of the prison and other prison-like disciplinary

institutions.

In the The History of Sexuality Foucault extends the metatheoretical proposition
explored in Discipline and Punish, according to which the human sciences emerged as a
result, and in response to the needs of, the increasingly dominant political rationality of
liberal statecraft and governance. Along with the problem of order and security
associated with the concerns of “police,” there emerged in the nineteenth century a
growing awareness of society as a “population,” in the biological sense, with specific
regularities and pathologies with implications, for better or worse, for the overall
prosperity, health, and well-being of all!!?. Thus, along with the task of managing and

securing the forces of the state against threats of disorder was added the imperative of

116 1bid., p.185.
117 Foucault, HS, p.142.
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protecting and optimizing the biological life of the population. “[T]he management of
this population,” Foucault writes:
“required, among other things, a health policy capable of diminishing infant mortality,
preventing epidemics, and bringing down the rates of endemic diseases, of intervening in
living conditions in order to alter them and impose standards on them (whether this involved

nutrition, housing, or urban planning), and of ensuring adequate medical facilities and
services."118

Fouc-:ault gives the name “biopolitics” to this new aspect of liberal governance, which
“tends to treat the ‘population’ as a mass of living and coexisting beings who represent
particular biological and pathological traits and who thus come under specific knowledge
and technologies.”!!® Where the chief concern of “police” was the problem of order,
“biopolitics” concerns itself with the administration and optimization of “life” conceived
of in biological terms!20. All those aspects of daily life which impact upon the health and
biological security of the population - sexuality, birth rates, living arrangements, disease,
hygiene, housing, and demographics - become targets of biopolitical concern and
intervention as a result. Biopolitics may still be understood, however, in terms of the
general theme of police, as a medizinische Polizei, devoted to “the management of state
forces”121,

Sexual conduct, in particular, became the privileged target of biopolitical
manipulation and control in the nineteenth century. Concerns about sexuality intensified
in the nineteenth century, thanks in part to eighteenth-century medicine, as the sexual

conduct of individuals was increasingly viewed as ramifying across a broad range of

118 Foucault, Michel, “Security, Territory, Population,” in Foucault, Michel, Ethics: Subjectivity and
Truth, The Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954 - 1984, Volume I, James Rabinow ed., New York:
The New Press, 1997, p.71. Hereinafter cited as EST.

119 1hid,, p.71.

120 Foucault, HS, pp.136-145.

121 Foucault, “Security, Territory, Population,” p.71.
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biopolitical interests, including population growth, disease and epidemics, public health
and morality, marriage and family, and urban overcrowding!22. Biopolitical interest in
sex received impetus from a growing medical consensus around sex conduct as a prolific
source of a variety of individual and social maladies. According to Foucault, in fact,
prior to the nineteenth century, “sexuality,” as a discrete scientific unity, did not exist.
Foucault attributes the objectification of “sexuality” into a discursive and strategic unity
referring to the sexual tendencies, conduct, and identity of individuals, to the biopolitical
state’s need for some mechanism or apparatus, (Foucault calls it a dispositif), by which to
manage and administer the life and health of the population. Just as the strategic unity of
“delinquency” was deployed to heighten popular vigilance around the problem of
disorder, and to neutralize resistance to the spread of disciplinary forms of power,
Foucault claims that the strategic unity of sexuality was “implanted” and circulated in the
social body in order to increase popular awareness and vigilance around sexual conduct
and deviance!23. An explosion of interest in sex in the nineteenth century gave rise to a
whole new field of scientific and medico-legal intervention into the lives of individuals
and groups. These interventions took the form of injunctions to speak of one’s sex, as
well as mechanisms of surveillance and regulation designed to identify and correct
“abnormal” behaviour, including promiscuity, incest, masturbation, and “perversion”.
Foucault places the human sciences, medicine and psychiatry in particular, at the centre
of coercive mechanisms of “incitement” and “implantation” designed to produce

discourse and knowledge regarding the sexual conduct of the population while achieving

122 Foucault, HS, pp.146-147.
123 1bid., pp.36-49.
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effects of power simultaneously!?4. These sciences prompted and recorded an explosion
of discourse about sex, on the basis of which new “objectivities” of sexuality were
fabricated and strewn across the social field - the “Malthusian couple,” the “onanistic
child,” the “frigid, hysterical” woman, and the homosexual “pervert”!25. Sensational cases
of “perversion,” “homosexuality,” and “hermaphroditism” functioned to spread moral
panic, and justified the interventions of power, in the forms of police, educators,
physicians, and philanthropic organizations, into the sexual lives of everyone. The
existence of such threats and perversions also had the effect of “responsibilizing” the rest
of society in relation to them, of making neighbours responsible for observing and
reporting any abnormal sexual behaviour on each other’s part, of making parents
responsible for the conduct of children, and so on. Thus, Foucault argues, the unity of
sexuality must be seen as "an especially dense transfer point for relations of power [...]
endowed with great instrumentality: [...] and capable of serving as a point of support, as
a linchpin, for the most varied strategies.”!126 The regularities and dangers in the sexual
life of the population served as new justifications and surfaces for biopower, as new
objectivities within the social body on which to latch hold. Now, the strategic
deployment and function served by the scientific unity of “sexuality” is the subject of
detailed discussion in Chapter Five, so we will not examine it in any further detail here.
Suffice to say that, as with the analysis of “criminality” and “delinquency” offered in

Discipline and Punish, The History of Sexuality offers a genealogical analysis of the

emergence of the science of “sexuality” from which the subject of scientific

124 1bid., pp.1749.
125 1bid., p.44.
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consciousness has been displaced. When “sexuality” emerged as a new objectivity for
scientific study in the nineteenth century, it did so not as the result of the discovery by
physicians at of the time of some previously hidden unity obscured by the timidity and
prudishness of their predecessors but, rather, as the result of strategic conditions of
possibility related to a new biopolitical rationality of governance which demanded the

objectification and “discursification” of sex in order to operate.

Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical analyses of knowledge in general and
of the human sciences in particular were aimed, as we have seen, at displacing or
decentring the humanistic subject of thought or scientific consciousness. Archaeology
and genealogy debunk the generative mythology of Man as the subject of his own
thought and knowledge by revealing the extent to which the latter is contingent upon
epistemic and strategic conditions of possibility which determine, beneath the level of
consciousness, the objects of knowledge which present themselves in a given epoch. The
main target of this anti-humanist displacement of the subject of thought is classical
humanism'’s overly continuist, progressivist, and subject-centred account of the history of
thought and knowledge and, to a lesser extent, the various forms of modern depth
hermeneutics and the analysis of finitude, by which thinkers from Kant to Merleau-Ponty
have attempted to ward off the “death of the subject” implied by the recognition of its
essential finitude. Just as Foucault's work demonstrated a consistent preoccupation with
dispersing the unity of Man as a historically constant and originary identity susceptible
to capture in knowledge, as we saw in the previous chapter, so too does it reveal a
persistent interest in debunking the myth of Man as the autonomous, self-present subject

of his own thought and knowledge.
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iv) The Liquidation of the Subject?

