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Abstract 

Michel Foucault described his work as "re-examination of knowledge, the 

conditions of knowledge and the knowing subject."' Foucault's work is commonly 

divided into three periods: archeology, genealogy and ethics. This thesis examines 

Foucault's transition fiom genealogy to ethics in an atternpt to determine whether 

Foucauidian ethics are a logical consequeme of genealogy. Genealogy represents 

Foucault's attempt to analyze systems of power, and foiiows fiom his archeological 

investigations of "systems of knowledge"? Genealogy permits Foucault to examine how 

discourse fhctions in practice, ailowing him to focus on what he calls "power", a set of 

strategic relations whose operation determines the possibilities for human action. Power 

is a fluid medium in which dl human creatures are inevitably situated. Genealogical 

power is depicted as detemiining the modern subject, who is unable even to reflect 

effectively on the extent to which this is hue. Foucault's particular interpretation of ethics 

focuses on the self's relationship to itself and also on something Foucault calls the 

"aesthetics of existence", which amounts to a .  ongoing project of self-stylization. 

Foucault himed to ethics when he became concemed with the subjectts own role in 

detemiining the self His analysis of ancient Greek ethics, with its emphasis on the 

aesthetic of existence, is provided as a kind of prescnptive against the normalizing forces 

' Paul Rabinow, "Introduction", Michel Foucault: Ethics, SubjectMty and Tmth. Paul Rabinow ed. (New 
York: Penguin, 1997), p. xi. 
* Arnold Davidson, "Archeology, Genealogy, Ethics", in Foucault= A Critical Reader. David Couzcns Hoy 
ed (New York: Basil Blackweii, 1986), p. 221. 



of power which constitute the modem regime of tmth. This thesis questions the 

consistency of Foucauidian ethics in light of genealogy 
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Preface 

Michel Foucault's work is commonly divided into three periods: archeology, 

genealogy and ethics. This thesis will examine Foucault's transition fkom genealogy to 

ethics in an effort to detennine whether Foucault's ethics are a logical consequence of 

genealogy. 1s there mything in genealogy which demands the move to ethics, and if so, 

does Foucault provide the expected ethical sequel to his earlier philosophy? In the 

introduction to the posthumously published Technologies of the Self: L.H. Martin argues 

that "[iln many ways, Foucault's projet on the self was the logicai conclusion to his 

histoncal i~quiry over twenty-five years into insanity, deviancy, criminality and 

~exuality."~ But was it indeed inevitable for Foucault to take up ethics-conceived as 

"the self s relaîionship to itself '? How might Foucauldian genealogy lead to the 

particular study of the self which Foucault undertakes? 1 will argue that following 

genealogy, Foucault does not proceed as rnight have been expected. 

Foucault depicts power as something that who lly determines the modem 

subject-without power relations the modem subject would not exist as such. 

Foucauldian genealogy repudiates "absolute" truth, arguing instead that truth amounts 

only to what "counts as true" within the particular "regimes of huth" structured through 

power relations? Despite his endorsement of and seemingly desperate search for novelty 

' LH. Martin, "Introduction" to Technologies of the SeK: A Seminar with Michel Foucault. (Amherst: 
University of Michigan, 1988), p. 3. 

ArnoId Davidson, "ArcheoIogy, Genealogy, Ethics", In Foucault: A Cntical Reader, David Couzens 
Hoy Ed. (New York: Basil Blackwell, l986), p. 22 1. 
' For more on Foucault and truth see Chapter Six, "The Faces of Truth" in C.G. Prado's, Storting wirh 
Foucault, (Boulder: Westview, 1995), p. 119-150. 



in "limit experiences", strivllig for hieration is rendered meaningiess by our inability to 

refiect effectively on how power shapes and determines us. Because of the fluctuating 

nature of power relations and th= endless possible geneaiogical interpretations of events 

infonned by ever-changing regimes of truth, bestowing meaning on action becornes a 

polymorphous undertaking, so malleable and interpretation-based that it is reduced to a 

nearly futile endeavow. 

Foucault's problematization of sexuaiity directed him unexpectedly histoncall y 

backwards to an examination of the Greek perception of moral issues surrounding sex. 

Foucault characterizes the Greek response to such problems as the adoption of what he 

calls an "aesthetic of existence", which amounts to an ongoing project of self-stylization. 

Through the Greeks, Foucault came to understand ethics as a relationship of the self to 

the self. He presents his interpretation of ancient Greek ethics as providing sornething of 

a prescriptive against norrnalizing forces and power as they culminate in the modem 

regime of truth. Through the process of self-stylization the individual accepts a certain 

originative agency in attempting to shape the self like a work of art in order to create a 

beautifid self and a beautiful Iife. 

Foucault's genealogical depiction of power rendered human beings largely unable 

to effect or combat the fluctuations of power, even robbing people of the ability to 

recognize that their perspectives are the products of power relations. Do Foucauldian 

ethics accurately reflect this analysis? Given genealogical power, whence the possibility 

of self-stylization according to an aesthetic of existence? This thesis will hvestigate the 

tenability of the Foucauldian ethical project in light of genealogy. 



1 will begin my investigation with an examination of Foucadt's geneaiogical 

works DIscipZine and Punidi and me History of SexuuZity, Volume 1, dong with some of 

the criticd fiterature discussing genealogy. The expositoiy anaiysis wiIl involve a 

particu1a.r focus on Foucault's genealogical characterization of power. The second 

chapter will examine Foucauldian ethics, focusing on The Use of PZeasure, Volume Two 

of The History of Sexuality, the work in which Foucault makes the shift to the ethics. 1 

will atternpt to elucidate Foucault's conception of the "aesthetic of existence" and the 

notion of styliPng a self. In Chapter Three 1 wiil explore the significance of Foucault's 

shift h m  genealogy to ethics. 

vii 



Chapter One 

Genealogy: Foucaoit on the Snbject, the Discipiines and Power 

From Archeology to Genealogy 

Arnold Davidson's article, "Archeology. Genealogy, Ethics", examines the three 

commonly accepted "domains of andysis" comprising Michel FoucauItts life work.' 

Foucault himself described his work as "re-examination of knowledge, the conditions of 

knowledge and the knowing s~bject"~ The distinctions between archeology, genealogy 

and ethics reflect Foucault's own division of his scholarship, corresponding to the 

different forms of inquiry and methodologies he employed during his career.' Each of 

these domains provided Foucault unique and specialized tools for meeting his changing 

objectives, and addressing the varying problems central during particular periods of his 

study. Foucault's evolving philosophical project demanded he adopt methods which 

allowed h h  scholastic flexibility and interpretive breadth while providing his unusual 

historical and philosophical investigations with an adequate degree of academic discipline 

and accessibility. This chapter will examine Foucauldian genealogy, which Davidson 

AmoId Davidson, "Archeology, Geneaiogy, Ethics", in Foucault: A Critical Reuder. David Couzens Hoy 
Ed. (New York: Basil BlackweU, 1986), p. 22 1. 

Paul Rabinow, "Introduction", in Michel Foucauit: Ethicr - Subjectivity and Tnrth. Paul Rabinow Ed. 
(New York: Penguin, 1997), p. xi. 
' Though Foucault himself and others like Davidson consider these domains fairly distinct, others like Paul 
Rabinow and Hubert Dreyfûs see them as more of a piece, while Gary Gutting argues that each of 
FoucauIt's works should be examined as a unique example of craftsmanship. [cf Hubert L. Dreyfus and 
Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Henneneuîicr. (Brighton, Sussex: The 
Harvester Press, 1983), especiaiiy pages xix-xxiii. Aiso Cfary Gutting, "Introduction" in The Cambridge 
Cornpanion to Foucault. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 6.1 



characterizes as concentrathg on "modaiities of power".' The Foucauldian conception of 

"power" which emerges h m  genedogy shall be of particular focus in this chapter. 

Foucault adopted genealogy after be-g to doubt the complete efficacy of 

archeology, which was intendeci to ailow "an andysis of systems of kno~ledge".~ 

Archeology was a scholastic method which Foucault designed and adopted to identify 

discursive practices and isolate various discourses, a necessary task before one could 

undertake a thorough investigative analysis of the ~ a m e . ~  Foucault conceived archeology 

in order to "define the elements that belong to a series, to show where a series begins and 

ends, to formuiate the Iaws of a series, and to describe the relations between different 

senes."' But while archeology aids in isolating how "epistemes" and discourse determine 

practice, it fails to show how practice affects discourse. Geneaiogy provides the 

necessary rnethod for analyzhg how practice mol& discourse, allowing for 

interpretations of discourse which recognize its fluid and productive vitality. Genealogy's 

focus on movement and activity calls into play analyses of what Foucault calls "power". 

Davidsou, p. 222. 
Davidson, p. 221. 
CG. Prado, in Stamiig with Foucault, characterizes discourse as a "vocabulary", but expands the nomial 

understanding of this term to incorporate non-verbal systems of communication and practices which oflen 
go unrecognized as being directly associated with comxnunication. For more on discourse see Prado's 
Starring With Foucault. (Boulder: Westview, 1995), p. 123- 126. FoucauIt discusses his understanding of 
discourse in The History of Sexuality (Volume One), Robert Hurley Tram. (New York: Vintage, 1 WO), p. 
100- 102. He says that, "it is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined ... Discourse transmit. and 
produces power, it reinforces ic but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible 
to thwart it... Discourses are tactical elements or blocks operating in the fieId of force relations." 
' Davidson, p. 223. AIso note that the systemazing nature of archeology could be uiterpreted as betraying 
Foucault's often denied structuralism. In the Introduction to The &der of ritings, Foucault writes, "In 
France, certain W-witted 'commentators' persist in labeling me a 'structuraiist'. 1 have been unable to get 
it into their tiny min& that 1 have used none of the methods, concepts, or key terms that characterize 
structurai analysis. 1 should bc gratefui if a more senous public would fkee me fiom a comection that 
certainiy does me honour, but that 1 do not deserve ..." w c h e l  Foucault, The Order of Things, (New York, 
Vintage, 1970) p. xiv] However, Dreyfus and Rabinow also discuss why Foucault cannot properIy be 
grouped with the stmcturalists, largely because of his consistent rejetion of the attachment of objetive 



Because genedogy was intended to complement archeology, archeology is never entirely 

abandoned, nor would Foucault abandon genealogy as  he fuund a need to complement it 

with an analysis of the self's determining relation to the self-Foucauldian ethics. 

Hubert L. Dreyfk and Paul Rabinow c l a h  that Foucault: 

[ulses Nietzsche's genealogy as a starting point for developing a method 
that would allow him to thematize the relationship between mth, theory 
and values and the social institutions and practices in which they emerge. 
This le& him to pay increased attention to power and the body in their 
relation to the human  science^.^ 

Genealogy advances archwlogy in moving beyond the simple isolation of discursive 

practices to facilitate a more trenchant inquiry into the complex funftioning of discursive 

systems. Genealogy allows Foucault to examine archeological hdings as systems in 

organic rnovernent and flux, not simply as supposedly pre-deteminhg structures. 

Davidson explains that, "[g]enealogy converges with archeology in placing 'everything 

considered immortal in man' within a process of development. It disturbs what is 

considerd immobile, fragments what is thought to be unified, and shows the 

heterogeneity of what is taken to be homogeneous, "' exposing the unstable and morphing 

nature of power and knowledge. 

The Nietzschean Influence on Genealogy 

Genealogy works backwards, searchg for unexpected beginnings. It probes the 

unexpected familial relations between the diverse and seemingly unconnected elements 

- - -  

systeniization and meaning to human activity. [cf Dreyfus and Rabinow's "Introduction" to Michel 
Foucault: Beyond Structuralisin and Hemmeutics]. 
' Dreyfiis and Rabinow, p. xxi. 

Davidson, 225. 



which culminate in certain practices, institutions or amfacts. Aithough gmealogy traces 

power relations in search of their ongins, Foucault follows Nietzsche in disparaging the 

search for "Origins" as commonly understood, arguing that begidngs  are much less 

decisive and homogeneous than traditional historicai analysis purports. Foucault attempts 

to elucidate genealogy and to illustrate his indebtedness to Nietzsche in the article, 

"Nietzsche, Genealogy, History" . 

Genealogy advocates historical investigation and analysis while eschewing many 

of the assumptions historians commonly take as law. Foucault repudiates traditionai 

history's linear conception of progress and the confiation of origins a s  essences, in favour 

of Nietzschean "effective history". "Effective" history elucidates historical instability and 

caprice, disarming historians of pretensions of discovering imrnutable truth and non- 

existent essences or natures to facilitate what Foucault contends is a more productive 

means of interpreting history. Foucault says, "History becomes 'effective' to the degree 

that it introduces discontinuity into our very beings ... [it] deprives the self of the 

reassuring stability of life and nature, it wiil not permit itseif to be transported by a 

voiceless obstinacy toward a millenial ending."1° The initial strangeness of effective 

history becomes comprehensible through gmedogy. Foucault's genealogist rehabilitates 

histoncal investigation, becoming "the new historian" ." He suggests, "nie purpose of 

history, guided by genealogy, is not to discover the roots of our identity but to commit 

itself to its dissipation. It does not seek to define our unique threshold of emergence, the 

homeland to which metaphysicians promise a retum; it seeks to make visible al1 of those 

- - - - - - 

'O Michel Foucault, "Nieksche, Genealogy, History", in The Foucautt Reader, Paul Rabinow, ed. (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1984), p. 154. 



discontinuities that cross us."'2 The myth of the historical project of discovering the 

essence of humanity is decentred by genealogy's ongoing conmitment to reminding the 

effective historian that the human c r e a k  is a malieable bistoncal constnict which does 

not participate in an enduring transhistoricd nature. 

Foucault's acceptance of genealogy reflects his rejection of philosophy's 

metaphysicai pretensions. This repudiation of metaphysics buttresses Foucaultts belief 

that historicd investigations do not uncover immutable truths. Indeed, Foucault's belief 

in effective history is indicative of his larger position on truth. To search for genealogical 

origins is not to look for germinal seeds fkom which ail branches of truth and knowledge 

sprout-a Cartesian foundationalist position-but to look for more gnarled roots, 

surprishg discovenes of the tangled and scattered starting points fiom which things 

grow . Foucault's p luralistic, Nietzschean conception of truth demands genealogy's 

interpretive flexibility. Genealogy appears a productive tool for examining "what we 

typically hold to be ahistorical, self-evident, and substantid in order to reveal its 

rootedness in history."" Abandonhg the search for timeless and essential truth, 

genealogy provides a new method for evduating history-and ourselves. 

In the interview "Truth and Power", Foucault attempts to cl&@ the idea of power 

emerging in genealogy, tracing his original interest in power back to Madness and 

Civilkation and The Birth of the Chic. Focusing on powefs productive aspects, 

Foucault aspires to revise the common understanding of power as domination and to 

-- - - -- -- 

'' Foucauk, "Nietzsche, Geneaiogy, History", p. 160. 
l2 Foucaulf "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History", p. 162. 
l3 Michael Mahon, Foucault's Nieaschean Geneahgy- (Aibany: State University of New York Press, 
1992), p. 124. 



m e r  the question at the hart of post-stnicturalism, which is how discourse is affectai 

by practice. Power involves more than simple repression or domination-it is much 

more complex, efficient and productive than the structuralist understanding pemiits. 

Foucault says, "What rnakes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact 

that it doesn't oniy weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces 

things, it induces pleasure, fanns knowledge, produces discourse."14 

Foucault argues that power has undergone a significant fortification, 

dissemination and escalation since the seventeenth and eighteenth centunes; that power is 

much more pervasive and "econornic" than ever before. Far less visible than monarchial 

power, modern "disciplinary" power extends well beyond the b i t s  of the state, 

increasingiy infiltrathg the most minute aspects of individual lives." in Discipline and 

Punish, Foucault identifies and examuies the disciplines themselves, described as new 

"technologies" through which power is multiplied and disseminated like never before. 