In assessing Foucault’s anti-humanist critique of Man as the subject of
knowledge, we might begin by setting aside one genre of criticism based on an especially
caricatured portrayal of that critique. I am speaking, in particular, of the view that
Foucault's intention was to liquidate or eradicate the subject of thought, that is, to
abandon all reference to a thinking subject or consciousness in the analysis of
knowledge. Such a view has been aggressively asserted by Luc Ferry and Alain Renaut,
for example, in their book, French Philosophy of the Sixties. Ferry and Renaut argue
that, along with figures like Derrida and Lyotard, Foucault’s work “massively
denounces(s] all subjectivity,”!27 such that it becomes impossible for us to retrieve or
thematize the survival of subjective consciousness or agency of any kind, even one that
is clearly not metaphysical. This hyperbolic misreading of Foucault is simply not
supported by more careful reading of his analysis of subjectivity. As far as the analysis
and critique of knowledge goes, if there is any subject whose eradication or liquidation
he seeks, it is that of metaphysical classical humanism. The main purpose of Foucault's
archaeological and genealogical analyses of knowledge was to displace or decentre the
putatively autonomous, rational, and self-transparent subject of thought from
explanations for the development of knowledge. The subject whose death he eagerly
anticipates is “the Subject in capital letters”!?8. Indeed, Ferry and Renaut themselves

acknowledge the value of this “questioning of the metaphysical foundations of

127 Ferry, Luc and Alain Renaut, French Philosophy of the Sixties: An Essay on Antihumanism, trans.
Mary H.S. Cattani, Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1990, pp.30-31. Emphasis in original.

128 Foucault, “The Birth of a World,” p.61.
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traditional naive humanism,”'2° and its account of the failures and even the dangers of
such humanistic shibboleths as progress and total mastery!3°. There is no question in
Foucault's work, however, of eliminating or eradicating the subject of thought or agency

altogether. In The Order of Things Foucault proposes archaeology as an attempt to

explain the development of knowledge without resort to the metaphysical, autonomous
subject of classical humanist philosophy. But he very explicitly declares that an
archaeological analysis of knowledge does not exhaust all possible ones, and he leaves
room for the role, “very much in evidence,” played by technology, institutions,
ideologies, and theories, but simply wonders whether such explanations are sufficient by
themselves!3!. “Discourse in general,” he concedes, “and scientific discourse in
particular, is so complex a reality that we not only can, but should, approach it at
different levels and with different methods.”132 Archaeology is intended as a rejection
and displacement of only one form of explanation, that is, the naive, metaphysical one
which “gives absolute priority to the observing subject, which attributes a constituent
role to an act, which places its own point of view at the origin of all historicity - which,
in short, leads to a transcendental consciousness.”!33 Thus, while archaeology is clearly
hostile to the metaphysics of subjectivity, it is not intended, pace Ferry and Renaut, to

liquidate subjectivity tout court.

129 Ferry and Renault, French Philosophy of the Sixties, p.xxviii.
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Similarly, criticisms that Foucault liquidates the subject have also been leveled at
his genealogical works!34. Foucault's preservation of the subject as a thinking and active
agent is clearer in his genealogical works. While he argues that both knowledge and
subjectivity are inextricably linked to power, Foucault does not reduce them to it. Neither
knowledge nor subjectivity are power “all the way down”. The subject, in particular, is a
relational and constituted one that is situated and fabricated within the constraints of
power relations. That said, the subject, in Foucault’s view, is not nothing. A genealogy of
knowledge and the modern subject is, as Alan Schrift writes, “a matter of depriving the
subject of its role as originator and analyzing the subject as a variable and complex
function of discourse and power.”!3% Foucault’s subject constitutes a “fabricated reality,”
one which remains a thinking and desiring agent, which is not to suggest that it thinks or
desires whatever it pleases under conditions of its own choosing. While Foucault wishes
to displace the subject of philosophy, he still takes very seriously inquiry into the active
subject and the self which is a product of subjectivating practices. If the subject were
nothing but power all the way down, what would be the point of studying it? And yet,
particularly toward the latter part of his career, Foucault embarked upon an ambitious
project to study the subject as a real product of certain subjectivating practices. These
took the form of the techniques of domination studied in works like Discipline and

Punish as well as certain “technologies of the self,” in which the subject engaged in

134 Gee, for example: Fraser, Nancy, Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse, and Gender in Contemporary
Social Theory, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1989, pp.17-54; and Habermas, Jurgen,
“Some Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” in Habermas, Jurgen, The
Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. Frederick Lawrence, Cambridge MA: MIT
Press, 1987, pp.266-293.

135 Schrift, Alan, Nietzsche's French Legacy: A Genealogy of Poststructuralism, New York: Routledge,
1995, p.47.

195



certain practices to transform and give shape to itself, which were the subject of his last
two works on sexuality. The questions posed during a course given at the College de
France indicates Foucault’s recognition of the importance of the subject:

“How was the subject established, at different moments and in different institutional

contexts [...] How were the experience that one may have of oneself and the

knowledge that one forms of oneself organized according to certain schemes. How

were these schemes defined, valorized, recommended, imposed? [..] The guiding

thread that seems most useful for this inquiry is constituted by what one might

call the ‘techniques of the self,’ which is to say, the procedures, which no doubt

exist in every civilization, suggested or prescribed to individuals in order to determine

their identity, maintain it, or transform it in terms of a certain number of ends...”136
Refusals, like Ferry and Renaut's, to see Foucault’s subject as a subject per se stem from
their tendency, shared by many of Foucault’s critics, to read the role of power in his work
monolithically, as absorptive of all else.

In addition to the room left for subjectivity in Foucault’s archaeological and
genealogical analyses of knowledge, his views on the nature and possibilities of thinking,
today, also suggest room for the efficacy of some kind of thinking subject. The subject
left intact by Foucault is a thoroughly contingent and situated one!?’. In place of the
metaphysical subject of knowledge, Foucault suggests a subject that is “not one but split,

not sovereign but dependent, not an absolute origin but a function ceaselessly

modified.”138 Nonetheless, such a subject continues to engage in thought as what

136 Foucault, Michel, “Subjectivity and Truth,” in EST, p.87.

137 There is some irony here, given Foucault's hostility to this notion in The Order of Things, as we saw
above. However, I do not think Foucault intended this critique to question the fact that the subject is a
situated one so much as to disturb the sense of urgency associated with all those philosophies which offer
putative solutions to the problems for the foundation of knowledge engendered by it. Somewhat like the
tradition of critical humanism, Foucault treats the subject as a situated one and promotes inquiry into the
forces which have made it what it is. But in Foucault’s hands, such an analysis seeks to jettison the
question of Man, of what he is in his finitude, in favour of the question of how we became what we are as
a precondition for becoming something else, something other than Man.

138 Foucault, The Birth of a World,” p.61.
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Foucault calls “a practice of freedom”. Foucault claims, and here he comes very close to
positing a universal trait, that as humans we are fundamentally “thinking beings”!3%. This
almost primal activity of thought is not, however, the same kind of activity as that in
which the metaphysical subject engages. Where the latter is conceived of in terms of
autonomy, adequacy, representation, or correspondence, Foucault conceives of the kind
of critical thought this subject can engage in as an effort to think, transgress, and escape
the limits of current knowledge and practice, which is not, of course, to suggest that
subjects are free to think as they please. In the essay, “What is Enlightenment?,” Foucault
suggests a way of conceiving of critique or “enlightenment” as, following Kant, a kind of
Ausgang or exit from the tutelage of established structures of perception and thought!4°,
The subject of critique, as opposed to the traditional subject of philosophy, thinks against
the limits and constraints of the ways in which things are currently thought, said, and
done, especially when their lack of necessity is revealed to us as a result of a host of
developments, discursive and non-discursive, which gradually shake us loose of them.
“Thought [...],” he suggests,
“is what allows one to step back from this way of acting or reacting, to present it to oneself
as an object of thought and to question it as to its meaning, its conditions, and its goals.
Thought is freedom in relation to what one does, the motion by which one detaches oneself

from it, establishes it as an object, and reflects on it as a problem. To say that the study of
thought is the analysis of a freedom does not mean one is dealing with a formal system that

has reference only to itself.”!41
Neither is this subject free to think the limits of, or the possibility of going beyond,

anything it chooses because, “for a domain of action, a behaviour, to enter the field of

139 Foucault, “The Political Technology of Individuals,” p.148. See also the interview, “Truth, Power,
Self: An Interview with Michel Foucault,” in Martin, Technologies of the Self, p.14.

140 Foucault, Michel, “What is Enlightenment?” in EST, p.305.

141 Foucault, Michel, “Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations,” in EST, p.117.
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thought, it is necessary for a certain number of factors to have made it uncertain, to have
made it lose its familiarity, or to have provoked a certain number of difficulties around it.
These elements result from social, economic, or political processes.”4? Foucault included
among those factors currently enabling his own thinking of our current limits the rise and
influence of “countersciences” like linguistics, psychoanalysis, and ethnography!43, and
the increasingly vocal emergence of “subjugated knowledges” and experiences in the
anti-psychiatry and prisoners’ rights movements. His own archaeological and
genealogical analyses constituted attempts to loosen things up a little “by restoring to our
silent and apparently immobile soil its rifts, its instability;” excavations of the “ground

that is once more stirring under our feet.”144

v) Methodological Considerations

Having said that, serious methodological and metatheoretical difficulties remain.
Critics and sympathizers alike have pointed to a number of unresolved, perhaps
unresolvable, tensions and problems with the methods Foucault adopted for decentring
the subject from the analysis of knowledge. The methodological shortcomings of
archaeology, in particular, appear so grave that Foucault himself eventually disavowed
some of the more grandiose claims he made on its behalf. Critics and sympathizers alike
find fault with archaeology’s claim to offer an outsider or ethnographic perspective on
moderm culture, and on the unconscious structures which determine all forms of

knowledge, and with its apparent inability to account or provide causal explanations for

142 1bid., p.117.
143 Foucault, OT, pp.373-386.
144 Thid., p.xxiv.
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the epistemic changes it identifies. Critics like Habermas and Axel Honneth, for
example, are dubious of Foucault's attempt to artificially distance himself from the
epistemic and cultural horizons of modernity, and wonder how it is that archaeology
gains a perspective from which to reveal the epistemic substrate of all forms of
knowledge which is itself contextless and undetermined. By claiming to achieve such an
“ethnographic” perspective on the epistemic fundaments of the very horizon of cultural
modernity out of which his own discourse emerges, Honneth notes, “Foucault places on
himself a substantial burden of proof [...]":
“[...] he must be able to show how sociological research in connection with an investigation

of its own cultural context is supposed to be capable of such a perceptual estrangement,

since in its own understanding of reality, in its conceptual framework and logical convictions,

it is initially so closely bound up with the cultural context to be examined.”145
Ultimately, Honneth concludes, Foucauit’s efforts to acquit archaeology falter under the
weight of this burden. Habermas appraises the results of Foucault's archaeology more
harshly, arguing that his attempt at achieving such a culturally neutral perspective was
doomed from the outset to produce, ironically, an arbitrary “presentism”. By eschewing
any hermeneutical preunderstanding of the meaning of discursive events and totalities,
Habermas argues, the point of view of the archaeologist becomes the sole point of
departure, with the result that the past is understood exclusively in terms of the present
situation of the archaeologist!46.

Foucault was sufficiently self-aware to acknowledge that his own views were

constrained to some extent by the prevailing epistemic fundaments of discourse. He

145 Honneth, Axel, The Critique of Power: Reflexive Stages in the Critical Theory of Society, trans.
Kenneth Baynes, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992, p.109._
146 Habermas, Jurgen, “Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” in The

Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. Frederick Lawrence, Cambridge Mass:
MIT Press, 1987, pp-276-78.
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concedes that the insights of archaeology itself are contingent upon epistemic factors
bound up with his own time. “It would hardly behove me, [...]” he writes in the Foreword
to The Order of Things, “to claim that my discourse is independent of conditions and
rules of which I am very largely unaware, and which determine other work that is being
done today.”147 Indeed, a number of archaeology’s chief methodological propositions
appear to imitate some of the very humanist gestures Foucault was attempting to escape
from. For example, when Foucault claims that “[ujnderneath what science itself knows
there is something it does not know,” alluding to the forces of finitude bearing upon it,
and that it was the laws of these determinations that were “what I have tried to bring to
light,”148 he appears to reproduce the theme of “the cogito and the unthought” from the

very analytic of finitude he problematized in The Order of Things. In The Archaeology of

Knowledge he more or less admits his own failure to address this problem adequately:
“{Flor the moment, and as far ahead as I can see, my discourse, far from determining the
locus in which it speaks, is avoiding the ground on which it could find support.”!49
Nonetheless, he claims an ability to begin to think the limits of modern culture which he
attributes to a host of complex developments, including the rise of the “countersciences”
like ethnography, psychoanalysis, and linguistics.