Despite Foucault's genedogicd preoccupation with power, he never loses sight of 

his original inquiry into how the modem subject is created and formed. Truth and power 

share a crucial link because the productive forces of power in fact create what we cal1 

truths, and "truth" curtails what kind of subjects cm emerge within particular "regimes of 

truth". Foucault explains how truth and power combine within such regirnes: 

Each society has its regime of truth, its "general politics" of tmth: that is, 
the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as tme; the 
mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish tme and false 
statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 

- - - -- 

'* Michel Foucault, 'Tmth and Power" in The Foucault Reader, Paul Rabinow, ed. (New York: Pantheon, 
l984), p. 6 1. 
IS Foucault, 'Truth and Power", p. 64. 



procedures accordeci value in the acquisition of tnith; the status of those 
who are charged with saying what counts as true.16 

Foucault investigates the evolution of power kom its monarchial form to its 

crystallization in disciphes, which amounts to an examination of changing regimes of 

tmth. Monarchial and disciplinary regimes employ different techniques to discem and 

disseminate what counts as true-power fiinctions differently in each of these regimes in 

order to produce accepted "truths". Foucault attempts to isolate these contingent tniths 

(which we nonetheless take to be ahistorical), to identify the mechanisms which give 

them their force within particdar societies. He unmasks an era's accepted truths, then 

attempts to discern the power relations which endow these "tniths" with their authority. 

Power relations create and sustain truth, involving tmth and power in a reciprocai 

relationship. Subjects are formed in keeping with the varying power relations and 

strategic tactics comespooding to disparate regimes of truth. Stresshg power's positive 

effects, and avoiding a reduction of power to its operation at obvious legislative and 

social levels, Foucault demamis a micro-cosmic examination of power-a "gray, 

meticulous, and patiently documentary'"' genealogical probing of power relations. 

Discipline and Punish 

Foucault's Drrcipline and Punish provides a genealogy of pend practices fiom 

sovereign tirnes to the modern age. The prison provides a microcosm, a case-study of 

how power relations huiction, but more importantly, Foucault situates punitive 

disciplinary tactics and strategies within a larger k e w o r k ,  indicating how al1 social 

'' Foucault, "Cruth and Power". p. 73. 



subjects are disciphed and controiled using such mechanisms. As C.G. M o  notes in 

Starfing wiîh F~ucault, what Foucault really seeks to investigate in Discipline and Punish 

is the formation of subjects, how we leam to be the kind of people who function 

effectively within particular regimes of tmth. Prado says, "what makes Discipline and 

Punzkh more than a study of penality is its portraya1 of techniques employai in the 

manufacture of. .. subjects as those more widely used in the production of the 

conternporary nom-govemed social individual."" The prison provides a useful test 

center for the obsewation of power relations at work, but the çhidy is intended for 

extrapolation and application on a much broader scde. As Gilles Deleuze, Foucault's 

fiiend and colleague says, "the point was not to experiment with prisons, but to 

comprehend the prison as a place where a certain experience is lived by pnsoners, an 

experience that intellectuals, or at least intellechials as conceived by Foucault, should 

uiink ab~ut." '~ 

Discipline and Punish begins with the gnzzly and vivid recounting of the 

carnival-like "spectacle of torture'' which was the bmtai execution of a criminal known as 

Damiens the regicide. This sensational passage is followed by the daily schedule for the 

House of young prisoners in Park-a regirnen in full effect just eighty years after 

Damiens' homfic end. Foucault juxtaposes these scenes as indicative of a portentous 

shift in pend tactics and administration. The public spectacle of torture was replaced by 

a new, astomdingly efficacious strategy of "disciplinary techniques" exercised on more 

abstract levels of consciousness. Foucault argues that such disciplinary techniques 

'' Foucault, 'Nietzsche, Geneaiogy, History", p. 13 9. 
Prado, p. 51. 



indicate that the impetus of punishment has altered-morphing fiom a punitive force 

dwonstrating and reasserting monarchial power to a curative practice for restoring 

damaged individuals to social utility and productivityfO 

Disciplinary techniques sought the most efficient and effective means for 

transforming the human body-indeed the human soul. Foucault understands the sou1 as 

a modem creation. In contrast to the sou1 of traditional Christian thought, the modem 

soul is not a pre-given or natural ontological phenornenon, but a construct. It is a surface 

inscribed with al1 that we are, but is nevertheless real, because writ upon it is al1 that it is 

to be a person. Because the soul is not pre-existent, it is not required to take any 

particular shape. This mdleability allows power to act upon the soul to transfomi 

individuals, their bodies, theV behaviours, their very conception of what it means to be a 

self. Foucault says that "[tlhis soul ... uniike the soul represented by Christian theology, is 

not born in sin and subject to punishment, but is bom rather out of methods of 

punishment, supervision and ~onstraint."~' The sou1 is a crucial feature of the modem 

individual, it is all that we understand ourseIves to be, the very locus of our self- 

consciousness. The tractability of the modem soul facilitates the creation, discipline and 

management of the modern subject, making it the focus of disciphary power. Foucault's 

biographer, James Miller, explains: 

[Tlhe "prison" at issue in Foucault's account is not ody the kind patrolled 
by wardens and built out of bricks and steel; it is dso the ''prison" 
within-the khd patrolled by conscience and built out of aptitudes and 
inclinations. On this level, Foucault's work was, just as he said it was, an 

- 

l9 James Miller, The Passion of Michel Foucaulf, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993), p. 194. 
" Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, Alan Sheridan Tram (New York: Pantheon, 1979), p. 1 1 .  
" Foucault, Dkcipline and Punid,, p. 29 



degory about "the soul, effect and instnxnent of political anatomy; the 
soul, prison of the body.lUP 

Before the advent of the modem disciplinary prison system, Foucault says 

punishment involved a "technique" describeci as the "spectacle of torture", also 

circurnscribed by its own set of des. * Torture was a public ritual which served as a 

"political operation". Hence, ll[t]he public execution did not re-establish justice; it 

reactivated p~wer."'~ Monarchiai power was validated through confession, during which 

the criminal publicly declared the truth of his crime, bringing together truth and power in 

one ritual. Foucault argues that, "the truth-power relation remains at the heart of all 

mechanisms of punishment and. .. is still to be found in conternporary pend practice-but 

in a quite different form and with very different effect~."~ The scafEoldls ceremonid 

production of tnith required the direct participation of the people, who r e a k e d  their 

subservience to monarchial power through their audience. Ho wever, this ntud became 

increasingly inefficient because the public aspect of the scaffold also provided an 

opportunity for acts of civil disobedience, violence and riot. increasing abuse of 

monarchial power made the population suspicious of crown authonty, and the spectacle 

of the scafTold provided a forum for the people to voice their discontents. Crowd reachon 

to public torture became uncertain, rendering such public spectacle inefficient in its 

ability to control and discipline human subjects. As the vengeful nature of public torture 

Miller, p. 2 1 1. Note the typical Foucauidian upending of the PIatonic and Christian view of the body as 
the "prison" of the soul. 
Y For exampk, tomire must produce pain; to the extent possible such pain must be regulated, calculated 
and quantifiable; such quantification m u t  be in keeping with rule-based practices; and punishment mut 
mark the victim. For more see Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 34. 

Foucauit, Discbline and P u n a ,  p. 49. 
Foucault, Discipline and Punida, p. 55. 



became unacceptable, a new strategy was required, Penality had to become less bol4 

retriiutive and obvious; it had to rnove underground. 

Torture revealed a certain disdain for the human body:6 yet an ever industriaking 

society was finding new economic uses for bodies which had previously been regarded as 

largely disposable. Irnproved material conditions were changing the way people lived. 

With large scale offences dirninishing as creature comforts queIled the chaos of pre- 

industrial life, more attention was paid to minor offences. Foucault clairns that crime 

itself "changedi' during this peztod, moving fiom a "criminality of blood to a crlminality 

of na~d".~'  With petty crime appearing on the rise, it was perceived necessary to 

streamiine the peual system in the interest of economic efficiency. Foucault argues: 

The criticism of the reformers was directed not so much at the wealaress or 
cruelty of those in authority, as at a bad economy of power ... The reform 
of criminal law m u t  be read as a strategy for the rearrangement of the 
power to punish ... which increase[s] its effects while diminishing its 
economic cost ... and its political cost. *' 

Punishment needed to be redistributeci so that it was more regular and predictable; 

however, because individuals had become suspicious of overt monarchial power, new 

punitive rneasures required a legitimacy perceived as absent in the spectacle of tomire. 

This led the new penal reformers to shift focus, arguing that pend tactics need be ever 

respectfui of the criminal's "humanityu .29 This "hurnanity" is a key invention, 

corresponding to a shift in attention fiom the body and toward the s ~ u l . ' ~  "Humanity" 

'6 Foucadt, Discipline and Punish, p. 54. 
Foucault, DircJPline and Punish, p. 77. 
Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 79-8 1 

29 Foucault, Discipfine and Punish, p. 74. 
30 Despite this shif$ it should be noted that the body will continue to be an effective site for the execution 
of those disciphary techniques which act upon this soul. 



hctions in a simila, fashion to the "sexuality" which wodd later be invented as a nature, 

an essence, and hence something to be managed and controiied. 

Punishment took on a new social meaning and purpose during the refom period. 

No longer intended simply to avenge the sovereign or restabilize a patrician order, 

punishment was intended to be instructive. To f h d  acceptance during these changing 

[tlhe publicity of punishment must not have the physicd effect of tmor; it 
must open up a book to be read ... punishments must be a school rather 
than a festival; an ever-open book rather than a ceremony ... [llong before 
he was regarded as an object of science, the criminal was imagined as a 
source of instr~ction.~' 

Depicted as a cornmon enemy, the criminal was to be opposed by d l  members of society. 

Following nom the argument that crime's far reaching effects made it not just an f i o n t  

to the monarch, but injurious to an entire population, detecting and eliminating crime 

became a public preoccupation, a responsibility for the generd population, who thus 

became hadvertently cornplicitous in endorsing the newly evolving disciplinary 

techniques. " 
The first stage in the rehabilitation of pend practice involved a theory based on 

representation. with the ideological association of crime and punishment alleged to have 

a deterrent effect, punishrnent's objective was re-characterized as prevention of future 

crime, not simply weaking retributive vengeance for past offences. Representational 

penal practices sought to forge a conceptual Link between crime and punishment-the 

mere tbreat of punishment was intended to prevent criminal action. No longer dramatic 

'' Foucault, Discipline and hnikh, p.111-112. 
" Foucault, Discipline and Punirh, p. 90. 



spectacle, punishment claimeci only to fairly and humanely redress wrongs against 

society. To be effective, '"t]he punishment must proceed nom the crime; the law m u t  

appear to be a necessity of things, and power mut  act while concealing itself beneath the 

gentle force of nature."33 hinishment became part of the "common good" tbrough its 

promise to prevent future chic disturbances. Slowly, power moves underground, 

. . 
increasingly constrammg behaviour or "comportments" while remaining unseen. 

The evolution of punitive practices was not a linear progression but emerged 

graduaiiy, eventudy culminating in a recognizably transfomied system of p d  

refom-and power relations. Foucault's contention that "[a] pend system must be 

conceived as a mechanicm intended to administer illegalities differentiy, not to eliminate 

them dl,"" reveals his cynical view that the police and the courts manage criminality 

rather than work to eradicate it. The pend system in fact manufactures crllninality; it is 

only within the context of a punitive regime that criminality becomes an identifiable 

issue, or the criminal a discernible kind of individual. Foucault argues, "the carceral 

archipelago assures ... the formation of delinquency on the basis of subtie illegalities ... and 

the establishment of a specified criminality."'" 

Once identified, crimùials could become the proper objects of refonn. Penality no 

longer focused on punishment, per se, but on transforrning and rehabilitating crirninals 

for their reintegration as useful members of society. Society punished 'hot to efface the 

crime, but to transform a criminal (achial or potential); punishment must bring with it a 

33 Foucault, Discipline and PunrSh, p. 106. 
Foucault, Di.sc@line and Punish, p. 89. 
Foucauit, Disctpline und Punish, p. 301. 



certain corrective technique."36 Within the prisons a variety of techniques were 

developed, involving what Foucault c d s  "corrective training", aimed at producing 

socially and economically useful "docile bodies" responsive to the power relations that 

shape and act upon them. Onginally employed expiicitly in institutional settings, 

disciplinary techniques were soon moved beyond the prisons, schools and factories to be 

disseminated across the entire social realm, effecting a scale of control Foucault claims to 

be quite new. 37 Living in a disciplinary regime became the nom not just for inmates, 

students and workers, but for everyone, everywhere and at everytime. 

New disciplinary techniques and old practices of torture shared a certain focus on 

the body, but the disciplines had a heightened interior efficiency because of their concem 

with the soul. Prado says, "The new techniques continued to operate on the body ... but 

they did so by imposing schedules, restrictions, obligatory cornportment, and 

examinations ... Instead of inflicting pain, the new techniques instilled controlling habits 

and value-sustaining self images."'* Foucault identifies certain characteristic strategies 

employed by the disciplines. Individuals were carefully organized in space, which also 

resulted in their increasing hgrnentation and isolation fiom one another. Space itself 

was hierarchized, with certain spaces becoming afnliated with speci fic fhctions. Time 

was carefully controlled through rigorous scheduling and timetables. Finally, "progress" 

itself was measured hierarchically, with individuals moving through various life-stations 

via prescribed echelons. Correct training involved progress in keeping with a particular 

curve facilitated by prescnbed exercises. Such disciplinary strategies are remarkably 

'' Foucault, Dircipline and Punish, p. 127. 
" Foucault, Dircipline and P unish, p. 136. 



familiar to the modem readeq who can Ilnmediately recognize the continuhg utilkation 

of such tactics. Both inside a d  outside of the prisons, disciplinary techniques became 

increasingly comprehensive, with mechanisrns directed at controlling the rnost 

infjinitesimal aspects of movement and behaviow. "What was ... being formed was a 

policy of coercions that act upon the body, a calculated manipulation of its elements, its 

gestures, its behaviours. The human body was entering a machinery of power that 

explores iî, breaks it d o m  and arranges it!'39 

Correct Training 

Disciplinary management of behaviour required an ever growing edi fice of 

howledge about human subjects. Warrants for disciplines were " foundt1-read 

"established"-and insights were claimed into "human nature". A process Foucault 

descnbes as "hierarchized surveillance" provided the data necessary to lend credence to 

nahualistic scientific claims regarding human subjects. Foucault argues that architecture 

itself manifests this preoccupation with hierarchized surveillance, focusing on designs 

which facilitate this kind of surveillance or "gaze". For instance, lecture halls were tiered 

so students were visible to instxuctors. Examinations, conducted in the narne of 

efficiency and progress, made each individual a case study for collecting vast amounts of 

data for later classification, study and edification regarding human subjects. Cornbined, 

surveillance and the examination augmented the silent and invisible functioning of 

power, leading to what Foucault calls "normalizing judgment". The effect of 

- -  -. - 

'' Prado, p. 52. 
'' Foucauit, Discipline and finish, p. 138. 



normalization was a situation where "[wlhat is speciflc to the disciplinary p d t y  is non- 

observance, that which does not measure up to the d e ,  that departs b r n  it. The whole 

indefite domain of the non-conforming is punishable ... "" Once procedures were 

developed for "disceniing"-read "estab1ishing"-a nom, Uidividuals could be rneasured 

against this construct, and disciplined or penalized, whether explicitly or more covertly, 

for deviation. Nonnalization was desirable because nonnalized behaviour rendered 

subjects more predictable and hence economicaiiy utile. 

Foucault cites Ieremy Bentham's Panopticon as paradigrnatic of modem power. 

The Panopticon was a pend structure designed to facilitate the constant sumeillance of 

inmates to ensure their continuous obedience and docility. A m e r  advantage was that 

the Panopticon proved an apt "lab~ratory"~' for human observation, allowing "experts" in 

the evolving sciences a unique opportunity to amass the knowledge that fuels modem 

power. A symbol of modern power, Foucault says, "[tlhe Panopticon ... must be 

understood as a generalizable mode1 of functioning; a way of denning power relations in 

terms of...everyday life ..."" The genius of the Panopticon was that actual surveillance 

could in fact be discontïnuous while functioning as if constant. It was impossible for 

inmates to tell whether they were actually being monitored at any given moment, but the 

Panopticon provided the threat of constant surveillance, forcing inmates to refiain from 

unauthorized behaviour because of the possibility that they were being watched even 

when they were not. The Panopticon was designed to 

* Foucault, DrScipIine and Pwiish. p. 178-179. 
Foucauit, Disc@Ihe and Puniih, p. 204. 

42 Foucault, Dkcipline and Punish, p. 205. 



arrange things [sol that the survei11ance is permanent in its effects, even if 
it is discontinuous in its action ... mhe perfection of power shouîd tend to 
render its actuai exercise m e c  essary... mhis architectural apparatus 
should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation 
independent of the person who exercises it ... [T]he inmates should be 
caught up in a power situation of which they are themselves the bearers." 

Offering self-administered, yet rigorous control, the Panopticon was the perfect mode1 of 

a power that was invisible and yet pervasive, the subtle, covert strategies of which 

contribute to its easy acceptance. 

Disciphary tactics creep across the entire social network, with strategies 

effectively ernployed in punitive practices operant in shaping subjectivity in other aspects 

of human existence as well. Disciplinary mechanisms begin to weave together, forming 

networks of increasing stricttue and control. The History of SemaZi@, Volume 1, is a 

further Foucauldian investigation into the shaping of modem subjects. While at f h t  

Foucault's aualysis of penaIity may appear to have Little in common with his examination 

of sexuality-except that they both employ genealogical analysis-the works are 

continuous in their investigation of the role of power relations in shaping human 

subjectivity. Examining power at work in the confines of the penitentiary, Foucault 

offers a genealogy of how an institution came to be developed which succeeds in tumùig 

out "docile bodies". He then turns to examining power at work in an arena demarcated by 

no more than the porous limits of the social world. 

The History of Sexuality 

43 Foucadi, Discipline and Rinish, p. 20 1. 



Foucault intended The History of SimiuZity, Volume 1, to be the k t  in a 

genealogical s&es on sexuality. Prado describes Foucault's project as an investigation of 

"how a nom-based sexuality was developed and made into the truth about sex.'" 

Foucault characterizes sexuality as a cultural construct, denying its usuai portrayai as the 

embodirnent of naturai instincts, drives and desires. While rejecting specific and 

determinate "human naturett, Foucault argues that this myth has been strategically 

employed through power relations within the modem regime of tnith to facilitate, restrain 

and mold human action, consciousness and subjectivity? Foucault identifies sexuality as 

a construct which is propagated as a pre-existent fact about people. Power relations play 

. * 

a crucial part in "deploying" and sustaining this fiction. In the modern regirne, sexuality 

is "deployed" as "a particular conception that, once adopted, first determines what is 

sexual and then regulates every aspect of thought, discourse, and behaviour regarding the 

sexual. The regulation of sexuality, then, is not through coercion but through the shaping 

of perceptions, desire, and agents them~elves."~ Foucault attempts to idenhfy and 

analyze the modern conception of sexuality, questionhg how this sexuality has shaped 

subjects, the tmths created for and by such subjects, and the utility of such truths. 

Dreyfus and Rabinow emphasize two ideas which figure prominently in The 

History of Serudi@, Volume 1: the repressive hypothesis and bio-technico-~ower.~' They 

define the repressive hypothesis as the idea that "through Eumpean history we have 

moved fkom a period of relative opemess about our bodies and our speech to an ever- 

- 

a Prado, p. 85. 
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increasing repression and hypo~risy.''~ This idea encapsulates the common sense 

wisdom that sex is a forbidden subject, something taboo which is not to be spoken of in 

polite conversation, and that this censure has left people dysfunctionally distanced h m  

this elemental aspect of ounelves. And yet, Foucault says, "[wlhat is peculiar to modem 

societies.. is not that they consigned sex to a shadow existence, but that îhey dedicated 

themselves to speaking of it ad infinitun, while exploithg it as the secret."" 

Foucault argues that although we are convinced that telling "the truthtt about our sexuality 

will set us fkee, power relations actually operate such that the "truths" we inadvertently 

disseminate systematically and hegemonically constrain us, ultimately limiting individual 

possibilities. Although "speaking openly and defiantly about sexuality has corne to be 

seen in and of itself as an attack on repression, as an inherently political act", we fail to 

realize the constricting and defining aspects of our own confessions.50 Foucault dendes 

the contention that discussions and confessions about sex are subversive, arguing that 

such sex talk papetuates sexuality as an object of curiosity, and advances the perceived 

need for those laboratones of knowledge which con~m<ct truths about sexuality. In 

alleged reaction to the repressive hypothesis, individuals are actuaily enticed into 

confessing minute details regarding sexuality in the name of human benefit and 

liberation, however out defiant oratones actually create the truths which are later 

employed as selfdefining "naturesw-truth telling becomes another discipline. 

" DreytuS and Rabinow, p. 128. 
49 Foucault, The Hktoy  of Sexualiîy (Volume One), p. 35. (Foucault's emphasis) 
M Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 129. Modern talk shows provide an interesting case study of how exorbitant 
"confessions" actuaily serve to boister the noms which define us through a contrived cathartic and self- 
righteous exercise. Television programs such as J i  Springer or Jmny Jones serve as pIatforms for 
individuals to speak out in defiance of certain stereotypes which, ironicdly, they end up reinforcing 
through their own behaviour. 



Growing nom promises to improve living conditions, bio-power involves 

techniques which fragment and discipline individuals d e r  the guise of identifying and 

assuaging the "needs" of human beings as living creatures. Foucault says: 

[plower would no longer be deahg simply with Iegal subjects over whom 
the ultimate dominion was death, but with living beings and the mastery it 
would be able to exercise over them would have to be applied to the level 
of life itself; it was the taking charge of iife, more than the threat of death, 
that gave power its access, even to the body? 

With the rise of industrialism and capitalism, living human bodies came to have a new 

value, and the state assurneci an increasing role in managing people in the arena of life. 

Whereas sovereign power had asserted itself through claiming the right to terminate life, 

govemment was increasingly aligneci with the role of protecting and managing life. Bio- 

power allies with the emerging human sciences which quanti@, classi@, categonze and 

andyze people, contributing to a naturalistic understanding of what it means to be human. 

Such knowledge is applied to the management of individual human bodies and 

"populations". Mechanisms and techniques of discipline and power evolved focusing on 

regulating and directing both the individual human body as a usefil mechanical 

apparatus, and "a species body1' or "population" which served "as the basis for the 

biologicd pro cesse^".^^ Concern for human betterment initially appeared the irnpetus for 

bio-power, contributing to its easy acceptance in the same manner that concem for public 

safety and protection had fueled public interest in expanding punitive techniques and the 

associated disciplines. 

-- 

'' Foucault, fie Hisrory of Sexziality (Volume One), p. 142-143. 
Foucault, The History of SexuaIity (Volume One), p. 139. The "biological process" to which Foucault 

refers include such concems as births and mortality and Ne expectancy and longevity. For more see p. 
139. 



Foucault describes how a vast network of increasingly interrelateci disciplinary 

technologies and human sciences evolved, entanmg the modem subject in webs of 

power which the subject was at the same time ever-complicitous in expanding. The 

human sciences rendered sex politically and economically utile. So-called "problems of 

populations" legitimated the alleged need to move sex into the public domain. 

Individuais and goveraments cofl~trued themselves as intimately interesteci in 

management of bodies and populations. Science gained authonty and comrnon 

acceptance based on its self-proclaimed ability to inforni and enhance such 

administration. Sex was problematized due to its purported impact on the well-being of 

uidividuals and populations, with the state assigned an important role in implementing 

science's "best" policies for managing sex and the population, hence the contention that: 

It was essential that the state know what was happening with its citizens' 
sex, and the use they made of it, but also that each individual be capable of 
controllhg the use he made of it. Between the state and the individual, 
sex became an issue, and a public issue no less; a whole set of discourses, 
speciai knowledges, analyses, and injunctions settled upon it. .. " 

Close scmtiny of sex was advised and warranted for the good of each individual and for 

the health and betterment of the entire population. Again, much iike surveillance of 

crimuiality, surveillance of sexual behaviour became a common interest, as "properly" 

regulated sexuality would contribute to the overall good, and as with penality, the 

strategies and tactics for managing sex were soon distributed and implemented on a much 

larger scale, making these techniques an efficient method for overseeing and monitoring a 

multiplicity of behaviours. 



The medicaiization of sexuaiity allowed the creation of a range of "nonnaY1 

behaviour which was to be tolerated, afso creating as a by-product of this constnict a 

collection of undesirable "deviaut" behaviours to be discouraged and eliminated. 

"Sexuality" was streatnlined so that sex was predictable and useful, with so-called 

aberrant behaviour pathologized as a social il1 much like that of criminality-an 

indication of a natural flaw within the individual which demanded correction for that 

individual to function "nomally": that is, more predictably and economically efficiently. 

Buttressed by manufactured accounts of a sexual "nature", construction of sexuality 

became a hugely potent controbg device?" The laboratories of knowledge which 

collect the necessary data for body and popuiation management organize this uiformation 

around what is constituted as a "nonn". This nonn becomes the benchmark for 

acceptable human practice and a disciplinary tool for measuring, deheating and 

regulating the parameters of "a~ceptab1e'~-read "normal"-behaviour. Foucault says, 

a power whose task is to take charge of life needs conbiiuous regdatory 
and corrective mechanisrns ... it does not have to draw the line that 
separates the memies of the sovereign fiom his obedient subjects; it 
effects distributions around the nom.. . the law operates more and more a s  
a nom, and... the judicial institution is increasingiy incorporated into a 
continuum of apparatuses (medical, administrative, and so on) whose 
fimctions are for the most part regulat~ry.'~ 

.. .- - - 

54 Constructions of s e d t y  M e  with issues of personai identity, with our very conceptions of who we are 
as selves, as many individuals leam to characterize themsehes as belonging to particuiar groups dictated 
by ideas U e d  to sexuality. Gay pnde, for example, would not be possible were it not for our modem 
construction of homosexuality (Foucault notes that aothing Like our modem idea of homosexuaiity existed 
in Greek times). Without certain constmcted sexual n o m  it would not be possible to circurnscn'be sexual 
behaviours in order to m e n t  and isolate individals, even pathologize them based on their sexual habits 
or preferences, aii the while maintainhg that such constructed categories a c W y  correspond to something 
"natural'' about that person's self. 
'' Foucault, The neHitory of Semalie (Volume One), p. 144. 



Finally, Foucault says that bio-powa and the tepressive hypothesis become partners in 

that the information generated by putative attempts to supersede the alieged repressioo of 

sexuality is taken up and renned using bio-power's techniques, fortiwg disciplinary 

control. 

Power 

How did constructed notions of "criminality" and "sexuality" corne to have such 

force? How did these manufactured "natures" become so influentid in shaping 

subjectivities and molding the modem subject? In order to explicate how the modern 

subject is formed, Foucault must investigate the subtler aspects of power. Foucauit 

distinguishes modern disciplinary power fkom what he calls "jwidico-discursive power". 

Juridico-discursive power is concemed with domination, force, repression, legdity and 

govement. It is highly visible, focusing on negation, censorship, prohibition and 

delineation of the k i t  and illicit." Although our cultural history has made us suspicious 

of and resistant to power as Iaw and domination, Foucault says, "[plower as a pure lirnit 

set on fieedom is, at lest in our society, the general fom of its acceptability." The 

visible and identifiable nature of j~dico-discursive power accounts for its easy 

acceptance, as the modem subject is cornfortable with and accustomed to the overt power 

of govemment institutions and the law. Yet Foucault maintains that we commonly 

misunderstand power because of our insistence upon characterizing it using this 

' Foucault, Tne History of SemaIify (Volume Che), p. 84-85. 



fr;unework. In terrns of our "political thought and analysis. we still have not cut off the 

head of the king... We mm.. conceive of... power without the king."n 

The juridico-discursive model of power f d s  to acknowledge the finesse which 

renders disciplinary power relations particdarly effective. Disciphary power does not 

operate through establishing visible limits, but is Uistead a nomalizing force. Conhnuing 

to conceptualize power juridicoaiscursively makes modern subjects oblivious to the 

more "red" threat of disciplinary power because the strategic relations constituting 

modem power remain largely unrecognized, making subjects vulnerable to their 

operations In the modem era "[plower is tolerable only on condition that it mask a 

substantial part of itselt Its success is proportional to its ability to hide its own 

rnechani~ms."~~ Foucault seeks to expose such mechanisms but demands that in order to 

do so the limiting juridico-discursive model of power must be replaced by a M e w o r k  

that achow ledges the normalizing impetw and disciplinary techniques of modem power. 

Foucault never offers his reader a fùlly satisfactory dehnition of power, instead 

arguing that we must be nominalistic about power. Prado explains: 

A definition of power ... cannot be precise in the sense of yielding or 
articulating an essence... To the extent that we can say what power is, it is 
the surn of sets of past and present comportments as they qualiQ sets of 
presently ensuing comportments. Power is the conditionhg of ongoing 
actions by the totality of previous and concurrent actions." 

Power is difficult to explain because it lacks an "essence" or "nature". It appears that an 

understanding of Foucauldian power must be deriveci nom an aggregate of many 

firachued, discontinuous comments on power, aphonstic hgments which gradually 

Foucault, The Histoïy of SexuaZity (Volume One), p. 88-89 and 9 1. 
sa Foucaulf The Hisiory of Sexuuiity (Volume One), p. 86. 



elucidate power. Foucault and his critics have characterized modern power as: "a 

complex strategical situation" or "moving substrate of  force relations" (Foucault in The 

History of Swulify [Volume One]) ; "a general matrix of force relations at a given t he ,  

in a given society" (Dreyfus and Rabinow); "a multiple network of diverse elements" 

(Foucault in Discipline and Punish); "a relational environment constraining actions" 

(Prado); and, "relations of forces fiinctioning at the level of our culturai practices 

(Mahon)."" Power is a medium into which we are born, a kind of primordial fluid in 

which human creatures are inevitably swimming. Power describes a web of relations and 

interweaving forces which strategicaiiy delineate possibilities for human action, 

behaviour, identity and understanding. Power is inescapable and i ts relations wholl y 

determine human subjects. It is impossible to move outside of power, nor is it even 

desirable, for power is not sirnply about establishing lunits on conduct but also creates the 

very possibilities and opportunities for human action and existence, making power 

quintessentially productive. 

Foucault's perhaps most arnbitious attempt to describe power is found in n e  

History of Sexuality, Volume 1. Modem power is characterized as operating fiom 

innumerable points, it is something that is immanent and cannot be evaluated fiom an 

extenor position, it "cornes from below", it is intentional but not subjective, and never 

exists without the possibility for resistance.6' Because power is an environment, a milieu 

in and through which subjects themselves are constituted, power is an inevitable aspect of 

Prado, p. 67. 
These are characterizations of power descnied by Foucault and his commentators. The references are to 

be found as foilows: FoucauIt, The Hisîory of Semratity (Volume One), p. 93; Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 
186; Foucault, Discipline and Punirh, p. 307; Prado, p. 66-83; and, Mahon, p. 30. 
6' Foucault, The HLrtory of SexuaIiy (Volume One), p. 94-98. 



social Me, and as such it ne& to be destigmatized of its negative connotations. Power is 

describeci as relational, impersonal and inescapable. It converges h m  a muitiplicity of 

sources and does not hc t ion  simply at the level of goverment or administration (which 

is the mistake of juridico-discursive analyses of power). Foucauldian power is intentional 

in its strategic and tactical orientation-power does appear to operate in order to facilitate 

certain ends and aims, yet power's strategies and tactics are non-subjective in that they are 

not the product of an invisible hand (or mind) which fornulates these ends. Power is 

without the intentionality to be malignant, but it c m  operate stnitegically to produce 

effects of domination. Power relations determine conduct in creating possibilities for 

human action, but Foucault insists that individuals must also be fiee to choose between 

possibilities of action, allowing for resistance to power. Foucault argues that were there 

no spaces for resistance, power would be absolute and codd no longer form the strategic 

relations which provide its fluid vitality. 

Foucault links power and howledge, claiming that the two are reciprocal and 

inseparable. Power and knowledge align in that "power produces knowledge ... power and 

howledge directly imply one another ... 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."" New "discoveries" of knowledge effect 

how power relations function because howledge creates possibilities and in doing so 

alters existing power relations and creates new ones. Acting in tandem, 

powerhowledge cm lead to new comportrnents, facilitating different options for 

individuals in terms of action or resistance. The nomalizllig impetus of modem power is 



particularly fortifiecl thugh  the accumulation of knowledge which is collecteci and 

tactically wployed to buttress the power relations which culminate in the normalinng 

forces characteristic of modem disciplinary power. Michael Mahon says, "Morrnalizing 

sanctions forward the process of goveming individuals by obsexving them; it is the locale 

at which knowledge of an individual dovetails with power over the individual."" 

Moreover, power/lmowledge relations have a specid hmd in forming the modem subject 

in that "the individual is the effect and object of a certain crossing of power and 

knowledge. He is the product of the complex strategic developments in the field of 

power and the multiple developments in the human sciences."@ The modem subject is 

nothing less than an artifact created through power relations. 