As a method for unmasking the dependence of knowledge and truth on deep,
unconscious epistemic structures, archaeology also suffers from a certain self-
referentiality, according to its critics. If the claims of archaeology are acceded to, what

implications do they have for archaeology itself as a form of knowledge? If every form of

147 Foucault, OT, p.xiv.
148 Foucault,"Foucault Responds to Sartre,” pp.39-49.
149 Foucault, AK, p.205.
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knowledge constitutes little more than a discursive epiphenomenon of more deeply
rooted epistemic structures, must not the same follow for archaeology itself? This goes to
the very truth or validity of archaeological analysis itself. Must it not be the case that,
rather than a fundamental new insight into knowledge which offers privileged access to
the epistemic rules for the formation and disintegration of all systems of knowledge,
archaeology itself reflects simply the current conditions of possibility for knowledge at a
time of considerable epistemic instability? Without denying the influence of conditions
and rules of which he was unaware, Foucault’s own claims on behalf of archaeology
were, for a time, more ambitious than this. His archaeological works are filled with
overweening claims to have uncovered the deep structures and silent configurations of
knowledge, on the basis of which much of the history of science and ideas could be read
as little more than “a surface appearance”!50. If, however, the insights of archaeological
analysis are turned back on archaeology itself, then any claims that it provides a
privileged insight into the true nature of all systems of knowledge are substantially
weakened. Moreover, if such claims to privileged insight are steadfastly maintained,
Foucault fails to explain in convincing fashion how it is that his methodology and the
knowledge it provides escape from the limits and determinants governing all other
systems and forms of knowledge. It is one thing to adopt an alternative cultural
perspective as a means to achieve a certain critical distance from one’s own. Aspiring
and claiming to achieve an analytically neutral perspective outside all cultural horizons,
one which purports to hold the master key to differentiating one from another, as well as
the analytical and conceptual resources for understanding them all, is quite another. In

this respect, some of Foucault's more grandiose claims on behalf of archaeology

150 Foucault, OT, p.xxii.
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contradicted his own convictions about the naivete and dangers of claims to achieve such
context-independent perspectives on culture. “The claim to escape from the system of
contemporary reality so as to produce the overall program of another [...] way of thinking
[...]” threatens to revive certain dangerous traditions which he rejected himself'>!. In the
conclusion to The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault appears content to live with these
tensions and instabilities regarding the methodological coherence and truth-status of

archaeology. It may well turn out, he concedes:

“that archaeology is the name given to a part of our contemporary theoretical conjuncture.
Whether this conjuncture is giving rise to an individualizable discipline, whose initial
characteristics and overall limits are being outlined here, or whether it is giving rise to a set
of problems whose present coherence does not mean that it will not be taken up later
elsewhere, in a different way, at a higher level, or using different methods, I am in no position
at the moment to decide. And, to tell the truth, it is probably not up to me to decide. I accept
that my discourse may disappear with the figure that has borne it so far.”152

And, indeed, in moments of sober reflection Foucault conceded that we “must give up
hope of ever acceding to a point of view that could give us access to any complete and
definitive knowledge (connaissance) of what may constitute our historical limits.”!53

Numerous commentators have also found fault with archaeology’s tendency to

expunge all hermeneutical resources for the analysis of knowledge, such that no
explanation or interpretation of the meaning of epistemic conditions or ruptures can be
given. By depriving himself of all reference to non-discursive factors or to the meaning-

giving activity of subjects in the formation of discourse, the argument goes, Foucault is

compelled to conclude that the contents of knowledge, as well as its historical

151 Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?,” p.316.
152 Foucault, AK, p.208.
153 Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?,” p.317.
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development, are essentially meaningless, since they are the products of more or less
autonomous rules of discourse lacking intentionality. Thus, while richly detailed and
complex in its descriptions of the continuities and discontinuities between highly
specialized scientific discourses, from the standpoint of explaining how and why various
discursive formations come about, archaeology is seriously impoverished. According to
Honneth, the explanatory deficits of archaeology inevitably result from its own ambition
to offer a perspective external to and purged of the epistemic trappings of cultural
modernity, among which Foucault includes the very intentional and meaning-giving
subject on the basis of which some account of the meaning of various epistemes, as well
as their historical succession, might be given. By defining as central to the epistemic
horizon of modernity the philosophy of the subject and the intentional, meaning-giving
activity of constitutive consciousness, and which must therefore be avoided in order to
gain a truly ethnographic perspective on it, Foucault is forced to reject them zout court,
as the guarantee of his own methodological distantiation and externality. Thus, Foucault
deprives himself of the explanatory resources provided by anthropology and the
philosophy of the subject, since these have been rejected in the conceptual bracketing or
catharsis demanded by his ethnographic ambitions:

“In order to be able to transpose social theory into the position of external observer so that

it is able to appear as an ethnology in relation to its own culture, one must make methodo-
logical efforts which artificially distance it from the models of thought and conceptions of

reality familiar to it.”154
In relation to an ethnographic analysis of the cultural horizons of modernity as Foucault

sees them, such an analysis “must assume the form of a systematic exclusion of all other

154 Honneth, The Critique of Power, p.146.

203



forms of thought shaped by the philosophy of the subject.”!5* The result of such
conceptual bracketing in this case, however, means that archaeological analysis must not
only forego reference to the philosophy of the subject, but “forbids as a whole an
interpretive access to social reality.”!56 Thus, Foucault's initial attempt at artificially
distancing himself from his own familiar cultural worldview is methodologically driven
to “attempt to comprehend the specific culture as an actually nonintentional, anonymous
rule-governed social event.”!57

Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow raise a similar objection with regard to the
problem of causality in Foucault’s analysis of discursive formations and epistemic
change. Attributing the latter’s archaeological ambitions to a certain “structuralist over-
reaction to hermeneutics,” they go on to argue that while it purports to identify the ruling
epistemic structures of western thought since the Renaissance, archaeology utterly fails
to explain the very epistemic discontinuities and changes it emphasizes so strongly!%2.
According to Foucault, as we know, the history of western knowledge is marked by
ruptures and discontinuities which are produced at the deep, unconscious level of the
episteme. During his most archaeological phase, Foucault all but excludes the role played
by non-discursive factors in bringing about epistemological as well as epistemic change.
On numerous occasions heé entertains the notion that the epistemic level of knowledge is
subject to completely autonomous rules of discursive formation and change which

dictate and determine the relative stability and instability of systems of thought, although