One mut  never lose sight of Foucault's contention that power is in a constant 

state of flux: 

Like Nietzsche, his avowed mode1 and precursor, [Foucault] understood 
power not as a fixed quantity of physical force, but rather as a strearn of 
energy flowing through every living organism and every human society, 
its f o d e s s  fiwt hamessed in various patterns of behaviour, habits of 
introspection, and systems of k n o ~ l e d g e . ~ ~  

Because power is not something fixed and static but an ever altering state of relations, it 

is constantly morphing and evolving, ever-changing, and, as  products of power, so are 

human subjects and subjectivities. Foucault intends his d y t i c s  of power to provide the 

delicacy of analysis necessary to investigate modem power-and the modem subject." 

Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 27. 
Mahon, p. 152. 

61 Dreyfbs and Rabinow, p. 159-160. 
Miller, p. 15. 
Foucadt argues that power cannot be àescribed using a "theory" because of its historicaiiy contingent, 

£luid qualities. instead, Foucadt characterizes his project as an "analytïcs" of power, involving an 
exambation of power which recognizes power's shifting temper; providmg what we might cal1 a "theory" 



Power's fluidity makes it such that "[tlhe mechanics of power c m o t  be predicted; they 

can only be traced through geneaiogical analysis ..?' Genealogy is thus intrinsically 

retrospective. It offers no platfom for fiiture predictions. Nonetheless, while power 

fluctuations have a contingency which appears to open up a world of kedom and 

possibilities for human creatures, I s h d  argue in Chapter Three that there is a cumulative 

rigidity to power which needs be exposed and addressed. 

of power in action, inviting a conception of power beyond the commonly conceived juridical 
representation. For more, see Dreyfus and Rabinow's section on Tower", p. 184- 188. 
67 Prado, p. 83. 



Chapter Two 

Ethics: FoucauIt on the Self and the Aesthetics of Existence 

Foucault's Philosophical Re-orientation 

The Use of Pleasure, Volume Two of Foucault's The Histoty of Sexuaiify, marks a 

significant philosophical re-orientation as Foucault shifts from genealogy to ethics, 

conceived as "the self's relationship to itself".' Foucault's transition to the third of his 

"domains of analysis" is comparable to that necessitated by Foucault's desire to 

thoroughly Uivestigate power-a strategic shifl which spawned genealogy. The 

archeological and genealogical tools are not abandoned during this new phase, but 

Foucault fin& that they are inadequate in and of themselves to expedite his task. 

Foucault explains that his original project to wrîte a genealogy of the history of sexuality 

and "desiring man" grew to unexpected magnitude as he became convinced that a 

thorough investigation of his subject in fact demanded a retreat to classical tixnes. The 

Use of Pieasure thus 6nds Foucault at an historical juncture far nom "those Victoriaus" 

of Volume 1 of B e  Histoty of SmaIity. 

nie Use of Pleasure reflects Foucault's continuing interest in "games of tmth", 

characterized as "the interplay of d e s ,  pruiciples, and methods whereby people know 

themselves" and "games of powert' which constitute "the ways people direct and 

influence behaviours". However, Foucault re-focuses his inquiry to examine how we are 

engaged in these games vis-à-vis ourselves, noting that "[slelf-transformations arise fiom 

' Amold Davidson, "Archeology, Genedogy, Ethics", In Foucault: A Critical Reader, David Couzens 
Hoy Ed. (New York: Basil Blache& 1986), p. 221. 



and perpetuate the complex intaplay of knowledge and power by which, for example, 

people determine what are acceptable, pleasurable and passionate relations with each 

other.lr2 Foucauldian ethics examine how subjects are involved in their own self- 

formation. Foucault's fmy into classical scholarship also prompts him to examine the 

ethical implications of what he caiis an "aesthetic of existence", a process of active self- 

stylization which he characterizes as one of the motivations for ethicai considerations 

among the ancient Greeks. The Use of PZeasure presents Foucault's unique interpretation 

of ethics and outlines his framework for understanding ethics and morality. 

Foucault on Morality 

Foucault explicates his understanding of morality and ethics in the Introduction to 

The Use of Pleusure. He describes morality as having three aspects: f i t ,  morality 

involves a set of prescriptions, d e s  and values set down through various agencies, 

culminating in a "moral code"; second, mordity refers to the actual behaviour of 

individuals in response to these recommended rules-the acts of cornpliance with and 

defiance of the moral code which constitute a "morality of beha~iours";~ h d l y ,  Foucault 

conceives rnorality as having a third dimension concemed wiîh the self s relation to itself. 

It is this third facet of morality which Foucault specifically labels "ethics". Foucauldian 

ethics investigate how individual subjects develop and understand themselves as moral 

beings or selves in and through what they perceive as their mordly relevant actions, 

-- 

* Charles E. Scott, The Question of Ethics: Nietzsche, Foucauli, Heidegger, (Bloomington: Waua 
University Press, 1990), p. 88. 
' Foucault, The Use of Plemre, p. 25-26. 



thoughts and behaviours. Foucault fùrther subdivides ethics into four areas of ethical 

experience. 

First, ethical substance is "the way in which the individual has to constitute this or 

that part of hirnselfas the prime material of his moral cond~ct,"~ or, as Ian Hacking notes, 

"the sheer stuff you w o q  about if you are a moral agent."' Deterrnining ethical 

substance involves identimg the parts of the human subject and/or her behaviour which 

are understood as relevant for ethical analysis, the parts of ourselves that we make 

compiiant with the moral code. This involves distuiguishing the pertinent focal point for 

examining ethical decisions and judgments, hence disceming how the moral code takes 

effect. IsoIating ethicai substance involves locating the imagined focus of our being as  

ethical subjects. 

Second, the mode of subjection involves the "way in which the individual 

establishes his relation to the nile and recognizes himself as obliged to put it into 

pra~tice."~ The mode of subjection identifies how individuals or groups recognize moral 

responsibilities or obligations and how we determine their meaningfiilness. Foucault 

achowledges that two individuals could act in the same way, although motivated by 

entirely different considerations. For example, two individuals might r e h h  fiom 

stealing, one citing the edicts of divine law, the other fear of punishment at the hands of 

the state. The mode of subj ection addresses how and why individuals realize their moral 

obligations. It tells how ethical d e s  take hold by questioning the motivating forces we 

Foucault, The Use of Piemure, p. 26. 
s Ian Hacking, "Self-Improvement", In Foucault: A C ' c a l  Reader, David Couzens Hoy Ed. (New York: 
Basil Biackweli, 1986), p. 237. 

Foucault, The Use of PIeasure, p. 27. 



have created to ground ethics (Le., foundations such as reason or divine law). This 

domain forges a link between the moral code and the self by creating a practical field 

appropriate to enacting moral guidelines. 

Third, ethical work or self-foming activïy is activity "that one performs on 

oneself, not only in order to bring one's conduct into cornpliance with a given d e ,  but to 

atkmpt to transform oneself into the ethical subject of one's behaviour."' These are the 

ways we change or work upon ourselves in order to become ethical subjects, the practices 

or techniques we employ in order to become mord beings. Self-forming activities are 

how we get ethics to "work", how we moderate our acts in keeping with perceived ethical 

tenets or imperatives. These are the practices or behaviours which we follow because we 

constme them as being morally relevant. Self-fomiing activity refen to the activities one 

employs to detexmine the selEs the kind of work undertaken in order to mold the self into 

the kind of being that one ultimately desires to be. Psychoanalysis couid be regarded as a 

self-foming activity as could adherence to an exercise or dietary regimen. 

Finally, telos provides the model for the kind of person one aspires to be when 

acting ethically. Telos indicates what kind of creatures we should be and may become by 

behaving morally. It provides an explanation as to why morally "desirable" action is 

construed as such, by supplying the model for that end state we strive to attain through 

ethical action. 

' Foucault, The Use of P I e m e ,  p. 273. 
The dosest Christian ethics corne to this is Thomas a Kempis' The Imitation ofchrist, in which à Kempis 

descnis and details a regimen which, if pmperly foiiowed, will make an individual into a good Christian. 
In good Christian fonn, development of good habits affects profound changes in the person, 



Foucault d o w s  that the di£fierent aspects of ethics may be examined separately or 

in conjunction with one another. Foucauldian ethics have a fluidity in that particular 

aspects of ethics may change while othm rem& the same, sornetimes over long periods 

of time. This interpretation of ethics explains how different cultures cm indeed share 

ethical practices, although certain manifestations of these practices rnight be brought to 

bear in entirely different ways or resdt in overall systems that are ideologicaiIy distant. 

The sophisticated and comprehensive characterization of Foucauldian ethics appears 

intended to allow for advanced study of ethics both across socio-temporal periods and 

within different individuals or groups situated within a singe regime of tmth. However, 

the categones which Foucault has delheated to elucidate his W e w o r k  for 

understanding and interpreting ethics remaui somewhat murky. Although critics such as 

Davidson and Hacking have attempted to make sense of Foucauldian ethics through 

employing this fkamework, it remains somewtat puzzling and unclear, and it rnight prove 

questionable how finnly comrnitted to this a e w o r k  Foucault might have been had he 

continueci his ethical studies. Foucault's previous scholarship demonstrates his tendency 

to careNly delineate analfical systems and ~ e w o r k s  which he does not always 

adhere to ngorously in subsequent work. The somewhat inchoate tenor of Foucault's 

linear, introductory description of his ethical categories and his subsequent failure to 

habihially invoke such terrninology in The Use of Pleasure makes it questionable how 

much stock should be put in the rather uncharactenstically strict fknework initially 

outlining Foucault's ethics. 

During îhe genedoogical period Foucault argues that the self is an artifact 

constituted through exterior forces of power relations shaping the individuai, however in 



ethics Foucault says that the self is also detennined by the individual's own exercises in 

self-formation. Foucault's concern with the selfs relation to itself distinguishes 

Foucauldian from traditionally conceived ethics which are generaily concemed with the 

self's relationships and conduct toward others. Arnold Davidson notes the peculiarity of 

Foucault's ethicd interpretation for the Anglo-American philosophical tradition, as  "most 

Anglo-American mord philosophy is exclusively focused on the level of the moral code 

while the significance of one's relationship to oneself goes largely ign~red."'~ Foucault's 

recognition of the ethical importance of the selfs relationship to itself significantly 

augments and adds depth to traditional ethical thinkuig in that his approach also 

emphasizes that before engaging with others the subject must have a sufficiently 

developed notion of what it means to be a self. Without this prior understanding, it is not 

possible to meaningfiilly intmct with other people or the world in which we live. 

Foucault notes that the Greeks appreciated how the individual's relationship to self was 

prior to other-directed relationships and indeed shaped the individual's orientation and 

conduct toward the world. He argues that to the Greeks, "[clare for others shodd not be 

put before the care of oneself. The care of the selfis ethically prior in that the 

relationship with oneself is ontologically pnor." " 

Freedsm and Politics 

There are notable exceptions; arguably ethical works where the formation of the self is paramount For 
instance, the aforementioned Thomas à Kempis' The Imitation of Christ and Albert Camus' Ttre Stranger 
both concern how individuals debe thernselves as selves. 
'O Davidson, p. 23 1. (my emphasis) 
" Michel Foucault, "The Ethics of the Concern of the Self as a Practice of Freedom," In Michel Foucault: 
Ethics, Subjecrivity and Tnrth. P a d  Rabinow Ed. (New York: Penguin, 1997), p* 287. (Interview 
conducted by H. Becker, EL Fornet-Betancourt and A. Gomez-Muer on January 20, 1984) 



Focushg on ethics through the window of sexuality (aphrodisia), Foucault 

isolates not just what the Greeks considered problernatic about sexuality, but how these 

concerm intersected with larger ethical considerations. Examining dietetics, economics, 

erotics and tmthlphilosophy as each intersects with the aphrodisia, Foucault attributes the 

problematization of these realms to concern for the dangers of excess and the 

maintenance of proper roles. Because the Greeks were particularly concerned with the 

virtue of sophrosyne or moderation, they considered excessive or indulgent behaviour an 

ugly trait antithetical to the creation of a pleasingly stylized self. Similarly, Greek focus 

on "proper roles" was structureci to positively emphasize activity and deride passivity, so 

that a pleasing aesthetic of existence would focus on active conduct. 

The impetw fcr Greek concern regardkg excess and maintenance of proper roles 

intersects with the vision of the Greek polis. Politics are depicted as consistently aligning 

with Greek ethics, the needs of the polis ever in the background of ethical considerations. 

"[Tlhe setting up of a solid and stable state of d e  of the self over the self" was 

considered significant not just for the individuai, but also for the state. l2 Founded on a 

social stratification, the polis depended on its Citizens exemplimg certain -es which 

demarcated thern as leaders, buttressing Greek social organization, social stability and 

overall state fortitude. Foucault notes that "[tlhe individual's attitude toward himself', the 

way in which he ensured his own ffeedom with regard to hirnself, and the form of 

supremacy he maintaineci over himself were a contributing element to the well-being and 

good order of the Free men were strictly delineated fiom those who were 

l2 Foucault, The Use of Plemre, p. 69. 
l 3  Foucault, The Use of Pleanue, p. 79. 



enslaved. The fke man should not be enslaved by another individuai, nor his own 

passions. Only the Citizen who couid exercise self-mastery and act with virtuous 

moderation could be counted on to perfonn as a just and effective de r .  

The Citizen's capacity to govem h s e l f  was perceived as indicative of his larger 

political and leadership capabilities. Demonstrating self-mastery and moderation was 

important for the individual to came out a beautifùlly styled existence, but also because 

exemplimg such qualities influencecl onets standing as a citizen. Concerns centered 

around Foucault's four identifiai areas of problematization regarding sexuality were 

stnictured to facilitate work on the self in keeping with self-rnastery and moderation, and 

affirming political leadership capabilities. On Foucault's Greek model, self directed 

conduct was fundamentally linked to other directed conduct, and individual ethics were 

directly connected to state concerns. 

Foucauit's Aesthetie of Existence 

Foucault describes the Greek "arts of existence" as focusing on "those intentional 

and voluntary actions by which men not only set themselves niles of conduct, but also 

seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their singular being, and to make 

their life into an oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic 

 riter ria."'^ He argues that the techniques involved in the Greek care of the self indicate 

that ancient subjects related to themeIves and conceived of subjectivity in a manner quite 

different fiom modem disciplinary subjects. Foucault says that d l  societies have 

"technologies of the selft, dehed as: 



techniques that permit individuals to effect, by theSr own means, a certain 
number of operations on their own bodies, their own sods, their own 
thoughts, their own conduct, and this in a manna so as to ûansfom 
themselves, modify thernselves, and to attain a certain state of perfection, 
happiness, pmity, supernaturai p o ~ e r . ' ~  

As a maileable social construct, sexuality has become an important locus around which to 

organize technologies of the selt Arguing that sex itself is "boruig", Foucault repeatedly 

insists that his interest is not in sex or sexualityper se, but in how the social 

problematization of sex provides a platform for investigating technologies of the self 

critical to subject formation. 

In The Use of P l e w e ,  Foucault explores the Greek prûblematization of the 

aphrodi~za.'~ He says the Greeks did not attach pejorative connotations to sex, instead 

conceptualizing sex as  a natural appetite requuing fulfillment much like bodily needs for 

nourishment or rest. Sex became morally problematic because the energy and force 

behind sexual desire could prove difficult to control. This danger necessitated concerted 

management and regdation of the passions in keeping with the d e s  of enbateia a n d  

sophrosyne. 17 Ernploying the correct "use of pleasures" an individual could create a 

beautifid aesthetic of existence, a life crafted as a work of art, an artifact that could stand 

l4 Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, p. 1 O- 1 1. 
lS Michel Foucault, "Sexuality and Solitude", In Michel Foucault: Ethia, Subjectivity and Tmth. Paul 
Rabinow Ed. (New York: Penguin, 1997), p. 177. 
16 Foucadt employs the tenn aphrodisia as the Greek cornterpart to our concept of semiality. Aphrodisia 
addresses the dynamics of acts, pIeasures and desires. It was the maintenance and management of the three 
interxningling forces in keeping with moderation which concemed the Greeks. For more on aphrodisia see 
The Use of Pleusure, Part One, Chapter 1. 
l7 Foucault defines enktateia as self-mastery and sophrosyne as moderation. He desmies enkruteia as a 
precondition to sophrosyne because one need develop a sense of seif mastery before one can exercise the 
control necessary to act with maderation. in order that one not act excessively-excessive behaviour being 
considered a v e q  unbecoming trait-the individuai need demonstrate enkruteia and sophrosyne in 
eveqday conduct, including in and through the management of the passions. For more on enkrateia and 
sophrosyne see The Use of Pleasure, Part One, Chapters 3 and 4. 



as an aesthetic example to be arlmired and emulated." Incre;tsingiy interesteci in the idea 

of life as a work of art toward the end of his career, Foucault notes, "[wlhat strikes me is 

the fact that, in our society, art has become something that is related oniy to objects and 

not to individuals or to life. That art is something which is specialized or done by experts 

who are artists. But couldn't everyone's life become a work of art? Why should the lamp 

or the house be an art object but not our life?"" Foucault identifies the aesthetic of 

existence as an important impetus for Greek ethics, aad personally interprets the idea of 

fomiing the self as a work of art as an inspiring ethical project. 

The aesthetic of existence demanded active management of the aphrodisia as part 

of self-stylization. "Ascesis" refers to this process of working on the self through exercise 

and training, ideally implementing technologies of the self which contribute to a pleasing 

aesthetic of existence. Greek ethicai texts d i f k  fiom code-based Christian ethical texts in 

that instead of providing "niles" for ethical conduct, the Greek texts provided only 

"guidelines" to coach Citizens in individually onented projects of self-stylization. A 

work in progress, the self is never a static totaiity but requires constant creative numiring 

by the individual. Self-formation as creation of an aesthetic of existence involved a 

constant balancing act, a combative struggle with the passions which Foucault 

characterizes as "agonistic". He says, "one could behave ethically only by adopting a 

I8 Foucault argues that "[tlhe goal of moral reflection on the aphrodisia was much l e s  to estabüsh a 
systematic code that wodd detennine the canonicd form of semial ac B... than to work out the conditions 
and modalities of a "use"; that is, to define a style for what the Greeks called chresis aphrodision, the use 
of pleasures." See The Use of Pleasure, Part One, Chapter 2 for fiirther discussion of need, timeiiness and 
status, those general principles which Foucault argues were used to structure the use of pleasure, or Chresis 
Aphrodision. 
I9  Michel Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics", In Michel Foucault: Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth. 
Paui Rabinow Ed. (New York: Pen- 1997), p. 261. Foucault's comment cornes fiom 1983 interview 
with Dreyfbs and Rabinow conducted in Berkeley. 



combative attitude toward the pieasures ... [elthicd conduct in ma- of pleasure was 

contingent on a battle for p~wer."'~ A good Life stood as an aesthetic creation born of 

struggle-the self was hard won. 

Normalization 

Foucault argues that faihg to appreciate that self-formation might be a creative, 

ascetic process, the modem disciplinary subject instead accepts the hegernony of a 

"natural" seif to be discovered and reaiized. " The nomalizing ethic of the disciplinary 

regime of truth involves cultivating selves nom something pre-given, simply refining the 

self according to a pre-detennined, "ideal" forni. Subject formation is reduced to a 

process of homogeneous manufachiring, Iosing its creative potential and robbing agents 

of originative agency. Passed off as an active process of self "discovery", the search for 

the naturd, "true" self actually amounts to a scientific, industrial manufacturing of 

subjectivities quite antithetical to the Greek aesthetic of existence. Modem sexuality, 

perceived as a universal, pre-given "nature" to be rnanaged in keeping with its 

generalizable fulfillment, provides an example of how normalizing influences shape 

subj ec ts. 

Foucault offers his study of ancient Greek ethical techniques associated with the 

aesthetic of existence as an instructive point of reference for exposing the normalizing 

techniques of the modem regime of truth. Disparaging normalization because of its 

Foucault, The Use of Pleanrre, p. 66. 
'' Foucault clannes bis understanding of the term "ascetic" in an interview wherein he describes "ascetic 
practice" "not in the sense of a moraiity of renunciation but as an exercise of the self on the seifby which 
one attempts to develop and transform oneself, and to attain to a certain mode of being." See Michei 



tendency to curtail and impoverish human possibilitia, Foucault optimisticdy 

contends that "[tlhe notion of stylization does remove ethics fkom the quest for universal 

standards of behaviour that legislate conformity and normaiization, reducing men and 

women to a mode of existence in accordance with a least common denorninat~r."~ 

Attemptuig to elucidate altematives to the prescriptive ethics of the disciplinary regime of 

truth, Foucault suggests a r e m  to more active, creative participation in self-formation. 

Foucault aims to expose systems of domination and nomalization which limit the selves 

we are "allowedl' to be, through exposing the power relations and technologies of the self 

which cucumscribe subjectivity. Ultimately, Foucault is redirecting his readers to 

conceptualize ethics as a creative process, and the self as a work of art, intending this 

focus on active self-formation to safeguard against disciplinary ethics with its de-based 

strategies and noxmaiizing drive. 

Genealogy promotes awareness of the hegemony of nomalizing forces through 

constantly chailenging individuals to problernatize given assumptions, attempting to 

reveal previously unforeseen fields of possibilities. Nomalkation limits possibilities for 

experiences and hence for productive self-development in ways that Foucault nnds 

deeply problematic. Having "discovered" what kinds of selves we should be, the 

disciplinary tactics of a normalizing regime of tmth ensure that those who transgress such 

noms are suitably punished. The modem subject learns to constitute himself vis-à-vis 

sexuality, for example, through normalcy and interdiction. Davidson maintains, 

Foucault, "The Ethics of the Concem for Self as Practice of Freedom", p. 284. (Interview conducted by 11. 
Becker, R, Fornet-Betancourt and A. Gomez-Miller on January 20, 1984.) 
" Beniauer and Mahon, "The Ethics of Michel Foucault", In The Cambridge Cornpanion to Foucault. 
Gary Gutting Ed, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 143. 

James W. Bemuer and Michel Mahon, p. 153. 



[mlodern knowledge and technologies of the self aim ... to foster the 
emergence of a positive self; one recognizes and attaches oneself to a self 
presented through the normative categories of psychological and 
psychoanalytic science and through the normative disciplines consistent 
with them. Thus, like Oedipus, we become victims of our own self- 
howledge.. . If the struggle with this modern power-knowledge- 
subjectivity formation is a politics of out selves, the key campaign in that 
struggle will be a new mode of fashioning an ethical way of being a self" 

Foucault seeks to detach self knowledge fiom its present scientific, manufacturing pre- 

occupations, instead offerhg possibilities inherent in a more creative conception of how 

subjects cm arrive at self-awareness and self-knowledge through an aesthetic of 

existence. 

Power, Truth and Self-Creation 

Ethics demands navigation of the regimes of truth in which individuals find 

themselves enmeshed. Inevitably historically situated, humans are limited in their 

fieedom of self-creation and understanding by social, culturai and temporal factors. 

Because Foucault understands ûuth as historically contingent, practices or technologies 

of the self are also historically circumscribed. Knowledge also has a role in determinhg 

subjects because "[olne cannot care for the self without knowledge. The care for self is of 

course knowledge of self. .. but it is also the lcnowledge of a certain nurnber of rules of 

conduct or of principles which are at the same time truths and regulations. To care for 

self is to fit one's self out with these t r u t h ~ . " ~  Tmth is pivotal in creating individuals 

because what we understand to be human creatures are a result of power relations, 

'4 Arnold Davidson, "Ethics as Ascetics: Foucault, the History of Ethics and Ancient Thought" in The 
Cambridge Companion to Foucault, Gary Gutting Ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 
151. 



products of systems and regimes of truth. Tmth and power both detemiine subjects 

because truth is formed through, reinforced by and aids in fortimg and creating power 

relations. Truth, power and knowledge function as a cfeative triumvirate, determining 

not just the d e s  and regdations of a paxticular regime of tnith, but the very subjects who 

inhabit that reald6 According to Karlis Racevskis, Foucault accounts for how tnith "is 

ultimately political in nature and is predicated on knowledge/power strategies operative 

in a given society and age. Tnith in this regard has not set humans free but has instituted 

subjection ..."" Foucault perceives his genedogical task as exposhg these cultural 

limitations in order to d i s a m  perceived ahistorical truths of their hegemony and 

restrictive force. He provides a strategy for achieving more latitude in power relations, 

and more fkeedom of self-creation simply through unveiling and dernystifjmg power 

structures and the sacred truths which characterize and fortiw specific regimes of truth. 

Foucauldian ethics suddenly appear to suggest that agents are actively involved in 

a teleological kind of self creation which wodd seem impossible to the subject of 

genealogy. Geneaiogy characterized truth as a by-product of strategic power relations, 

not something which could be purposefully manufactured through the strategic direction 

of power relations, if for no other reason than because the exigencies of power make the 

outcome of such efforts quite unpredictable. The Foucault of Discipline and  Punidi 

states that power functions intentionally, and power might be employed in an attempt to 

attain certain strategic ends; however, the multiplicitous factors which cuùninat e in 

Bentauer. The Final Foucault, p. S. 
26 For a review of the inter-relatedness of tnith, p w e r  and knowledge refer back to Chaptet One of this 
thesis, particularly the final paragraph of the section "The Nietzschean influence on Gcnealogy" and 
footnote 2 1. 



modalities of power render such efforts quite hopelessly precipitous. Accidents, surprise 

and unexpected factors are constant1y thwarting the genedogical subjectls best efforts to 

control her own destiny. And yet Foucault's ethical emphasis on active self-formation 

suggests he is endowing individuals with rneaninghil self detennining, originative 

agency, abiiïties to create themselves and direct power relations in a concerteci manner 

which seems ultimately untenable for genealogy's subject. Given genedogical power, 

Foucauldian ethics promises agents much more creative capacity than couid have been 

anticipated. Foucault seems either to be neglecting, forgetting or repudiating his earlier 

claims that power relations are actually much messier than even the fluidity and 

sophistication of Foucauldian ethics can accommodate. Power relations involve 

converging forces too complex to be rneaningfully directed or predicted. The 

unexpected, accidental nature of events, as exposed through genealogy, is antithetical to 

the strategic formation of those artifacts known as selves as Foucault imagines they xnight 

be carved out through an aesthetic of existence. Foucault says, "Self-understanding is not 

a matter either of biological programming or of explicit, autonomous decision 

procedures. But self-understanding can be snidied objectively through a rnatrix of socid 

and discursive practices. To the extent that these practices tum out to Vary historically, 

self-understanding will vary as  ~ e l l . " ~ '  Of course, individuals do seem to be able to 

intentionally direct some of their actions in order to arrive at partially predictable 

outcornes, yet it is the subsequent interpretation of these actions, the necessary task of 

Karlis Racevskis, 'Michel Foucault. Rameau's Nephew, and the Question of Idmtity," m The Final 
Foucault, James Bemauer and David Rasmussen eds. (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1988). p. 25. 

Hoy, p. 18. 



bestowing actions with meaning which makes seIf-creation and the aesthetic of exisîence 

problematic." 

Freedom and the Aesthetic of Existence 

The very possibility of an aesthetic of existence depends upon the maintenance of 

freedom. Foucault says, 

power relations are possible only insofar as the subjects are fiee. If one of 
them were completely at the other's disposal and became his thing, an 
object on which he could wreak boundless and limitless violence, there 
wouldn't be any relations of power ... for power relations to corne into play, 
there m u t  be at least a certain degree of fkeeàom on both sides ... in power 
relations there is necessarily the possibiiity of resistance because if there 
were no possibility of resistance (of violent resistance, flight, deception, 
strategies capable of reversing the situation), there would be no power 
relations at 

To have originative agency individuals must have choice in their actions. Self-creation 

involves choosing among possibilities, actively selecting the kind of self one becomes 

through strugglùig to overcome certain wills and desires while electing to gratiQ or 

inddge others. Foucault says that power relations never curtail fieedom so that 

individuals are without choice and resistance. Choice, however, should not be codlated 

with the possibilities for fkeedom, originative agency or resistance. Simply because an 

individual has certain choices need not mean that the individual has significant fkeedom. 

Consider the anorexie, who has the ability to intentionally mold and shape the body much üke the plastic 
surgery patient; however, what this wiü be interpreted to "mean" will be a matter largely beyond her 
control, subject to historical interpretation based on present and subsequent socio-culturai factors beyond 
complete knowledge, anticipation or control. A subject's best efforts to carve out a rneaningful aesthetic of 
existence may be thwarted through the unpredictabiiity of subsequent interpretation. Whether attempts to 
create an aesthetic of existence actually serve to make an individual more beautifid, or what an aesthetic 
"says" seems historicaily contingent to an extent that such efforts are "meaningless" in any objective or 
enduring sense. Does it matter to the "artist" whether her work is "understood" or "correctiy" interpreted? 
Shodd it? 



On the Foucauidian picture, this is partially because the outcome of one's choices is so 

capricious given the fluctuations of power relations, that what look like choices do not 

amount to much because "intentional" outcornes are nearly impossible to facilitate. In 

fact, most of the t h e  one does not know what one is actuaUy facilitating through an 

aiieged "choice". Also, choices can be so circumscribed or coercive that they cannot 

really be considerd fkee. Historical situatedness, cultural circumstance and moral luck 

all curtail choices in ways that Foucault does not acknowledge. While Foucault might 

claim that individuals have certain "choices" in given situations, to confiate highly 

coercive choices between undesirable alternatives with acts of self-detennination, 

freedom or resistance is nearly absurd. Poiitics curtail Geedom, making what appear to 

be choices less than free, rendering certain choices extremely coercive. How limited or 

circumscnbed rnight choices become before the philosopher starts to question whether 

such choices should reaily count as such? 

Foucault says philosophy is inherently concerned with fkeedom, and should be 

responsible for warning of the dangers of power so that needom is not unnecessarily 

curtailed. Because power relations cutail individual possibilities for self-creation, 

concems with f?eedom align with the aesthetic of existence and the ability to be a self- 

creating individual. By exposing power relations, Foucault atternpts to ensure that 

individuals will maintain maximum possible fieedom in their self creative abilities and 

choices. And yet the limited choices or resistance strategies enabled by power relations 

may become so narrow that ultimately they do not achially seem like fkee choices at dl. 

Foucault discusses how, in the most extreme situation, only the option of killing oneself 

- - 

Michel Foucauit, "The Ethics of the Concem for Self as a Practice of Freedomn, p. 292. 



might exist as a form of resistance, and stiil he qualifies this option as enough of a fke 

choice to qualify as possible raistance. Perhaps Foucault does not adequately 

acknowledge how coercion c m  curtail and qualify choice. His characterization of 

extremely limited "choices" as options and openings for fkedorn in fact becomes quite 

suspect. Examinhg how coercion impacts "fkeedom", many of the choices or acts of 

resistance which Foucault perceives may become questionable. Foucault acknowledges 

that power restricts choice but fails to concede power's "nature" or structure might 

actualIy render what he caiis freedom a questionable notion. 

The four areas of problemaîization which Foucault outlines surrounding the 

aphrodisia d l  contain prescriptions, which, while they might be somewhat fluid in terms 

of their individual implementation, nonetheless must conform to quite rigid ideals of 

beauty in order to "count" as successful within particular regimes of truth. in fact, the 

Greek aesthetic of existence is a c W y  far less individually directed than Foucault 

suggests because the ideals considered beautiful and good are in fact quite carefûlly 

structureci so that they are in fact good not just for the individual but for the polis. The 

individual forges a pleasing aesthetic of existence intended to stand as an example for al1 

to see but the Greeks demanded that these examples be in conformity with very specific 

virtues. Hence, ultimately, "One trains in order to gain self-mastery for the successful 

practice of vimie in relation to oneself as well as to others."" The exercises of the self 

associated with forming oneself as "beautifùl" are actually about conforming to a specific 

administration of power. The Foucauldian aesthetic of existence drawn nom ancient 

history is in fact more conservative and les  creative than it might initially appear in that 



"pleasing" self-stytization is quite strictly cintailed by various d e s  and parameters in 

keeping with notions of beauty and good-ness. Socrates' condenmation for corrupting the 

youth of Athens stands as the perféct example of how a pleasing aesthetic of existence for 

the Greeks demandai more than just a beautiful, consistent or stylized life, but required 

adherence to larger ideals of beauty and good in keeping with quite rigid beliefs about 

what was good for society at large. "The individual fulfilled himselfas an ethicai subject 

by shaping a precisely measured conduct that was plainly visible to all and deseMng to 

be long re~nernbered.~'" 

The Emancipatory Potential of Ethics? 