155 Ibid., p.146.
156 Ibid., p.147.
157 Ibid., p.147.

158 Dreyfus, Hubert, and James Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics,
Second Edition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982, pp.44-100.
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he eventually retreated from this view. Nonetheless, archaeology renders a static account
of the history of knowledge which identifies striking epistemic similarities and
discontinuities amongst various fields of knowledge but fails to offer a satisfactory
explanation for why change comes about. The Order of Things, for example, offers little
more than a few scattered references to vague discursive “events” at the roots of
epistemic change!%°. Foucault was aware of the limited explanatory potential of
archaeology with respect to the epistemic changes and discontinuities it describes, and
leaves the door open to other explanatory factors, but ultimately seems to have left the
problem of causality to another day:

"It is not always easy to determine what has caused a specific change in a science. [...] for the
role of instruments, techniques, institutions, events, ideologies, and interests is very much in
evidence; but one does not know how an articulation so complex and so diverse in composition
actually operates. It seemed to me that it would not be prudent for the moment to force a
solution I felt, I admit, incapable of offering [..-] In this work, then, I left the problem of causes
to one side; choosing instead to confine myself to describing the transformations themselves,
thinking that this would be an indispensable step if, one day, a theory of scientific change and
epistemological causality was to be constructed.”!%0

In The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault attempts to render archaeology in more
dynamic terms by downplaying chronological boundaries between periods of epistemic
stability and intervals of rupture in favour of a portrayal of discursive formations as
continuously subject to transformation and as possessing only a relative stability. At the
same time, backing down from some of the more contentious formulations regarding the
determinacy and autonomy of discourse, he concedes that discursive change is brought

about by a host of factors including the non-discursive:

“We must not imagine that rupture is a sort of great drift that carries with it all discursive
formations at once: rupture is not an undifferentiated interval [...] between two manifest

159 Foucault, OT, pp.217, 238, 250.
160 1bid., pp.xiii, 50-51.
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phases. [...] The idea of a single break suddenly, at a given moment, dividing all discursive
formations, interrupting them in accordance with the same rules - such an idea cannot be
sustained. The contemporaneity of several transformations does not mean their exact
chronological coincidence [...] Natural History, General Grammar, and the Analysis of Wealth
were constituted in similar ways, and all three in the seventeenth century; but the system of
formation of the Analysis of Wealth was linked with a great many conditions and non-
discursive practices (the circulation of goods, monetary manipulations and their effects, the
system of protecting trade and manufactures, fluctuations in the quantity of metal coined)...

#161
Anticipating his abrupt turn to a genealogical analysis of the strategic conditions of
possibility for knowledge, statements such as these have been interpreted as a retreat
from some of the more extreme formulations of archaeology elsewhere in Foucault's
work and, in some cases, have been thought by many, including Dreyfus and Rabinow,
to signal his outright abandonment of the method on account of what they claim are its
“interpretive deficits,” although there is disagreement over whether this constituted a
complete disavowal or simply a change of direction on his part!62. In any event, it
appears that, as an effort to displace or decentre the metaphysical subject from analyses
of the history of knowledge, archaeology is insufficient on its own and is salvageable
only by being situated among other explanatory factors which render the continuities and
ruptures described by the former intelligible.

Finally, Foucault's archaeological reading of Western thought is vulnerable to a
number of substantive criticisms as well. Gary Gutting and Gerard Lebrun have each
offered telling criticisms of the archaeological characterization and periodization of
Western knowledge provided by the analysis contained in The Order of Things.

According to Gutting, Foucault’s characterization of the whole of Western thought since

the nineteenth century as bound by the figure of Man and the analytic of finitude fails to

161 Foucault, AK, 175.
162 For an alternative perspective, in which genealogy is seen as simply a supplement to archaeology, see

Gutting, Gary, Michel Foucault's Archaeology of Scientific Reason, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1989, pp.270-272.
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acknowledge the existence of significant and influential schools of thought whose
reducibility to it is highly debatable. Gutting mentions, in particular, the omission of any
mention of the Anglo-American analytic tradition as only one example!%. According to
Foucault's periodization of Western thought and his attribution of determinacy to the
epistemic analytic of finitude in relation to all of modern thought, the appearance of a
non-humanistic tradition like analytic philosophy ought to be, strictly speaking,
impossible. A similar problem has also been indicated by Lebrun in relation to Foucault's
criticism of figures like Husserl and Sartre. One of Foucault’s criticisms, recall, was that
while both thinkers appeared to rest content with the finitude of the subject of thought,
each ends up reviving the themes and pretensions of the Cartesian cogito. While this is a
valid, oft-made accusation with respect to both thinkers, it poses a problem for his
overall periodization of thought. If, as Foucault claims, phenomenology and
existentialism are really epistemic throwbacks to the epoch of Cartesian representation,
then they represent “obsolete” forms of thought which mysteriously lag behind the times
and fly in the face of, their own anthropological epistemic configuration!. If Foucault's
characterizations of Husserl and Sartre are correct then, by implication, the chronological
boundaries separating one episteme from the next must overlap considerably, and the
determining power of the configuration after which each period is named must be
somewhat weaker than Foucault originally suggests. Foucault attempted to address a
number of these shortcomings of his periodization and explanation of the configuration

of Western thought in his next work, The Archaeology of Knowledge. However, he soon

163 1bid., p.222.
164 1 ebrun, Gerard, “Notes on phenomenology in Les Mots et les Choses,” in Armstrong, Timothy, trans.,
Michel Foucauit: Philosopher, New York: Routledge, 1992, p.32.
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set aside his methodological preoccupations with archaeology, as we know, in order to
pursue genealogical analyses of knowledge, not least as a result of the increasing
methodological difficulties encountered with archaeology.