Foucault argues that although we are inevitably situated within power relations, 

attempting to identify the structures that define power relations in order that we might 

"thuik differently" and create ourselves anew offers liberatory potential. Foucauldian 

ethics lead one to believe that power is suddenly rnuch more predictable and malleable 

than previousl y c haracterized. However, Foucault's earlier, genealogical claims about 

power make it difncult to take seriously his ardent new contention that we can be actively 

involved in seIf creation. Power relations in the ethics take on a much more malleable 

character than they were allowed in genealogy; however, afler genealogy, it appears that 

even if keedom of choice is conceded, the fdiout nom individual ethical choices remains 

extremely unpredictable. Ultimately the conception of power found in Discipline and 

" Scott, p. 90. 
j2 Foucault, nie Use of Pieasune, p. 89. 



Punkh or even The HIstory of Sexuc~lity, Volume 1 appavs quite at odds with the 

Foucauidian ethical project Why might Foucault have altemi his vision? 

Perhaps Foucault had a certain self-interest in arguing for the creative capacity of 

ethics, Foucault confesses, 

[qor me, intellectual work is related to what you could cal1 "aestheticism", 
meaning transfomiing yoursel K.. You see, thatls why 1 really work like a 
dog, and 1 worked like a dog al1 my life. 1 am not interested in the 
academic status of what 1 am doing because my problem is my own 
transformation ... The transformation of one's self by one's own knowledge 
is, 1 think, something rather close to the aesthetic experience. Why should 
a painter work if he is not transformeci by his own paintingP3 

Despite Foucault's habitua1 reluctance to reveal too much about himself personally, 

despite his deliberately opaque answers to direct1 y personai interview questions, perhaps 

this statement inadvertently reveals more about Foucault than he anticipated. Foucault 

perceives something positive and instructive in the idea of an aesthetics of existence. He 

says, "[qrom the idea that the self is not given to us, 1 think that there is only one 

practical consequence: we have to create ourselves as a work of art."w The concept of an 

aesthetics of existence boni of ethics actually allows Foucault b s e l f  a new project, 

personally and intellectually, in that now he is theoretically afEorded the ability to set 

himself to this task of self-formation, of creating for himself a Life as a work of art, of 

making himself a beautifid mode1 to be admired and imitated. 

The aesthetic of existence, and its focus on the possibilities of active self- 

formation and on pinative agency allow Foucault to perceive his previous iife and stmggle 

- ----  

'' Michel Foucault, "Michel Foucault: An Interview By Stephen Riggins", In Michel Foucault: Ethics. 
Subjectiviiy and Tmh.  Paul Rabinow Ed. (New York: Penguin, 1997), p. 130-1 3 1. (Interview conducted 
by Stephen Riggins, June, 1982) 
" Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview of Work in Progress", p. 351. 



in a more positive, even inspirational light. Foucault can ody argue for the emancipatory 

potential of ethics by acknowledging, h u g h  his own formulation of ethics, and through 

his analysis of the positive potential in Greek ethicai practices, that individuals have a 

certain rneasure of volitional, ongiaative agency in self-formation. 

Rather than a replacement of intektual and moral values, Foucault's 
aesthetics of existence wishes to place at the center of both thought and 
action the imaginative creativity which has been exiled to the exclusive 
practice of art. For him, the formation of oneself as a thinker and a moral 
agent, which develops oniy through historical stniggies must be 
understood as the creation of a work of art rather than the execution of a 
program." 

Should the Foucault of genealogy even be expected to show concem with how one 

formulates oneself as a thînker or as a moral agent? What is the ultimate significance of 

whether Iife is Lived according to a self-designed aesthetic or a more programmatic 

disciplinary formulation? It might seem that whether subjects are fomed in keeping with 

an aesthetic project or a disciplinary program should not ultimately make much difference 

for a Foucault still committed to the genealogical conception of power, because 

ultimately how either "choice" unfolcis is too unpredictable and too difficult to discern 

reliably to constitute consequential originative agency or fieedom of action. Whether 

Foucault's optimistic ethical interpretation of the possibility of directed self-stylization 

and a directed aesthetic of existence is warranted, given his earlier work in the 

genealogical period, will be the central question for the next chapter. 



Chapter Three 

Foucault's Failare of Nerve: 
On the Discontinuity between Genealogy and Ethics- 

What Went Wrong? 

In his biography of Fsucadt, James Miller teils the story of an encounter between 

Foucault and a student which occurred shortly before Foucault's 1983 departure fkom 

Berkeley. The student, Philip H o ~ t z ,  questioned Foucault about the role of the artist in 

modem society, and the artist's continuhg creative capacity in an increasingly 

technologized and disciplineci world. Foucadt was intrigueci by the question, and asked 

Horvitz to return after a couple of days, during which Foucault would ponder the query. 

When the young student returned, Foucault provided him with the following reply: 

Freedom can be found, he said-but always in a context. Power puts into 
play a dynamic of constant stniggle. There is no escaping it. But there is 
fieedorn in knowing the garne is yours to play. Don't look to authorities: 
the tmth is in your self. Don't be scared. Trust your self. Don't be M d  
of living. And don't be anaid of dying. Have courage. Do what you feel 
you rnust: desire, create, transcend-you can win the garne.' 

These are inspiring words, no doubt, but are they the response one might have 

expected of Foucault? On one han& Foucault's answer is quite in keeping with his 

personal beliefs regarding the importance of the philosophical enterprise and his own role 

as philosopher. Foucault often expressecl concern with fieedom and the ongoing 

stniggles that occur within the structures delineated by power relations. And yet, if one 

takes seriously the Foucauldian Wehwchauung that emerges in his genealogical 

writings, Discipline and Punish and nie History of Semrality, Volume 1, it is difficult to 



see how Foucadt's insistence on the selfaetermining, creative potentid of the self could 

possibly follow. This is particuiarly true given Foucault's genealogical depiction of 

power. Perhaps Foucault's response to H o ~ t z  appears more plausible in light of 

Foucauldian ethics; however, this reconciiiation raises other problems, leading to 

questions about how continuous Foucault's ethical writings are with his genealogy. How, 

following genealogy, might one have expected Foucault to characterize ethics? Do these 

expectations cohere with the ethics that Foucault actuaily produced? If Foucauldian 

ethics are not in keeping with genealogy, what might account for this incongruity? 

Finally, can philosophical tensions between genedogy and ethics be reconciled without 

having to choose one of these approaches as authoritative? 

Anticipating Foocaddian Ethies 

Chapter Two addressed how and why Foucault found hirnself philosophically 

concemed with ethical questions. As Foucault explained, "Mer first studying the games 

of ûuth (jeux de verite) in their interplay with one another... and then studying their 

interaction with power relations ... 1 felt obliged to shidy the games of truth in the 

relationship of self with self and the forming of oneself as a subject ..."' Foucault 

perceived his investigations into the self's relationship with itself as a third domain of 

analysis in his ongoing study of how subjects are shaped and formed. Despite this 

alleged continuity Linkuig Foucauldian ethics with his larger project, Foucault's treatment 

' James Miller, The Passion of Michel Foucault, (New York: Simon & Schuster, I993), p. 352-353. 
(Miller notes that Foucault's response is transcnbed fkom Horvik' own notes) 
' Foucault, The Use of Pleanrre, p. 6. 



of ethics precipitates some troubling changes and what may be inconsistencies in his 

ideological orientation. 

Following genealogy, Foucault might have been expected to arrive at the ethical 

dilemma that individuals are without the substantive "originative agency" or self- 

detemiining ability to claim a significant role in selfdevelopment or subject formation. 

Moreover, Foucault could have emphasized the menacing threat of our own failuce to 

recognize how power relations wholly circumscribe our interactions with ourselves and 

others. With subjects haplessly believing that we in fact do, or at least can act creatively 

and in concerted opposition to power structures and dominant ideologies, Foucault rnight 

have awakened us to the far reaching influences of power relations with respect even to 

our most interior activities. With no individual situated outside of power relations and no 

situation unaffecteci, resistance to power inevitably occurs within interstices which have 

also been created by and through power relations. Even attempts at resistance and 

creative action remain largely delineated and anticipated by the power relations which 

make possible such resistance and which determine the results of such acti~ns.~ 

But Foucauldian ethics do not reflect this interpretation and raise several 

quandaries. First, the genealogist's ardent cornmitment to histoncal contingency and 

repudiation of origuis as essences should make the aesthetic of existence suspect. 

Second, the very conception of what it is to be a human subject appears significantly 

di fferent during Foucault's geneaiogical and ethical periods. Third, power i tsel f seems to 

' 1 do not intend to persone power, to attach to it a kind of self-conscious cognjzance and intentionaIity. 
It mut be recaiied, however, that power is productive, As a complex set of strategic relations, resistance 
itself is a necessary aspect of power's continuous reproduction and hctioning-not a iiieratory gesture 
which "fiees" subjects from power relations by allowing individuais to transcend or move outside the flux 
of power relations. 



have been re-characterized in Foucault's ethics. Finally, FoucaultPs ethics render his 

previous writing on tmth and h d o m  problematic. Of course, philosophers are entitled 

to, and indeed do change the direction and focus of their thinking during the course of 

their careers, but Foucault's philosophicai re-orientation fiom geneaiogy to ethics is 

particularly problematic in that it dtimately appears less a change of direction, than a 

failue of nerve leading to serious tensions in the overall consistency of his Wntings. 

The Nature of Genealogy 

Rado characterizes gmeabgy as an attitude. He says, "Genealogy is. . . at base a 

problemaaiing attitude, and as such it draws its iife from what it investigates and 

opposes. "4 Genealogy offers solutions oniy in providing plausible narratives, multiple 

interpretive schemes which it unearths and creates, while refushg to make the stronger 

clairn that through its application deep meanings or hidden truths c m  be found. 

Genealogy is M y  ad-metaphysical. As Prado explains: 

Genealogy, then, is essentially a readiness to continualIy problematize 
established ûuths through the development of alternative accounts and 
critical analyses of targeted facts, concepts, principles, canons, natures, 
institutions, methodological truisms, and established practices. Genedogy 
cannot become the dominant tmth of an age for it can only exist as 
opposition cashed out in table-turning construals bolstered by convincing 
historical detail and seasoned with startling, perspective-altering reversals 
and inversions of the familiar. That is how it enables us to resist power's 
otliewise inexorable tendency to become ever more restrictive and 
~ ~ n n n i n g . ~  

Genealogy becomes an htellectual strategy for avoiding complete absorption into power 

structures by forcing us to recognize the reality of power, d l  the while also maintainhg 

' Prado, p. 152. 



that power relations can never M y  be anticipated or comprehended. According to 

genealogy, recognition of power, even if incomplete, enabla a measure of alterity. 

Continuously problematizing given tmths, genealogy prompts the intellectual to 

comtantly question what might otherwise be taken as  la^.^ It constantly retniLlds of the 

precariousuess and historical contingency of everything deemed sacreci, which should 

include those very selves we might attempt to create through an aesthetic of existence. 

An individual's best attempts to mate an aesthetic of existence, a life that stands 

as a work of art, will be thwarted by the contingencies of history and corollary 

perspectival interpretations and re-interpretations. Contrary to what Foucault argues in 

ethics, an aesthetic of existence cannot provide a prescription for providùig any real 

resistance to power. Genealogy reminds that even given the exercise of creating a self 

there will be unaccountable, unpredictable forces at work as power relations acting on 

this "self' intersect in unexpected ways. The exigencies of power relations also make 

unpredictable subsequent interpretations or "meanings" attached to these objects d'art 

which Foucauldian ethics argue can be formed through the aesthetic of existence.' The 

self is as historically contingent as any other relation-set, with power relations 

cucurnscribing who we are in ways that inevitably impede attempts at self creation. The 

point is, whatever we try to do will have unanticipated results. As Foucault puts it, 

people "lmow what they do", and may "know why they do what they do", but what 

- -- -- 

' Prado, p. 152. 
Foucault attn'butes a special role to the intellectual, whom he betieves has a particuiarly ability and 

responsibility to combat power relations and protect fieedom. 
' This idea is easily dernonstrated in the cornmon sense wisdom that history is written by the victors. The 
interpretation of an historicai event such as the Salem witch trials, for example, takes on extremely 
different simiificance and meaning given differing historicd regimes of tnith. 



people dont know is "what what they do does."%e effort to create a meanin@ 

aesthetic of existence which can actualiy stand as a recognizable, enduring monument 

seems foohardy in light of genealogy. Foucault says, "The purpose of history, guided by 

genealogy, is not to discover the mots of our identity, but to commit itself to its 

dissipation ... Ifgenealogy in its own right gives nse to questions conceming our native 

land, native language, or the laws that govem us, its intention is to reveal the 

heterogeneous systems which, masked by the self, inhibit the formation of any fom of 

identity. 

Having jettisoned the search for ahistoncal truth, and rejecting the conflation of 

origins as essences, geneaiogy claims only to present alternative intellectual schemes for 

addressing historical andor philosophical problems. Understanding is histoncally 

contingent and interpretation based, morphiog with changing conditions and individual 

perspectives. With respect to the self, each of us is, a s  John Ransom puts it, only "a 

unique intersection point of a variety of forces and  discipline^."'^ Each of these 

"intersection points" or selves is ultimately subject to multiple interpretations, differing 

according to the histoncal, social and cultural perspectives of the interpreter. The 

aesthetic of existence calls for the creation of the self as a work of art. It is surprishg that 

Foucault would embrace this idea given his genealogical belief in the histoncal 

contingency of everything considered immutable and tram-historical. It seems more 

plausible that Foucaultts allegiance to genealogy would lead him to argue that the idea of 

' Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 187. 
Foucault, 'Nietzsche, Gendogy, History", p. 162. 

'O John S. ICansom, Foucault's Discipline: The Politics of Subjectivity. (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 1997), p. 152. 



an enduring, meaninghù aesthetic of existence is a laughable fiction-not a mode1 to be 

emdated. 

The Modern Sobject 

Geneaiogy characterizes individuals as artifactç created through power relations 

which they cannot transcend and so depend upon for their continuing existence. Humans 

do not have d e t e d a t e  natures to be fulfilled, nor do they act in accord with a rational 

logos or in concert with an overarchuig teleology. The individuai can have only minimal, 

if any, control over self-formation because although "[tlhe individual is not a pre-aven 

entity... The individual, with his identity and characterîstics, is the product of... power 

exercised over bodies."" The manufactured subject of the modem disciplinary regime, as 

well as the ancient Greek subject concemed with the aesthetic of existence, are both 

uitimately products of power relations, regardiess of how they are perceived or perceive 

themsehes in tenns of ethicd orientation. 

Yet the ancient Greek subjects whom Foucault invokes in his ethicd studies are 

described as actively, self-consciously engaged in self-formation in a mariner not simply 

foreign to the modem disciplinary subject because of her social situation within the 

modem regime of tnith. Foucault's ethical subject appears able to teleologically navigate 

power relations. Only through allocating individuais significant innovative agency cm 

Foucault's cornmitment to the idea of the aesthetic of existence become coherent. The 

aesthetic of existence depends upon fiee and purposefid attempts at self creation, yet if 

- 

" Michel Foucault, "Questions on Geographyn, in Pow/Knowledge, Coli. Gordon ed (Brighton: 
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power relations are as rndti-faceted, complex and unpredictable as depicted in genealogy, 

individuals should not have the onginative agency required to shape themselves as selves 

in a meaningfid or predictable way. At the very least, as reflected in Foucault's remark 

about not howing what what we do does, individuais could never be confident that the 

consequences of our actions wiI1 be the intended ones. 

What it means to be a subject or a self is fiinâameatally different depending on 

how much innovative agency the subject possesses. The ethical subject is allowed a 

degree of innovative agency which makes it appear as if this subject is something more 

than the product of power relations, but is also, to a signîficant degree, a product of her 

own agency and self-detennination. The implications of this analysis are more far 

reaching than genealogicai analysis itself will allow. These extreme differences in human 

agency are not just the result of subjects being the products of particular and disparate 

regimes of truth. Such radical ciifferences reflect a troublesome discrepancy in Foucault's 

genealogical and ethical interpretations of what it means to be a subject. Foucault's 

characterization of ethics indicates a belief that individuals have some rneanuigful role to 

play in creating themselves. But where is the wherewithal to do so? Genealogy tells us 

that any particular human subject (who, remember, is an artifact of power) has little to no 

control over the convergence of power relations. Nor does that subject have a standard to 

mesure her interpretations of power-shaped events or her own actions. This al1 seems 

quite contrary to the ethical elevation of the aesthetic existence and the depiction of 

subjects-ancient or modem-as meaninghilly engaged in such a task. Moreover, while 

Foucault acknowledges that power relations change from era to em, his radical re- 

formulation of power in his ethics involves a re-characterization dramatic enough that it 



involves nearly a complete break from power as construed in genealogy-power's very 

nature is modified- 

Power 

Foucauidian ethics appear to significantly re-formulate "power". Genealogical 

power is described as intentional, non-subjective and highly unpredictable in that it 

involves sets of strategic relations converging fiom multiplicitous and unexpected points. 