Whether interpreted as a substitute or supplement for archaeological analysis,
Foucault's turn to genealogical analyses of the strategic conditions of possibility for
knowledge has generally been regarded as a necessary move in order to overcome the
explanatory deficits of the former. However welcome, though, genealogy has been met
with compelling criticisms as well. Criticisms have focused on the nature of the relation
between knowledge and power in Foucault’s works, which we examined in the previous
chapter, and on the methodological problem of self-referentiality stemming from it.
According to Habermas and Taylor, in particular, genealogical suspicions of the strategic
roots of knowledge and truth must, for the sake of internal consistency, be extended to
the claims and truth-status of genealogy itself, with, they argue, fatal implications for the
truth-claims and intelligibility of genealogy as an account of knowledge and truth.
According to Habermas, Foucault only appears to extricate himself from methodological
difficulties “by not thinking geneaiogically when it comes to his own genealogical
historiography”165. When the assumptions of genealogical analysis are applied
consistently to knowledge and truth, including the truth claims of genealogy itself, then it
proves to constitute a self-referential methodological dead end. “[I]f it is correct,”
Habermas claims,

“it must destroy the foundations of the research inspired by it as well. But if the truth claims

that Foucault himself raises for his genealogy of knowledge were in fact illusory and amounted

to no more than the effects that this theory is capable of releasing within the circle of its
adherents, then the entire undertaking of a critical unmasking of the human sciences would

165 Habermas, Jurgen, “Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,” p.269.
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lose its point.”166
Similarly, Taylor argues that genealogical unmasking of the relation between power and
knowledge rests on a monolithic conflation of power and truth which is incoherent. In so
far as genealogy purports to unmask the truth about truth itself, to enlighten the
Enlightenment about iself, it remains tethered to the terrain of truth:

“The idea of a manufactured or imposed ‘truth’ inescapably slips the word into inverted commas,
and opens up the space of a truth-outside-quotes, the kind of truth, for instance, which the
sentences unmasking power manifest, or which the sentences expounding the general theory
of regime relativity themselves manifest (a paradox).”167

Genealogy is self-devouring, since its own truth-claims can, like any other, be unmasked
as rooted in strategic relations of power rendering them, therefore, untrue. According to
Taylor:

“Mask, falsehood makes no sense without a corresponding notion of truth. The truth here is
subversive of power: it is on the side of the lifting of impositions, [...] The Foucaultian notion
of power not only requires for its sense the correlative notions of truth and liberation, but even
the standard link between them, which makes truth the condition of liberation. To speak of
power, and to want to deny a place to ‘liberation’ and ‘truth’, as well as the link between them,
is to speak incoherently.”168

All told, this genre of methodological critique of Foucault’'s work charges that the denial
of scientific validity claims implicit or explicit in archaeology and genealogy has return
effects upon the validity claims of these methods themselves, as well as the empirical
investigations inspired by them, with the result that they are refuted by their own internal
logic.

A number of points could be made in Foucault's defense, however. Firstly,

Foucault was well aware that both genealogy and his own excavations of various

166 Ibid., p.279.

167 Taylor, Charles, “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” in Taylor, Charles, Philosophy and the Human
Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, p.178.

168 Ibid., pp.176-177.

209



“subjugated knowledges” were themselves susceptible to genealogical analysis. He went
so far as to invite a genealogy of the genealogist. Furthermore, as Foucault and many
defenders have argued, critics like Habermas and Taylor tend to misconstrue genealogy
in particular as denying all validity claims on behalf of knowledge while claiming,
simultaneously, to reveal the truth about truth as the mask of power. In other words, as a
form of truth claim about truth, genealogy claims an objectivity in principle denied to
virtually all other forms of knowledge!®. As we have already seen in Chapter Two,
however, Foucault does not necessarily deny the validity or truth value of certain forms
of knowledge. His question is, rather, that of the discursive and strategic conditions of
emergence for such knowledge, one which explicitly acknowledges its methodological
bracketing of the question of validity. Furthermore, in these criticisms Taylor and
Habermas misrepresent the nature of genealogical critique by translating it into a truth
claim in the first place. If genealogy were a claim to truth, one which purports to tell the
truth about truth, then it might be said that it advances on the basis of formulations it
seeks itself to overcome. The genealogical truth about truth, that it is inextricably linked
to power, must apply to the truth of genealogy as an account of truth. Foucault often
responded to this charge by arguing that genealogy is not a truth claim as such, and that
it constitutes a radically different form of the critique of knowledge from that to which
Taylor and Habermas subscribe. Taylor and Habermas mistakenly transform genealogy
into a truth claim because they cannot see critique itself as anything other than a practice

carried out in the name of revealing some hidden, more profound truth. “A hermeneutics

169 Habermas, “Some Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again,”p.275.
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of unveiling,” the latter contends, “always still connects a promise with its critique.”17®
Truth, on this view, is inscribed in the very “grammar of critique”. It is only by
translating genealogy into this form of critique, however, that Taylor and Habermas can
make the charge of incoherence stick. Foucault was more than well aware of the dangers
of presenting genealogical critique in the form of a truth claim. Instead, he offered
genealogy as a practice oriented to “eventalizing” the truth which, he hoped, would serve
to undermine and weaken the very urge or will-to-truth which imposes itself on the
world. Archaeology and genealogy, thus, represent critique not as the key to the hidden
depth of things but, rather, as tools for eventalizing the truth in order to “loosen things up
a bit”. What genealogy does, he claims, “is to entertain the claims to attention of local,
discontinuous, disqualified, illegitimate knowledges against the claims of a unitary body
of theory which would filter, hierarchize and order them in the name of some true
knowledge”. Genealogies are not calls for “a more careful or exact form of science” but,
rather, “anti-sciences” concerned “not to deny knowledge” or oppose its contents but to
oppose “the effects of the centralizing powers which are linked to the institution and the
functioning of an organized scientific discourse within a society such as ours.”171
Genealogy by no means pretends to offer an exhaustive, totalized revelation of the
hidden truth of power and knowledge. On the other hand, neither does it offer merely a
fictionalized account of reality that is equivalent to other discourses of modernity such as
the humanist one. While he eschews resort to an objective, context-independent

conception of truth, Foucault retains confidence that certain reliable, albeit provisional

170 Habermas, Jurgen, “The Critique of Reason as an Unmasking of the Human Sciences,” in Habermas,
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and always incomplete, accounts can be given of the “intelligibility” or, rather, “plethora
of intelligibilities” underlying events and ruptures in knowledge and practice!’2. But
casting light on these intelligibilities is not so much intended as an accumulation of a
knowledge which will have the final word on the nature and character of modern power
as it is designed to have disruptive effects upon those knowledges and practices by which
it is currently maintained.

The key to genealogical analysis and critique is its orientation to revealing the
conditions of emergence of various unities, concepts, and categories. Instead of
gainsaying knowledge and truth, the emphasis is on constituting each as “events” in the
field of knowledge. What genealogy unmasks is not the truth of things as their primordial
origin (Ursprung) but as their line of descent (Herkunjt). This form of critique takes
inspiration not only from Nietzsche but Kant, as well, from whom Foucault derives a
negative formulation of enlightenment as Ausgang, as an exit or way out of the
immaturity according to which we accept the limits imposed by what, in the present, we
currently think, say, and do. For Foucault, we remain immature to the extent that we
accept as necessary, universal, and obligatory in what we think, say, and do that which
can be shown, in fact, to be not as necessary as all that, and as profoundly contingent and
arbitrary. Critique of this kind, which Foucault called a "historical ontology of
ourselves”173 is oriented not to telling us what we are but, rather, to revealing the
conditions under which we have become what we are, or have come say what we say we

are, in order to keep open a space for becoming something other than what we are. “The

72 Foucault, “Questions of Method,” interview in Baynes, Kenneth, et al, eds., After Philosophy: End or
Transformation?, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987, pp.105-106.

173 Foucault , Michel, “What is Enlightenment?”, in EST, p316.
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critical ontology of ourselves,” Foucault insisted, “must be considered not [...] as a
permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it must be conceived as an attitude,
an ethos [...] in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the
historical analysis of the limits imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of
going beyond them.”!” Genealogical critique is paradoxical and incoherent only if it
constitutes the kind of critique, one which reveals hidden truth, into which Taylor and
Habermas translate it. It is clear from Foucault's own writings and formulations that he
rejected this form of critique and strove to give shape to a new one, which we shall
examine in Chapter Six.

Finally, none of this is to suggest that truth is of no interest to Foucault. Rather,
insofar as his analysis of modern power reveals the extent to which it relies, for its
maintenance and spread, upon the production of discourses of truth and the effects of
power engendered by them, no analysis of modern society can afford to ignore the truth,
or a given society’s “regime of truth”!7>. Having said that, the truth Foucault privileges in
political analysis and critique is to be understood as “a system of ordered procedures for
the production, regulation, circulation, and operation of statements,” which “is linked in
a circular relation with systems of power which it induces and which extend it.”176 The
role played by the critic in relation to truth, therefore, is about “‘the ensemble of rules
according to which the true a;ld the false are separated and specific effects of power
attached to the true’”; in other words, it is not so much a battle on behalf of the truth as it

is “a battle about the status of truth and the economic and political role it plays.”177

174 1hid., p.319.
175 Foucault, Michel, “Truth and Power,"” interview in FL, p.133.
176 Ibid., p.133.
177 1bid., p.132.
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Underlying the status and role played by truth and the mechanisms by which it is
produced and circulated are certain intelligibilities and rationalities. But this means that
the only form of analysis which it makes any sense to apply to regimes of truth is that of
a strategic one oriented to exposing the “truth of power and the power of true
discourses”. In any event, against critics like Taylor who accuse him of discarding the
concern for truth, Foucault responds: “I believe too much in the truth not to suppose that
there are different truths and different ways of saying it.”!7% Indeed, in a final course
given at the College de France in 1984, Foucault lectured on the ancient practice of
parrhesia, the art of telling difficult truths to others and to oneself. In these lectures
Foucault distinguished four modalities of truth-telling - those of the “prophet,” the
“sage,” the “teacher-technician,” and the “parrhesiast” - identifying his own approach to
the truth with the last of these!”®. In his lectures Foucault emphasizes the seriousness and
the ethical nature and consequences of this practice of truth-telling both for those who
received it and for the one doing the telling. In choosing to tell such difficult
genealogical truths about the subject of consciousness and the ignoble origins of the
impetus behind so much of our knowledge, truths clearly unpalatable to figures like
Taylor and Habermas, Foucault joins the parrhesiast, for whom the art of truth-telling is
an ethical practice fraught with risk. The question of whether or not it makes any sense
to engage in critique of this sort in the absence of some stronger concept of a context-
independent truth criterion of some kind will be postponed to Chapter Six, where I

discuss Foucault’s anti-humanist conception of critique in greater detail.

178 Foucault, Michel, “An Aesthetics of Existence,” interview in FL, p-314.

179 Foucault’s lectures on parrhesia are discussed by Thomas Flynn in his article, “Foucault as
Parrhesiast: his last course at the College de France,” in Barnauer, James, and David Rasmussen, eds., The_
Final Foucault, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988, pp.102-118.
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Chapter Four

Myths of Humanization:

Foucault’s Unmasking of the Human Sciences

“From the sixteenth century on it has always been considered that the development of the
forms and contents of knowledge was one of the greatest guarantees of the liberation of
humanity. It is a postulate of our Western civilization that has acquired a universal character,
accepted more or less by everyone. It is a fact, however - I was not the first to ascertain this -
that the formation of the great systems of knowledge has also had effects and functions of
subjection and rule.”
Michel Foucault, “The Discourse on Power”

“[IJf [the human sciences] have been able to be formed and to produce so many profound
changes in the episteme, it is because they have been conveyed by a specific and new modality
of power: a certain policy of the body, a certain way of rendering the group of men docile and
useful. This policy required the involvement of definite relations of knowledge in relations of
power; it called for a technique of overfapping subjection and objectification [...] The carceral
network constituted one of the armatures of this power-knowledge that has made the human
sciences historically possible. Knowable man {...] is the object-effect of this analytical
investment, of this domination-observation.”

Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish

One historic continuity across the tradition of humanism has been the view that
the relationship between power, truth, and knowledge is essentially one of suppression or
blockage and, conversely, that truth and knowledge surface in the wake of power’s '
retreat. As a result, humanism credits the production of truth and knowledge with
inherently emancipatory interests and effects. The traditional humanist opposition

between power and knowledge is evident in the classical humanist project of unleashing



the liberating truths of natural science in order to emancipate humanity from the thrall of
nature and superstition, in the liberal humanist equation of the moral and political
doctrines of Enlightenment individualism with the universal emancipation of humanity,
and in the human sciences and philosophical anthropology of the nineteenth century
which hoped “to make this knowledge (connaissance) of man exist so that man could be
liberated by it from his alienations.”! The methodological assumptions of Foucault's
genealogy, as well as the results of his genealogical histories of the human sciences, in
particular, challenge this traditional humanist perception of the relationship between
power, truth, and knowledge. Indeed, his exploration of the strategic nature of the
conditions of possibility and emergence of the human sciences, discussed in the previous
chapter, do double duty in this regard, debunldng not only the continuist and subject-
centred analysis of knowledge contained in humanist metatheory, but the “myth of
humanization”? and emancipation attached to it as well. This chapter explores Foucault’s
treatment of the relationship between power and knowledge by throwing into relief the
entwinement of knowledge production with relations of power and domination as it
manifests itself in the history, institutions, practices, and figures of authority within the
human sciences. Foucault's histories of psychiatry, medicine, criminology, sociology,
and sexology attack the various myths of humanization and emancipation propagated by

traditional histories of science.