In ethics, however, power takes on a malleable and predictable quality quite inconsistent 

with its former characterization. The subjects of Foucauldian ethics strategicdly and 

purposefully navigate power relations with a degree of accuracy and predictability quite 

antitheticd to the genealogical depiction of how power relations operate. In the ethics, 

innovative agency is imputed to individuals who coosciously resist power and apparently 

do so with some success. This predictability of outcorne, in terrns of attempts at the 

strategic manipulation of power relations, is what is most foreign to genedogical power. 

Foucault says that "power is not ... a certain strength we are endowed with", yet his ethical 

subjects must effectively control power relations in keeping with their own purposes to 

facilitate an aesthetic of existence.'* Foucauldian ethics allows for human agents to 

facilitate particular and anticipated ends in opposition to power. Genealogical power 

could not be strategically directed as such; in fact, this is why attempts to actively direct 

events often back£ire, as in the case of the Victonan bourgeoisie who tned to use 

sexuality to fkee themselves, al1 the while actually constralliing themselves with their 

artifice. 



Foucauit urges individuals to transcend the strictmes of power relations by 

attempting to h d  spaces where they can partake in "limit experiences" which will 

provide enlightening and edifjing ways of thinking and interpreting the world. It is in 

these interstices that Foucault claims one can find the potential to resist power. And yet, 

there could be no limit experiences at all if there were not those l imits delineated by 

power relations themselves. Only power can make transcendent acts transcendent. 

Resistance to power relations inevitably occurs upon a field of already existing power 

relations. In keeping with Foucault's contention that agents cannot lmow what what they 

do does, genealogy suggests that only if acts of resistance play themselves out in certain 

ways upon the existing field of power relations wili acts intended as resistance achially 

amount to that. Never being able to predict the ultimate outcome of a particular action, 

an intended act of resistance which actually results in irnpeding hegemonic influences as 

intended ultimately appears little more than lucky. Actions which acnially result in theu 

intended outcornes do not necessarily reflect strategies which "worked", but only appear 

as such because circumstances, for whatever reasons, bore things out as anticipated, 

although an opposite and unanticipated outcome could in the vast rnajority of cases just 

as easily have occurred. 

Power thwarts attempts to get beyond the systems it constructs not by 

constraining us, but by constraining our "comportments"-that is, by enabling and 

inhibithg courses of action. Our ethical judgments are Little more than nexi of the total of 

power relations vis-à-vis certain behaviours. It is infinitely difficult to "speak new 

'' Foucadt, The History of Sexuulity (Volume One), p. 93-95. 
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words", because even the spaces where these aileged new words are voiced are part of 

powefs structuring of o u .  situations. Hence, as Miller points out, 

the field of possible transgression is always historically specific: every 
epoch forms what one can c d  a 'system of the transgressive. '... Properly 
speakuig, rhis space coincides neither with the illegal nor the criminal, 
neitha with the revolutionary, the monstrous nor the abnormal, nor even 
with the sum total of d l  these deviant forms; but each of these t m s  
designates at least an angle ... Acts of 'transgressions' may put a human 
being in touch with the chaotic power that Nietzsche calls the Dionysian; 
but no act of transgression c m  escape its ongins in a histoncal field thaf 
in crucial part, motivates, -and insofar as the object of transgression is to 
tap the untameci energy of transcendence-(de)fonns it. l3 

Attempts at self creation di have consequemes and ramifications that c a ~ o t  be 

anticipated given the exigencies of power relations. Following geneaiogy, humans m u t  

accept that we can do little to control world history or the formation of our own selves." 

Foucault's genealogicd depiction of power indicates that individu& should not be 

expected to be able to employ the self-creative abilities which the Foucault of the ethics 

desires us to possess. Despite this, Foucault's words to HoMtz imply that there are ways 

in which we can outsmart or at least cucumvent power relations so that we may become 

at least sornewhat triumphant. Foucault describes the plurality of resistances which we 

cm muster as afïkonts to power, yet the creative route he prescribes through ethics seems 

much less plausible upon recalling Foucault's earlier depiction of power. And surely his 

remarks to HoMtz and the whole of The Use of Pleasure were not intended as empty 

rhetoric advocating a psychologically comforting but hopeless sh-iving toward an 

impossible goal. 



Freedorn and Truth 

In keeping with his changing notion of power, Foucault's conceptions of fieedom 

and tnith also morph as he shifts fiam genealogy to ethics. In the genealogical works 

Discipline and Puni' and The HLrtory of Smality, Volume 1. needom is quite 

circumscribed. The unpredictability of power relations and the stnctures of disciplinary 

mechanisms. as well as Foucault's nomhalistic characterization of power, al1 contribute 

to a freedom which is quite curtailed. Despite this, Foucault consistently maintains that 

fieedom and the possibility of resistance are necessary preconditions for power relations 

to exist. Without a measure of fieedom individuals would be in a position of abject 

slavery and power itself would be absolute, not relationai. Without some allotment of 

fieedorn, uidividuds' actions would not be their own, and yet even if individuals have the 

ability to act, to do something within the structures of power relations, the outcome of 

such actions might still remain quite unpredictable according to the genealogical picture. 

The slight measure of fieedom demanded by genealogical power may allow for potential 

action or attempts at resistance. however such action need not have any enduring rneaning 

beyond its later historical context and subsequent interpretation. Genealogicd fieedom 

rnight allow for individual "choices" of action without allowing for innovative agency, 

while still denying that individuals possess the teleological, originative energy required 

for self-stylization Ui keeping with an aesthetic of existence. 

- -- -- - 

l4 As Heisenberg banished the dream of a wholly predictablc and retrodictable universe when he 
enunciated his principle of indetenninacy, Foucault banished the possibility of detaiied social and personal 
planning* 



Addressing Horvitz, Foucault implies that individuals have cfeative potential, 

abilities to desire, m a t e  and transcend, which, on closer examination, are difficdt to 

reconcile with his genedogical claims about power. The ethical re-characterization of 

power bestows on human beings a degree of &eedom they were not previously afforded 

because the aesthetic of existence must endow the agent with a certain ability to 

teleologically manipulate power relations. For the aesthetics of existence to be 

sustainable individuals require enough eeeciorn to create themselves to a significant 

degree. Without creative agency the aesthetic of existence wodd be a meaningless 

concept, and the Foucault of the genealogy might have been expected to argue as much. 

But the sheer capacity to create oneself to a significant degree is not enough. We aiso 

require the ability to tell when we are succeeding in some measure. We cannot accept 

believing that we are doing so because power may be shaping us to so believe. 

Meaningful creative agency entails discemment of success or failure. 

According to the initial genedogical conception of freedom individuals are 

confinuously hedged in by power relations beyond thev recognition, anticipation or 

control. Given the exigencies of power relations genealogy must argue the impossibility 

of distinguishing other than-perhaps-retrospectively whether an action rnight be 

considered a revolutionary act of resistance or merely reuiforce stricter hegemony. 

Because an aesthetic of existence demands fkedom, late in his philosophical career 

Foucault compromised his original position on power in order to permit that fiedom by 

allowing for originative agency. The issue of discemment remained moot. 

Foucault's view of truth also required amendment in light of his ethics. Once 

again, this involves a changing perception of power. Whereas in genealogy truth 



appeated to be a generally unpredictable by-product of power relations, truth in the ethics 

appears to be something much more strategicaiiy fomulated and directed. in an eariy 

interview, Foucault says: 

The important thing here, 1 believe, is that tm# isn't outside power, or 
lacking in power: contrary to a myth whose history and fiinctions would 
repay hther study, tmth isn't the reward of fiee spirits, the child of 
protracted solitude, not the privilege of those who have succeeded in 
liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only 
by Wnie of multiple foms of comtmhts. And it induces regular effects 
of power. ls 

On this view, truth is both bom of power relations and perpetuates their regular effects. 

Tmth and power materialize from nowhere and everywhere, the product of a multiplicity 

of seen and unseen forces. For the Foucault of the ethics, subjects are more actively 

involved in producing ûuth; fkthermore, Foucault appears to ailow individuds a certain 

ability to intentionaliy, knowingly manipulate and employ tniths, often to their benefit. 

An aesthetic of existence involves actively creating truths about the self as the self is 

shaped like a work of art. Truths are still part of power relations, but deliberately crafting 

huths becomes part of self-formation given the attempt to produce an enduring self, an 

aesthetic of existence. 

Attempting to step outside of regimes of truth through various M t  expenences is 

something that Foucault cornes to perceive a s  possible and desirable. In part, this is 

simply a continuance of Foucault's genedogicd project of problematizing what we take 

for granted. However, given Foucault's newfound interest in the aesthetics of existence 

and the possibiiities of creating the self as a work of art, tmth dso becomes a tool. 

Nonetheless, genealogy presents the production of truth as a by-product of power 



relations, not something strategicaîiy manufactined and employed teleologicaily. Once 

again, the aesthetic of existence demands that Foucault Aow individuals the potential to 

intentionally manufacture tniths about themselves, because oniy if we are afforded this 

fieedorn c m  we stylw ourselves and mate  for ourselves the narratives which constitute 

us as distinct individuais and products of artful existence. 

Ethicai Expeetations - Stoicism? 

If Foucauldian ethics appear inconsistent in iight of genealogy, how otherwise 

might one have expected them to be? That is, had Foucault not recast power and 

freedorn, how might he have produced an ethics more consistent with genealogy? 

Harking back to Foucault's advice to H o ~ t z ,  we might have expected him to Say 

something remfiscent of ancient Stoic ethics. Stoic ethics hold that proper ethical 

conduct is simply the appropriation of a correct attitude or disposition toward the world. 

While maintainhg that human agents are unable to control the unfolding of events in a 

world that is entirely predestineà, the Stoic argues that we do have the fiee will to choose 

the interior attitude with which to face such a world. While humans must accept that they 

have no control over exterior occurrences, they cm act rightly by leaming to comrnand 

the interior self in keeping with a disposition of acceptance of worldly happenings. Only 

with this b e r  disposition of acceptance will one be not only ethical but happy in a world 

beyond one's control. Foucault's advice to Horvitz might have Uivolved a prescription for 

adopting a certain "right" disposition toward the world. He might have warned against 

'' Michel Foucault, "Truth and Powern, p. 73. 



attempts to combat power, recommending instead that in willing compiiance subjects can 

h d  peace and achieve a measure of triunph over power's unassailable influence. 

Stoicism is a systematic philosophy based on logic, physics and ethics. 

Functioning according to rational order or logos, a divine energy permeates everything in 

the cosmos much like an immanent God. This divine logos was Unmanent in humans and 

everythmg corporeal. Stoic materialism conceiveci of a world as made up of dynarnic 

matter, always changing in accord with this logos, the entire cosmos unfolded according 

to a prescribed mtural order. But because the logos maintained a certain mystery in its 

operations, humans were advised to adopt a certain belief in fate or providence. I6 

The Stoics argued that each person has an unchangeable, pre-ordained place in the 

divine order. Events d o l d  according to a universal plan that humans cannot 

comprehend in d l  of its complexity. However, human rationaiity does allow for 

recognition that nature is unfolding according to an irnrnutable order, rendering 

occurrences which might appear bad actually for the best in the grand scheme of h g s .  

Acquiescence to this grand scheme, then, is the only fitting-and possible-ethical act. 

One must leam to adopt an accepting attitude toward fate. For each individual, "[tlhe 

extemal circumstances of his whole life are an episode in the life of universal Nature, and 

they are 'in his power' only to the extent that he can choose to accept them or not when 

they occur. If he is a convinced Stoic he will accept them al1 gladly, on the understanding 

that they contribute to the well-being of the miverse as a who~e."~' 

--- - - 

l6 Enoch Siumpf, Philosophy: HLrtoy and Problems, (New York: McGraw-HiU, 1989), p. 1 17. 
17 A.A. Long, HeZZenrStic Philosophy, (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1974), p. 198. 



Epictetus describes individuals as actors in a drama, fhctioning agairist the 

backdrop of a larger cosmos. One cannot engineer one's assigned part, nor does an 

individual possess any fkedom to alter the script; the best that each person c m  do is 

adopt a passive and accepting attitude toward the world-to accept one's fate and to play 

out the assigned part with the most equanimity one can achieve. Hence, Epictetus advises 

"[d]o not seek to have events happen as you want them to, but instead want them to 

happen as they do happen, and your life will go well."" 

The Stoic world view raises an obvious problem for human agency and fkeedorn. 

Because individuals could choose the attitudes with which they faced the world, even 

though they could not alter their assigned roles, ethicai attitudes or positions are 

epiphenomenal. They leave us powerless to affect events or even our own behaviour. 

For Foucault, it seems ethical freedom is curtailed in a similar fashion. At first the totally 

predestined Stoic cosmology might appear quite at odds with the historically contingent 

fluctuations of Foucauldian power. But ultimately the practical implications of the pre- 

destineci Stoic cosmos are not al1 that difXerent fiom those of the mercurial cosmos of 

power relations. Agents inhabiting the Stoic cosmos are helplessly limited by the fact 

that there are absolutely no historical contingencies in the well-ordered universe. The 

Foucauldian subject is hopelessly limited by the endless historicai contingency of power 

relations. Either way, hurnan agency and freedom amount to something so limited that 

the very concepts are quite problematic to common sense understanding. 

II Epictetus, "Encheiridion" in Clmsics of Western Philosophy, Stemm M. Cahn ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Pubhhing Company hc., 1995), )p. 339. 



With Stoic history already programmed to unfold a certain way, individuds are 

robbed of physical keedom and are left only with dispositional fieedorn in k i n g  the 

world. As noted, Stoic "keedom" is ody  the ability to adopt a certain attitude or 

disposition in the face of events which unfold al1 around the agent, but which do not 

pennit that agent to affect their udolding in any meaningful way. For Foucault, 

eveiything we interpret as cornpishg what we understand as the world in which we live 

is the resuit of myriad power relations; of dynarnic forces which act in seefningly 

arbitrary combinations to produce events or artifacts which are also subject to a nearly 

&te nurnber of interpretations. Foucadt's cosmos does not unfold according to some 

well ordered plan as does the Stoic cosmos, yet in terms of its implications for individual 

agents, the Stoic and the Foucauldian social worlds unexpectedly converge. Foucauldian 

power relations are fickle; they are the result of chance and accident, and bow power 

relations will converge at any particular point (which we might later interpret as an event) 

is, from an extemal perspective, a matter of complete surprise. We can never anticipate 

the factors which will combine to make something what it is because there are too many 

force "vectors" and too many possible ways they could converge. This is compounded by 

the fact that for each perceived modality of power's convergence, there are a multiplicity 

of interpretations which could be employed to bestow meaning on it as an event. 

With al1 of these contingencies at play how could the Foucauldian agent have any 

more fieedom than the Stoic? One can even argue that in the Foucauldian cosmos power 

relations wholly determine one's disposition as well, leaving Foucault's ethical subject in 

a predicament even more bleak than the Stoic subject, who at least is free to take up an 

attitude rather than having one imposed. 



The Existentialist Alternative 

The Stoics present one mode1 for an anticipated Fouca~dian ethic; however, 

existentialist writers also provide an indication of how Foucauldian ethics might have 

proceeded-a tum of events Foucault might fhd unsettling, given his often scathing 

comments on what he perceiveci as Sartre's misleading "humanism". Despite this, in the 

writing of such figures as Camus, Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, there appear elements 

which cohere nicely with Foucauldian genealogy and are instructive in indicating how 

Foucault might have been expected to treat ethics. 