' Foucault, Michel, “Foucault Responds to Sartre,” interview in, Foucault, Michel, Foucault Live:
Interviews 1966 - 1984, trans. Sylvere Lotringer, New York: Semiotext(e), 1989, p.36. Hereinafter cited as
FL.

2 I am indebted to Jon Simons’ work on Foucault for this expression. See: Simons, Jon, Foucault and the
Political, New York: Routledge, 1995, pp.46-49.
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Foucault’s debunking of the myth of humanization associated with the birth of the
human sciences begins, typically, with an unmasking of the real genealogical conditions
of emergence for new fields of human inquiry like mental illness, criminality, and
sexuality, which we examined extensively in the previous chapter. At stake now is not so
much the rationalist, continuist, and subject-centred humanist account of knowledge as
the humane, emancipatory, and heroic self-image of the scientific professions. Far from
being “discovered” as a result of the patient, disinterested and rational pursuit of
scientific inquiry, such fields and “objectivities” emerged only after new sensitivities,
prejudices, and configurations of state, socio-economic, and professional interests put
certain groups and populations at the disposal of physicians and scientists, creating the
conditions under which science could be there in the midst of the insane, the sick, the
undisciplined, and the sexually non-conforming. Only when, for example, a new
sensitivity to the “insane” emerged in the Houses of Confinement, largely on the part of
the other inhabitants, were the mad separated from other forms of unreason, turned over
to the “care” of physicians and placed in exclusively “mental” institutions, which made
the emergence and spread of psychiatry as a specialized field within medicine possible.
Criminology, meanwhile, only became possible with the emergence of the prison as the
primary form of legal punishment in the nineteenth century, in which large populations
of offenders were gathered.under one roof and subjected to isolation and continuous
surveillance creating laboratory-like conditions for new fields of knowledge like
“criminal anthropology”. Scientific interest in sexuality, finally, appears when the
Malthusian state of the nineteenth century linked the sexual conduct of the individual to

the health and welfare of the social body as a “population” to be managed and optimized.
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In this chapter, however, I examine Foucault's further claim that the entwinement
of knowledge production and power goes beyond the question of the strategic conditions
of possibility out of which knowledge emerges. Knowledge production itself, particularly
- as embodied in the institutions, practices, and individual practitioners of the human
sciences, constitutes a power in its own right. Knowledge production in Western
societies, Foucault argues, is not simply an armature of the interests of power in relation
to which it is otherwise innocent. It is a power. Of course it serves the interests of
dominant social forces, but it also relies on methods and techniques imbued with power,
and achieves effects of power on its objects even as it produces truth. It is not only, or
even primarily, at the level of its content that one finds the “political investment” of
knowledge, but at the level of the practices by which it is constituted, the uses to which it
is put, new power relations to which it gives rise, and its conditions of possibility as well.

In his analysis of the various methods of knowledge constitution adopted by the
human sciences, Foucault finds that they entailed a host of impositions, seizures,
violences, and cruelties rather than new-found sensitivity or respect for the dignity and
humanity of those subject to them. In order for the scientific “gaze” to accumulate
knowledge of its human subjects, constraints and conditions were imposed upon them
which were often coercive, violent, and cruel. Nineteenth-century psychiatry discovered
the insane intermingled with other inhabitants of the Houses of Confinement, only to
“free” them into the asylum where they were more completely confined. In the asylum,
the psychiatrist created an environment in which patients lived in constant fear of the
authoritarian presence of the psychiatrist and endured the anguish of living under his
continuous, hierarchical, and juridical gaze. The reorganization of the medical clinic,

according to which impoverished patients were isolated, silenced, experimented upon,
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and subjected to one-way observation, was carried out with regard to the accumulation of
knowledge for the medical profession and the treatment of the wealthy, rather than with
the dignity or health of the typically impoverished patient in mind. Finally, the violence
of knowledge production in the human sciences is dramatized by the panoptic institution
of the prison. The very practices and techniques conducive to the production and
accumulation of knowledge about their inhabitants - detention, isolation, one-way
observation, and interrogation and examination - constituted the very form of their
punishment as well.

Knowledge accumulated within the human sciences, furthermore, was more often
than not used for various cotrective and “normalizing” purposes. Detailed knowledge of
individual cases in the prison, for example, was used to modulate corrective treatment
and punishments to suit the nature of the offender, while the accumulated weight of such
cases produced aggregate statistical norms against which deviancy could be measured.
Detailed biographical information-gathering enabled by disciplinary institutions like the
hospital, the school, and the prison of the m'netéenth century also gave state officials a
window onto the social body at large and provided a rough barometer of public health,
hygiene, morality, and order.

Finally, nineteenth-century practitioners of the human sciences were themselves
far from the disinterested, objective, curious, and rational investigators idealized in
traditional history of science. More than merely naive bearers of the “positive
unconscious” of the scientific gaze, Foucault portrays psychiatrists, physicians,
criminologists, sociologists, and analysts as authoritarian masters of those in their “care”,
whom they often treated arbitrarily, cruelly, and indifferently. In this respect, Foucault

drew particular attention to several historical victims of the human sciences - Jouy,
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Barbin, and Riviere - who, at the hands of various expert agents of knowledge, suffered a
variety of injustices, including maltreatment, neglect, coercion, confinement, and even
death. Thus, while new limits were being traced around the juridical power of the state,
the practitioners of the human sciences carried on the political traditions of absolutism
and arbitrariness at what Foucault called the “extremities of power,” that is, within extra-
legal disciplinary institutions such as schools, asylums, workhouses, hospitals, and
prisons.

These constitute the key ingredients of Foucault's debunking of the humanistic
“myth of humanization”. This mythology of the ethico-political significance of the
human sciences holds that the subject of scientific consciousness constitutes a
progressive and humane agent in the perception and treatment of the marginal and the
deviant, and that the substance of the human sciences constitutes the achievement of
thought's greater adequacy and sensitivity to the reality of the human condition and its
afflictions. Genealogical analysis unmasks these ethico-political pretensions, revealing
that, in terms of their emergence, methods, and the interests and actions of scientific
practitioners, the human sciences are deeply implicated in violence, coercion, and

relations of domination in relation to their objects.

i) Knowledge, Power, and Compulsory Visibility

Madness and Civilization constitutes Foucault's first salvo against the “myth of
humanization” propagated by the human sciences. Foucault's history of the scientific
perception and treatment of the insane debunks the traditional mythology of psychiatry
as having "liberated” them from misunderstanding and “humanized” their treatment. In

its conditions of emergence, therapeutic practices, and techniques of knowledge
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production Foucault identifies a complex nexus of sensibilities,