1. Camus 

The Stoic ethic focuses on the attitude one might adopt in facing a worid largely 

beyond individual comprehension or control. 1 have suggested that the genedogicd 

conception of power leads to a world view comparable to the pre-destined Stoic cosmos 

in terms of the curtailment of fiedom. However, the Foucault of Discipline and Punish 

might have "kept the faith" and tumed not to Epictetus but to Camus for guidance in 

facing a power-determhed world, though in doing so, he would have found an ethical 

response not entirely unlike the Stoics'. In The Myth ofSisyphw, Camus describes the 

hopeless absurdity of the human condition, and ponders whether suicide is a viable option 

to this absurd life. His solution, like that of the Stoics, arnounts to adopting a certain 

disposition toward events largely beyond human comprehension or modification. Camus 



claims that "revolt gives life its and Foucault might have been expected to offer a 

similar prescriptive. Foucault might have stressai the Sisyphusian nature of our fieedom, 

by instructing us to take on Life as did Sisyphus, of whom Camus writes, "Sisyphus, 

proletarian of the go&, powerless and rebellious, knows that whole extent of his 

wretched condition: it is what he thinks of during his descent. The lucidity that was to 

constitute his torture at the same t h e  crowns his victory. There is no fate that cannot be 

surmounted by scom."" Camus advises individuals to take on the challenge of 

understanding and making something meanGigful of our lives despite the absurdity of 

human existence. Foucault might have advised the same, t e lhg  us that although there is 

no promise of being ever able to effect any red control over events, no hope of escaping 

the bonds of power relations, we cm affirm Me through coostantiy re-engaging in the 

struggle as exemplified in the intellechials' role of utilhihg the novelty of limit 

experiences to diminish powefs growing rigidity. Camus' focus on revolt and resistance 

coheres with Foucault's commitment to atternpting to resist power relations. Given rnuch 

that Foucault says about struggle, in interviews and his writings, the active, purposefbl 

nature of Camus' Sisyphusian revolt is even more in keeping with the Foucauldian spirit 

than the more resigned Stoic ethic. But Camus proceeds without the presumption of 

effecting real change which makes Foucault's own ethics problematic. 

2. Nietzsche 

Albert Camus, "The Myth of Sisyphus", in EnrtentiaIirm, Robert C. Solomon ed (New York: Random 
Houe, 1974), p. 184. 
'O Camus, p. 187-188. 



The Nietzschean concept of Amor fati also provides something of a dispositional 

prescription for facing the world. Foucault's admiration of Nietzsche suggests that he 

was no doubt aware of this aspect of Nietzsche's thought, and it might have been 

anticipated that he wodd take up this idea in his ethics. Nietzsche and Foucault share a 

beiief in historical contingency- They both repudiate the existence of a human nature to 

be fulfilled through right or good action. Instead of attempting to offer ethical 

imperatives which would expedite human fulfillment of such a nature, Nietzsche offers 

an aîtitudinal strategy for facing the world through nmor fati or acceptance of fate. This 

noble acceptaoce of events, reminiscent of Stoicism and precursive of Camus, c m  help 

one to develop strength of character. Nietzsche says: 

I want to leam more and more to see as beautiful what is necessary in 
things; then 1 shail be one of those who make things beautifid. Amor fati: 
let that be my love henceforth! 1 do not want to wage war against what is 
ugly. 1 do not want to accuse; 1 do not even want to accuse those who 
accuse. Looking avay shall be my only negation. And al1 in al1 and on 
the whole: some day I wish to be only a Yes-sayer." 

For Nietzsche, adopting a correct attitude toward an historically contingent world was a 

strategy for positively combating the vagaries of human existence. Foucault cannot have 

been untouched by this element in Nietzsche, and it rnight have been expected that he 

would adopt this position in his ethics." 

3. Kierkegaard 

-- - -  

" Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science. Walter Kaufmann Tram. (New York: Vintage, 1 974), p. 223. 
It should be noted that it is a real question why the Foucault of Discipline and Punish and The Histo~y of 

Senraliry, Volume 1, even felt it necessary to provide an ethics at ail. 



Foucault's concem with the aesthetic of existence and what he calls "Iimit 

experiences" leads to questions of what it means for an individual to engage in a self- 

definhg act. Given the Wuences of power, how often do we really act. and what should 

count as moraiIy relevant action? Here Kierkegaard provides some instruction. For 

Kierkegaard, morally relevant action must be contemplated and considered, and yet at the 

same t h e  not be overly refiective. Circumstances must transpire in a very particda. 

fashion to d o w  for a moment where a selfdefinhg act is indeed possible. Kierkegaard 

says that selfdenning action cannot be refiected on and yet also dernands it be personal. 

In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard employs the biblicd story of God's challenge to 

Abraham as a case study in ethics. Kierkegaard argues that for Abraham to act rightly 

and become the esteerned Knight of Faith he should sirnply act on God's cornrnand to 

sacrifice Isaac. But questions arise about this imperative. Such action appears little more 

than blind obedience, making it somewhat absurd that such an act could redly qualiS as 

self-defhing. It might be argued that Abraham's unshakable faith precludes his action 

fiom being substantially meaningfûl, because his UfZfailing faith precludes the belief that 

his action involves a genuine risk given faith's conviction that with God everythmg is 

right? Paradoxically, the faith which Kierkegaard cites as motivating Abraham to act 

"rightly" ultimately robs Abraham's act of moral value, rendering such action blindly 

obedient and devoid of genuine ethical responsibility. Kierkegaard argues that without 

faith the leap itself is impossible because there would be no creed as underlying motive 

for the action, and yet with such a motivahg creed, how could the act itself be as  free or 

a Even if Abraham is unable to understand the divine plan, he must have the faith to accept th& everything 
is happening as it should, This is not dissimilar to îhe ideal Stoic acceptance of the divine logos or 



meaningful as Kierkegaard intends? The very faith serveà by the supposedly self- 

defining act seems to vitiate the autonorny of that act. 

For Foucault, would the possibility of a genuine leap of faith, of a genuine self 

defining act, be vitiated by genealogical power? How could a given act even be 

considered one's own and not simply the result of power relations? Kierkegaard's leap of 

faith is akin to an act following on Foucault's limit experience; both are gambles, 

something done on the chance that it might be freely self-determining. But even if an act 

is self-determining, however it may be so, in Foucault's case it cannot be hown to be so. 

Kierkegaard's Knight of Faith undertalces an act which supposedly is a teleological 

suspension of the ethical, movhg the agent beyond the universal or ethical r e a h  to act 

"absurdly", beyond ordinary comprehension. But is the fact of the opacity of the 

motivations underiying an act enough to make this 1Md of transcendeme meaningless? 

However pressing the question is for Kierkegaard, it is still more serious for Foucault. 

What can Foucault mean by keedom, given the conception of power that he has sketched 

and the resulting opacity of actual motivation? It begins to look as if "fieedom" is just a 

desire to act independently, coupled with an u n c o ~ a b l e  chance that an act might be 

free. Foucault's constant insistence that power only works because individuals are fiee 

and because they have choices among the "comportments" power enables looks more and 

more hotlow. 

Personal (and Sexuai) Potitics 

Nietzschean amor fati. 
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It appears that ultimately, despite his arguments that through ethics we can 

determine means to escape or at least subvert power relations, Foucault will have 

difficulty making this claim convincing in Lght of his strong genealogical stance on 

power. hvoking the aesthetic of existence, Foucault argues for the capacity of creative 

self-dennition. Foucault seems to require this possibility to lend significance to his own 

work and vision, if nothing else. What was Foucault's philosophical wanant or interest in 

relenting on the stnctness of his previous position on power? Perhaps Foucauldian 

philosophy is, in the end, even more a personai endeavou thm Foucault &self wished 

to acknowledge. 

It is unquestionable that Foucault's lifestyle in California greatly influenced his 

philosophy. Foucault's activity at the leather bars of the San Francisco gay scene is quite 

well docurnented, particularly in Miller's biography. Miller illustrates how Foucault 

came to perceive sexuality as more than just an interesting aspect of how subjectivity was 

shaped, conceiving of sex acts themselves as a genuine outlet for creative thinking and 

political resistance. Regarding the most notable case in point, Foucault remarks that 

through S M  (sado-rnasochism), people "are inventing new possibilities of pleasure with 

strange parts of their body-through the eroticization of the body. 1 think it's a kind of 

creation, a creative enterprise, which has as one of its main features what 1 cal1 the 

desexualization of pleasure."" S/M becomes for Foucault a personai case-study for 

investigating power relations, the aesthetic of existence and the possibiiity of self- 

stylization. Foucault invokes the invention of new possibilities of pleasure through S/M 

as a direct indication of the sort of creativity involved in meaningfùl self-formation and 



creation of an aesthetic of existence. Foucauit also sees power itself playing out through 

these relations, as he describes "[tlhe S/M game" as itself a strategic and fluid relation? 

Foucault politicized wbat was happening in the San Francisco gay scene to an 

extent that ultimately seems somewhat exaggerated. He expresses his belief that by 

engaging in S M  one can challenge one's personai identity, create new possibilities in 

terms of who one is and how we can fUnction inside the bodies in which we fkd 

omelves. In an intenriew, Foucault says "1 think that it is politically important ... that 

semiality is able to h c t i o n  as it functions in the bathhouses. You meet men there who 

are to you as you are to them: nothing but a body with which combinations and 

productions of pleasure are possible. You cease to be irnprisoned in your own face, in 

your own past, in your identity."26 Thus,"[i]t is as if Foucault wished to suggest that S/M 

was itself, in some way, a kind of Nietzschean game of truth-a game played with the 

body itself?"" 

Even if S/M can be understood as a game of truth, our own role in such a game is 

questionable. Foucault wants to argue that the agent has an originative and creative role 

in such gantes, but given power, it could just as easily be argued that such roles are 

circurnscribed in ways which we fail to recognize. Even counterculture takes place 

according to a system and d e s ,  and always against a determinate dominant culture. 

While S/M may offer a break f?om one's ordinary identity or the ordinary parameten of 

sexuality, genealogical conceptions of power prompt the argument that such 

" Miller, p. 263. 
" m e r ,  p. 263. 
'' m e r ,  p. 264. 
" Miller, p. 269. 



counterculltural construction is e q d y  circumscnied, if in différent ways. It follows, 

then, that the selves "created"through these games of tmth are not tnily any more "eee" 

than the selves created using the alternative d e s  of mainStream discourses. 

Larger thrn L S d h e  Foocauldian Ego 

Perhaps Foucault's failure of nerve can be at least partïally accounted for in light 

of his own egocentrism. Foucault had great faith in the ability of certain elite individuals 

to transcend the strictmes of power, to speak new words and become strong poets, and, of 

course, he figured himself as one of these people. Toward the end of his Life, philosophy 

became more than just an intellectual pursuit for Foucault-it had become v q  much a 

way of life, a vehicle for Foucault's own self-definition, the c r u  of his personal identity. 

ln his late work, "What is Eniightenment?", Foucault daims: 

The critical ontology of ourselves must be considered not, certainiy, as a 
theory, a doctrine, nor even as a permanent body of knowledge, that is 
accumulating; it m u t  be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a 
philosophical iife in wwhich the critique of what we are is at one and the 
same tirne the historical analysis of the limits imposed on us and an 
experiment with the possibility of going beyond t h e d g  

For Foucault to corne to the ethical conclusions which we might have expected, given his 

genealogical analysis, would require a profound admission regarding his own 

helplessness in the face of power. If power relations really function with the pervasive 

strength Foucault claims in genealogy, his own philosophical enterprises, his own life, are 

rendered largely meaningless. Foucault's fui1 acceptance of his own genealogy would put 

him in the paradoxical position of admitting its ultimate irrelevance. He would be forced 



to acknowledge that his role as philosopher was p u d y  the result of histoncal chance and 

had little to do with any special gift or talent. Moreover, he would have to acknowledge 

that his lectures and writings carried only limiteci meaning, faihg to provide an enduring 

contribution, and that there was really little to distinguish his own putative insights £kom 

others' messages." 

A psychological explanation for Foucault's failure of nerve might suggest he was 

reluetant to allow himself to be submerged in power's workings. Foucault had to 

preserve some fieedom for everyone because he needed to preserve some for himself, to 

ailow himself to be the visionary he thought that he was. Such a psychologicai 

explanation for the philosophical schism in Foucault's work, relying on considerations of 

how Foucault's own ego and sel f-perception affecteci his p hilosophy, has implications 

more f a  reaching than might initially be thought. Such a psychological explanation 

amounts to significantly more than an ad hominim argument. If one accepts genedogy, 

tuming analysis of Foucault's philosophy into a psychological undertaking actually 

becomes a genealogical investigation in and of itself. Such an investigation can provide 

meaningfûl contributions in explainhg how and why genealogy and ethics look as they 

do. Psychological investigations indeed are designed to probe those unacknowledged 

accidents, surprises and chance happenings which are so formative in shaping individuals 

and events. Genealogy cm explain why, as philosophers, we shouid be interested in 

Foucault's psychological position. Foucault's psychology is relevant because it can take 

- - - - -- - -- - - -  

" Michel, Foucault, "What is Enlightemment?" in Michel FoucouZt: Ethics. Subjectivity und Truîh. Paul 
Rabinow Ed. (London: Penguin, I997), p. 3 19. (my emphasis) 

Couzm Hoy and Habermas, of course, make just this point about FoucauIt's genealogies of penaiity and 
sexuality. 



us some distance in explaining his philosophical shiR Genealogy rnakes a psychological 

investigation of Foucauldian philosophy relevant because histoncal contingencies and 

personal exigemies are revealed to be important. 

Foucault's remarks to H o ~ t z  uidicate that for Foucault, philosophy is important, 

and Foucault's own views on this role of philosophy are instructive in understanding how 

and why his philosophical work unfolded as it did. A psychological account of his shifts 

c m  explain why Foucault adopts the ethical position he does, elevating philosophy and 

the philosopher, as opposed to taking the route that that we should take philosophy as just 

one more Rortyan conver~ation?~ It becomes instructive in this context to employ what 

traditionally might look like an irrelevant psychological point as indicative of much more. 

An investigation of Foucault's psychology indeed can be instructive with respect to much 

about genealogy, ethics, and the Foucauldian perception of the role of philosophy at 

large. 

Foucault requires the possibility of an aesthetic of existence as a way to validate 

his own life and his own lifestyle. Near the end of his life, Foucault no doubt began to 

realize that his health was very precarious, that he was, in fact, quite ill." It also appears 

that he began to question whether his illness was indeed related to his activities in the San 

Francisco leather scene. Miller documents Foucault having engaged several individuals 

in questions about the alleged "gay disease" about which rumours were beginning to 

circulate. Foucault is also documeated as having alluded to the beauty of sacrificing 

- - -  

JO Foucault might have been anticipated to take a route more a h  to that of Richard Rorty, arguing that 
phiIosophy is simply literature that "matters". A psychologicd investigation of Foucault reveals why such 
a response indeed would have been unusuai for a philosophicai figure such as Foucault, his ego ultimately 
dernanding he be aiIowed to maintain a much more important role. 
'' See Miiier, p. 26. 



one's life in pursuit of seIf-creation and the love of boys." It seems somewhat 

questionable whether Foucault actually reaüzed that he was SUffering fiom AIDS, or 

would admit t h e  was such a disease, which he called "the American invention"." But 

there is good indication that he was at least somewhat suspicious. This might account, in 

part, for his own need to validate his life choices philosophically and intellectually. If he 

was able to convince himself that his death was the result of choice, the outcorne of self 

d e m g  acts, no doubt he would h d  this more reassuring than the idea that he was a 

tragic victim of circumstance. Being a victim seems absolutely antithetical to Foucault's 

own conception ofhimself. Ironically, his own death of AiDS is a perfect case-shidy in 

how self-definhg acts are less intentional, less strategic and predictable than we might 

hope, and how our best attempts at resistance are often blindly thwarted. In addition, our 

attempts at self-definition rnight ultimately Say things about us which we did not intend to 

comrnunicate, to put us in roles which we would not want to adopt. In an interesting tum 

of events, Foucault's own untimely death indicates that his genealogical depiction of 

power as capricious and converging in unexpected ways, fiom a multiplicity of points, 

leading to strange accidents and change outcomes, is achially much more realistic than 

his ethical depiction of power as something which we can strategically and creatively 

direct in our stylization of a self. Foucault's own attempt at self-stylization only proves 

how such attempts to create an aesthetic of existence oflen go awry because of 

" Afin a startling incident at Berkeley where an ailing Foucault fainted in public, the philosopher is 
documented as having dismissed questions regarding A I D S  commenting, 'To die for the love of boys- 
What couid be more beautifid?'' See Miller, p. 350. Also see p. 353 for fiirther detaiLs of Foucault's 
discussion with HOMG in which Foucault dudes to how talk of AlDS is dangerous to the gay community 
and the value of pleasures (physical and inteiiectual) to be experienced in sexual relations with boys. 
" Set Miller, p. 349 for discussion of Foucault expressing certain disbelief regarding the serious thrat of 
AIDS. 



unanticipated tunis of events. The multiplicitous ways in which Foucault's life has 

subsequently been interpreted reveds that past Iives are indeed maps, schematics, to be 

interpreted and re-interpreted, far more than they are standing monuments for passive 

examination and admiration. 
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